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ABSTRACT

This thesis began as an examination of memorials and shrines. 
Throughout the course of my research and writing, it developed into 
becoming a collection of essays dealing with larger issues, such as the 
human need to hold onto the impossible things to hold onto and issues 
dealing with the inevitability of decay. Additionally, I question the 
reliability of sight and the act of looking, which coincide with issues of 
appearances versus reality in life. I take on these issues while playing 
with the lyrical essay, which includes fragmentation in order to create 
rhythm and to visually create spaces on the page.   
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There is beauty in this madness. 

The Experience Music Project Museum in Seattle defies what one would expect from a 

museum. The exterior is not clean lines and rigid blocks. The interior contains no white walls. It 

was designed by architect Frank Gehry, whose designs are either receiving constant praise or 

constant disdain for their ingenuity and unique forms. The EMP Museum does appear to be an 

odd combination of forms, textures, and colors; all parts brought together to resemble what it 

looks like when someone crumbles up chunks of paper and tosses them into a waste bin. The 

pieces just look like they do not quite belong together. However, despite its disparities, I cannot 

deny that when I first approached the building, I was taken aback by its presence. The surface 

was undulating and it moved in all different directions. Each component was done in a different 

color. One in crimson red, another beam in teal, an iridescent-like purple façade, and the entrance 

done in a highly reflective bronze. Each surface color reflected light in a different way. Gehry 

has said that the design was taken from images of collected Fender Stratocasters. This inspiration 

becomes apparent in the building’s clear duality of both the natural curvatures of a classical 

guitar and the sleek, technological aspect of an electric. As I walked through the entrance, the 

structure closed in and I felt as if I was being enveloped.    

       Within the museum there was no natural lighting, all is illuminated with glitzy and stage-like  

lights. It did not have the usual museum feel of stuffiness or historical importance; instead, it had 

the playfulness of an arcade. 
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On display until April 2013, there is a collection dedicated to Nirvana. Taking Punk to the  

Masses is its official title. I walk by walls of glassed-off memorabilia of old letters to fans and t-

shirts worn in concerts and on tour and lyrics scribbled down on scraps of paper. The objects are 

in actuality common objects, and yet, they have been transcended by hands that held them. A 

couple rooms over, in a space reserved for science fiction movie props, the film Avatar is up for 

show. There are life-size models of the costumes and of the equipment, set up to make you feel 

as if you are in the movie, walking amongst the surreal. 

The museum creators intended for many displays to be interactive. Visitors are 

encouraged to touch and play. Areas are filled with musical instruments of all kinds. For the five 

minutes allotted, you can be a rock star. Or, at another station, one can be virtually be 

transformed into a giant and blue creature called an Avatar. A giant caricature of yourself.

The newest exhibit, located towards the main entrance and not as conspicuous as the rest, 

is titled Can’t Look Away: the Lure of Horror Film. I will admit I was hesitant to enter because I 

have never been one to handle watching horror movies very well. The movie It has made it so 

that I will not close my eyes in the shower or stare at the drain for too long in fear that a 

deranged clown will call up from the pipes. The exhibition is on the underground level, maybe as 

a suggestion to dive down even further into the strange and unexplainable. It is darker in the 

exhibition space with only a mixture of red lights and the harsher, artificial white-light from the 

display cases. The space is divided in no clear order with no obvious path to start moving in. 

Walls are created with iron, bent and molded to resemble giant cobwebs or gates to a cemetery. 

The museum places on display its finest collection of monster figures and instruments of pain. 

The axe from The Shining and Freddy Krueger’s claws are set within Plexiglas display cases. 

The mystery that they were shrouded in during their films has now dissolved. Under that bright 
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lighting one can clearly see the plastic and glue that holds them together. Eli Roth is on a screen 

against the wall discussing fear. 

As I wandered past every case, I stare intently at the life-size props and figures. I pass the 

chair used in the movie Hostel and pause not only because it appears incredibly fake but also 

small. All I could think of was a photograph I had seen of Ruth Snyder, one of the first women to 

be electrocuted since 1899, and to have it captured in a photograph. The image is haunting 

because some aspect of it looks surreal and beautiful. It is in black and white and her skin shows 

the gradation from dark to light. The body looks completely still and the skin looks as if it is 

shaking. Her face is completely obscured by whatever restraint they placed on her. Her shoes are 

simple slip-ons. 

Only hours after her execution the image was plastered on the front-page of the New York 

Daily News with a headline reading, DEAD!. I recall this image because of the size of the chair. 

The one she sat in at Sing Sing Prison looked incredibly large and gave her the appearance of 

being incredibly small

There is the expected ominous music from horror movies moving throughout the space 

and mixing with the sounds of film clips continuously running, the occasional sound of screams, 

and the voices of the other visitors. As I move along within the space going past the board 

displaying easily over one hundred famous horror movies, all I can think of is how fascinating it 

is that an entire culture has been centered on the idea of monsters and fear. I think of how horror 

has become its own art form. None of this is new though, nor is it contained in films alone. Fear 

as an entity itself has been around for ages and manifests into many forms.    

The Murderer:
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Francisco Goya, a Spanish artist, created a painting titled Saturn Devouring his Children. The 

figure of Saturn encompasses the entire painting. His body arches back slightly creating a 

diagonal with his head thrown slightly back. The background that can be seen is completely 

shrouded in black. Saturn is golden and brown. His body is thin and accentuated. His limbs 

resemble a tree bark. Between his hands, clasped by every finger is the body of one of his 

children. The top half of the child’s body is missing, mere chunks and strings of flesh in Saturn’s 

teeth. The only bright color on the canvas is the red emanating from the now fragmented body. 

The rest of the colors are browns and blacks in harsh lines. Saturn’s eyes are opened wide and 

lacking any other emotion than crazed. 

 

Can you define a monster? Bulged-out eyes. Hump back. Claws. Sharp teeth. And twisted 

limbs. Mindless and hungry. But what if it looked like you? And had a good sense of mind not to 

harm anyone but did it anyway? The word monster itself derives from the Latin word monstrum, 

which is defined as some visible abnormality that reveals an unnatural being. It is a sign that 

something is not as it should be or as expected. A warning to flee.   

Within the exhibit, on display was Bram Stoker’s original Dracula manuscript carefully 

kept in a case against a wall. As I stared at the fairly plain paper with only scrawls of words 

covering its surface, I thought of how much this writing defines what humans fear. Dracula was a 

figure that in almost every way appeared human. His victims were easily seduced.  

Our newsfeeds are littered with stories of women abducted outside of bars and their 

apartment complexes only to have their bodies appear in ditches and trashcans hours or days 

later. Mangled or burnt until made unrecognizable. The police statements always say the 

abductor’s clean-cut appearance made the girl feel at ease. How could she not trust him?  In the 
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Department of Human Development at Cornell University, a study was conducted in which a 

group of 36 participants was shown 32 headshots. 16 were of “non-criminal” Caucasian men 

between up to the age of 29, and the other 16 were criminal of the same demographics. The 

participants were asked to distinguish who were the criminals and then if they were involved in a 

crime of violence. They had to choose between arson, assault, drug dealing, or rape. Then they 

were asked to rate the man’s attractiveness on a scale from 1 to 10, 10 being the most attractive. 

Women, it revealed, could recognize which men were dangerous just as well as the men, 

however women had the most difficulty detecting the convicted rapists. The study even found 

that the more attractive that the man was rated the least likely he was thought of as having the 

ability to commit a violent crime, let alone rape. The researchers conclude that this may be due to  

the idea that the men must be suave and handsome in order to get so close to these women. They 

must be able to hide the monstrous nature lurking under their skin.

For fun or just out of curiosity, I went through the headshots of the criminals and non-

criminals that the study provided to see if I could detect the convicted men. I went over each 

picture carefully and kept track of my guesses on a separate sheet of paper. At the end they 

provide an answer key, I found that I did fairly well in determining the criminals and even in 

pinpointing their crime. There was one photograph though that shocked me simply because I was 

so wrong in detecting him as a criminal, let alone a rapist. I even thought, as I went over his 

photograph, that there was absolutely no way he could be one of the rapists. In fact, even though 

it gives me slight pain to admit it, he reminded me of someone I had dated, which is partly why I 

could not imagine someone who looked like that to be capable of committing such a crime. I can 

even pinpoint what it was that deceived me, it was the smile in his eyes and mouth. The smiles 

playing around his face looked identical to the man’s photograph next to his, who was identified 
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as a non-criminal. Looking back at the photograph now I can see the slight differences invisible 

to me before. His lips are pursed just a little bit tighter and his neck muscles are tensed ever so 

slightly. He is holding back a larger smile. He is holding back his pride.      

We live with monsters every day. The scary thing is that there is no indicator, no 

abnormality on the face, they do not dwell in caves or lurk around with eyes blacked out as the 

night. That is the undeniable truth of it all. Appearances never tell the whole truth.   

The Crime Scene:

In another one of Goya’s famous works titled The Third of May, he presents a massacre of a 

Spanish town. Men lined up and shot down. The central figure raises his arms up with one last 

plea and one last shout. His fellow men already dying at his feet. The rocks behind them glow 

from dropped torches or from relentless bullet fire. The city sleeps in the distance. And a hill 

stands behind them blocking any escape. The victims and the murderers are easily 

distinguishable. The blood is there for you to see and for you to know who shed it.

Walking through the exhibit, I thought of the neighborhood street I grew up on, called 

Barnan Street. Throughout the fourteen years that my family lived there only a few houses had a 

constant rotation of people moving in and out. One particular house was the one next to my 

grandparents’ house. It was made of white slabs and surrounded on both sides by a green hedge. I 

remember only one tenant well. He was a man in his sixties who lived by himself. Whenever, the 

neighborhood children played out in the street he would emerge from his house with a bag of 

cookies offering them up to any willing takers. I stood on my grandparents’ carport next to my 

sister and just watched him not daring to take a step closer. We were both under the age of 
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thirteen and yet we knew something was not right about the scene. Something told us it was not a 

simple kind gesture.

 One morning we woke to police in our street and news that he was a known sex-offender 

and was sexually abusing one of the boys on the street. Our neighborhood signed a petition to 

have him removed from the street and to never be allowed to return. Even my younger self 

thought we were just sending him out into the world to instill fear onto more people. A small part 

of me preferred to keep him in a place within my view and under our watch. He was not as 

frightening to me once I knew he was there and what he was capable of doing. That is another 

thing about monsters; they become a little less frightening once we are aware of their presence. 

Understanding more about them creates a false sense of security. 

There is an essence of fear that grips us, excites us. Watching a horror film or reading a 

book, though, is immensely different from being in a truly dangerous situation or physically 

being in the presence of a monster. 

The Murderer:

There are two types of killers experts say, the “organized” and the “disorganized.” 

An “organized” killer will: Pick a victim that is a stranger, have a higher IQ, control their 

moods, have both sexual and social competence and will maintain a stereotypical masculine 

persona. 

A “disorganized” killer will: Pick an acquaintance, have a low IQ, live alone, be anxious 

during the crime and be socially immature. 

Both may return to the crime scene. 
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This is all with the understanding that there will be variations. Not one person can fit a mold 

perfectly. Others cannot really be defined at all.

Motivations for murder according to the Encyclopedia of Murder and Violent Crime may 

include the following: greed, hate, anger, protection, abuse, drugs, fame, religion, “mercy 

killing,” sexual, crime of passion, etc.  The list can go on and all I can think is how common 

some of those motives are to everyone. Every person can feel anyone of those emotions on any 

given day. There has to be more reason as to why someone would kill. The turning point from 

when it moves from simple emotion to reason to murder has to be more visible.  

The lure of the horror film is seeing how close the frightening and seemingly unreal and 

impossible can come to reality. You are not in a graveyard or haunted house, you are trapped in 

your own home. According to the United States Census Bureau, within the last decade the 

majority of both instances of rape and of death by hate crimes occur within or only within a mile 

of the person’s home or lodging. Now think of the opening scene of Scream or the horrifying 

appeal of Ed Gein, the man who inspired films such as The Texas Chainsaw Massacre and 

Psycho. In Scream, the initial terror hits you when the voice on the other side of the phone 

intentionally slips into the conversation that he wants to know the name of who he is looking at, 

and you realize that she is no longer safe within in her own house. The killers existed in your 

world, within the neighborhood and the house you know best and the one place you felt safest in 

because you felt you had control over that space. The best horror films are when you are begging 

to see the outside world to be on the street.    

The Crime Scene:
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Luc Sante’s book Evidence, contains archival images of crime scenes. The police enter the scene 

with the greatest care not to disturb it. They step around objects as if they were made of dust. 

Erosion could cause the loss of truth. So they evacuate all, whom need not be there, and they 

rope it off with yellow tape, and they are careful not to move the body. 

The body waits. It has become as alive as the sheet it lies on. Everyone is looking or 

looking away. The directedness of sight seems dangerous. As does closeness. There is a 

separation between those looking and those cold dead. 

There is such a vast difference between the detectives and the victims now; it is visible in 

every photograph. The detail that fascinates me the most about any crime scene photo is the 

people still alive. Those few there as part of their job or as witness. I notice some viewers seem 

indifferent or maybe too shocked to react, but most likely they have seen too many gruesome 

scenes and it is not in their job description to react emotionally. All I can recall is shoes. Shoes 

polished and square tipped. The view of only the shoes creates an odd sense of stillness in the 

entire scene. The detectives have become stoic figures and the body has apparently drained the 

entire scene of life. 

 It is all about what is not seen and what is no longer there. The weapon? Her clothes? 

Someone’s fingerprints? Crime scene investigators have to objectify everything in order to 

understand the why, the how, the who. 

Life is about dualities. Everything has a counterpart. Beauty becomes the grotesque. 

Opposite and yet the same. Like an artist creating a sculpture, the murderer turns her head just so 

it tilts up slightly. Turns one leg at a bend and the other straight down. Diagonals say dynamism. 

The face surprisingly looks serene. He wants to give her lifeless body meaning and strip her 

living self of it. The body is then the medium to create the masterpiece. Her limbs stretched over 
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the canvas that is the sidewalk. Nothing separates this image from any other work of art. Both 

took time to create, both have the capacity to make you feel something, both become fascinating 

to see because without seeing it we cannot fully acknowledge its presence in this world. 

The horror film conventions have shifted over time, as shown in the exhibit. The villain 

changes with every generation to reflect the fears of the current culture. In the 1950’s the people 

feared the technology, the unknown space, but mostly what people were capable of doing to each 

other. After the atrocities committed during WW2, people were more afraid of people. Not 

knowing who you could trust became a staple of fear. These days we fear larger concepts of 

death, the unexplainable and unavoidable forces that we cannot control or predict. We fear what 

both evil and death can do. There are the paranormal forces impossible to fight and the presence 

of evil sleeping in the bed next to us. Both of which, we could be blind to see coming.    

That is the allure and utter terror in horror culture, the idea that you thought you knew 

that person and what they were capable of doing, and yet, you were completely wrong. That is 

why I felt safer once I knew that the man on my street was a criminal because I thought knowing 

that would act as a defense. The scary thing, and what horror films remind us, is that knowing 

does not always save you and more often you cannot know just what someone is capable of 

doing. It is not the fear of the unknown horrors of outer space or of the mutations being created 

in a lab, but it is the fear of the unknown side of every person you meet. 

We continue to watch though. People continue to visit this exhibit dedicated to the most 

horrifying parts of film that could easily be real. We continue to watch as the blonde character 

has her body cut into slashes. And we watch as the handsome gentleman slowly becomes crazy. 

Alfred Hitchcock, a famous director of horror and thriller films, had a reoccurring theme within 
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his works in which the attractive male lead would always lose. He would be mentally tortured 

and broken down. The theme is derived from ancient Greek tragedies. The ancient Greeks 

believed the powerful and mighty men must undergo what they referred to as a change of fate. 

This downfall was a result of both the will of the gods and of hubris. Philosophers, like Aristotle, 

speculated that the noble man must undergo this suffering and recognize his flaws in order for 

the audience to experience a catharsis. So, we continue to watch the gruesome scenes to 

experience a relief in knowing that everyone is subject to it, and to know that being that high up 

means a longer fall. So, we continue to watch because their pain is for us. So, our viewing of the 

dead can be explaining to us how to live.

The Crime Scene:

In Luc Sante’s book, there is an image of a woman. It is an aerial view of her body. She appears 

to have fallen onto her knees on a spot that is halfway on the dirt path and halfway on the 

overgrown grassy field. Her body is hunched over and one hand extends out as if she clawed at 

the ground. Sante speculates that she died slowly. A spot of blood has formed on the lower part 

of her back, the wound is not visible, so the blood looks as if it formed from nowhere. Her dress 

is almost completely blasted white. The pointed shoes of a man in black trousers are fixed in the 

upper left part of the photograph. Her dead figure appears ethereal. The man seems stoic. 
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A La Belle Etoile 

All converges to one point.  

Your location is marked by an etoile. Time is an Etoile. 

As a child, I would lay on my father’s car at night and watch the stars for hours.

You are my etoile. 

To hold you in time. As we do. Suspended as from a wire, as from a ceiling, as from where I hold 

you. 

I first saw him at the coffee shop where he worked years before I met him. He became an object 

of fantasy and that remained a constant even after we met. 

And what if I was to say drop you? Where would you land?

And how can land relate to the sky if they are so far apart? 
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Scientists say a star is mere plasma held together by gravity. Travelers say map. Some cultures 

say God. 

Neon lights are a perversion. 

Catholic school teaches that God is the light of the world. That it was given to us by Him. So 

followers kneel before an altar flooded with light from a skylight above. 

Others pray before the flashing lights of a casino slot machine. 

Everyone finds their own guiding light. And who is to say which is the safer bet? 

In Italy, I would sit along the edges of the hilltop town where I stayed and look at the house 

lights below and realize I had forgotten people lived there. 

We only inhabit spaces that have the possibility of being filled with light. It is a natural 

inclination. 

And I am naturally inclined to try to adhere myself to men where I know there will be no 

possibilities for any real future.

I come from a desert town where light is in abundance, so much so that I crave for any cloudy 
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day.

Is that all light means, possibilities and hope? So what does it mean that I crave to be in the dark? 

Maybe there are some things I just would rather be blind to. 

In Paris, I stood along the Place d’lEtoile underneath the Arc de Triomphe and felt everything 

sprawled out before me. The avenues of light pointed into which ever direction I turned. I felt as 

if I was on trajectory with only the possibility of moving out.    

How can simply being in a location change you? 

Location. Location. Location. Would have living in another house, in another part of town, in 

some other state have really changed the fact that my parents split up? And could moving closer 

to you make you fall in love with me?

We met during a photo shoot for a mutual friend and from there our flirtation began. He was 

slightly crude, but confident. His past was shrouded in mystery because his family had emigrated 

here from somewhere in Eastern Europe. He never spoke much of his past. I later learned from 

my friend that his mother, his sister and he had fled from his alcoholic and abusive father. 

Without the presence of his father, he assumed the role of the male in the house and took care of 

his mother and sister. 
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That is what I found appealing, his strength capable of holding someone else.    

Adaptability. Move. Mold. Blend. Find that space that is intrinsically yours and suspend yourself. 

Monet said his paintings and the style of painting he used were a matter of learning how light 

plays with the surface of objects. This is why all his paintings are composed of little hash lines 

and series of points. 

My face is composed of colored little fragments. The surface resembles a Monet. You gaze at the 

plays of light upon each color. Step another step closer and you will realize I am not the water 

lilies that you just saw. You marvel at my magic trick, but then we both realize that very illusion 

makes me worthless. 

The one trick up my sleeve is to pretend.

When my parents began to fight, and even when they finally split, I was expected to pretend they 

were still together at family functions and amongst my friends. We were expected to appear to be 

happy. 

It is possible then that I am just an expert now at pretending, so I pretended that there was a 

chance you could love me and I pretended that I did not care that the first man I slept with did 

not love me as I had always expected he would. 
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Did you ever stop to ask who am I in relation to you? How could I possibly fit into your world? 

And what if it was I who moved with you to Paris? 

You are the Reims Cathedral and I merely the tourist, just here for the day.   

The tattoos on his body are almost completely symmetrical. He resembles a cathedral. The 

stained-glass windows create delicate curves upon the façade. Columns along the side provide 

the necessary support with the utmost grace. There is an appearance of strength that could 

withstand the ages. But he is different. Constantly moving, more like a traveling circus tent. 

Without the spectacle and the glitz of the lion tamer and the trapeze artists, he is nothing. A 

folded up piece of fabric carried in an undistinguishable truck, just hoping they have enough gas 

to get them to the next town. 

But now I was wondering if I was the one stuck. 

Let us pretend we meant so much more. And that we were tragically meant to be. And in Paris, 

we lived in a dingy apartment and lived off champagne and croissants. 

First, let’s pretend you even asked me to go with you.

The truth, I would rather ignore, is that we did not fit and nothing was as romantic as I made it to 

seem.
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People are bound by myth. Our history is simply stories strung together by time and place. Every 

relationship has its own creation story.  

My myth. Where did the person that I am begin? 

I cannot imagine the day I was born. I find it difficult to be believe that my birth caused any real 

change in the world on that day. I always preferred to believe that I was born in the early hours 

of the morning, however upon stumbling upon a news clipping from my grandmother’s office 

desk shortly after she passed, I learned I, in fact, was not born in the morning hours.  

Born December 3rd,Elisabeth Trujillo, to Donna and Phillip Trujillo at Tucson Medical Center,  

1p.m. 

It disappointed me greatly to learn I was born at such an odd hour of the day. At 1p.m. the sun 

has just past its highest point in the sky and the light begins to dull as the day sinks into the 

afternoon. At 1 p.m. men in suits return to their designated offices and cubicles after lunch 

breaks. Kids return to classrooms after recess.   

A morning birth implies the possibility of the entire day ahead of you.    

December 3rd, 1989. President George Bush and Mikail Gorbachev mark the official end of the  

Cold War with the Malta Summit. 
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The Farmers’ Almanac reports the weather in Tucson, Arizona on Dec. 3rd, 1989 had a high of  

64.9F, a low of  46.9F, there was 0 inches of precipitation, and snow is recorded as n/a. 

The moon was only 27% at being a full moon. 

Our myth, the group of stories that is him and I, feels like a complete fabrication. Or at least, as 

with many stories, comes from two different viewpoints, therefore, is skewed depending on from 

which direction you are looking.

I catalogued every moment in which I saw him, from the first party I saw him at, until the last.  I 

believed if I remembered every moment that that would mean they meant something. 

And how many births are we allowed? I hold a belief that we are constantly reborn. With every 

shift in our lives, we become someone else. That is not to say though that we will lose our former 

selves completely. We hold onto what we were for many reasons. It is the familiar, it defines the 

us now, and having a history grounds us, gives us weight in this world. 

I am tied to my homeland. It is inevitable and inescapable. I know some part of me is bound 

here, although I will not live here forever.

I believe also that we can experience rebirths with every love in our lives.    

For one thing, if I move I will never adjust to not being able to see the stars on any given night. 
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The desert landscape, void of skyscrapers, provides a panoramic view. It allows you to be aware 

of the fact that we are merely hanging in a space far more vast than us. 

Anthropological theories have argued that the society and space in which you live defines you. 

That you are who you are because of where you are. 

Is it possible then to say that I lived amongst the stars?

In the 1960s in cities like Paris, New York and London, a fascination with astrology, and 

horoscopes in particular, grew. Artists began to consult the stars to know what piece to make or 

when to show it in a gallery. People consulted it to know when to go out and socialize or when it 

was best to stay inside. Specks in the sky began to have an influence on peoples’ everyday lives. 

 

I have to wonder how much of you I made up in my mind. I remember reading an astrological 

comparison of our signs and tailoring it to fit, more so tailoring the truth to fit the fortune. 

Sagittarius and Aquarius: Their initial meeting may be informal, but can quickly turn to be love 

or marriage. They meet and lives are turned upside down. 

If I had not tried to let the stars guide my life, then maybe I never would have fallen for him. 

Instead of looking up to the sky, I should have stayed grounded and looked at what really was 

around me.
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So let us assume it is our space that defines us. 

But what if there is no space? How then can you define a distance. If one point falls off the map 

what does the other become but a static point in a glaring red and hurting the eyes. 

All of life is a living map. No point is fixed and no place, permanent.

I feel as if I am constantly trying to hold you close to me. A small part of me never wants to let 

you go. If only I know simply where you are, that would be enough. 

The problem is, I do not know what is my compass, the head or the heart.

To some degree, proximity is all that matters. Months after you moved to Paris, I was there for a 

few days and had debated for the previous two months whether or not I should write you or 

surprise you at the bar where you worked. I eventually decided there was no point. What would 

come of it anyways? You already had a girlfriend. 

The culminating point is a military term which marks the moment that the offensive side has 

reached the point where it can no longer attack. It could be due to a shortage of supplies, the 

opposing team’s strength, or a simple need for rest.

What I prefer to be blind to is that you are not right for me and I not for you. I need you to mean 

more so I can justify sleeping with you, and being torn up about you moving. Because if it was 
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not out of love, or at the least care, then it all seems frivolous. 

Everything I had wanted to say to him I summed up cryptically in an email. I sent it the day he 

left. I wrote out an apology for never seeing him to say goodbye. I kept it lighthearted, no 

resentment only a slight twinge of regret. He replied within a few days, he understood, he was 

busy too, this place is a trip.

Now I know the true intention of that message was not to apologize. I needed to know how he 

felt about me, so I could decide how I felt about him. I was still trying to force something. I 

wanted the truth.

Come undone, my dear. I fear it is all too pretentious. And you really do not give a shit.

The truth was he did not ever care.     

We are all looking to feel. Or to just be felt up. 

As humans, we feel the constant need to imbue our actions and our surroundings with feelings of 

importance. If something does not have meaning, what is its point?

If we do not find love, we are content, if even momentarily, with lust because at least it is 

something.
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I am trying to reconcile the reality and the fantasy. The fantasy is that you would fall in love with 

me and I would have moved with you to Paris.  

To be a reflection means to be in relation to something where your properties are a direct reaction 

to theirs. I mimicked your actions. I finally applied for a study abroad program to prove that I 

could up and move to. Once I was there though it all seemed fruitless, and I gave up being there 

for you.   

I knew if I had loved you, I would become undone. I would be attached to something intangible, 

as intangible as air. To be that passionate about anything is dangerous. 

Maybe then that is exactly why I fall for men just like him, artists with a constant need to move 

and avoid being held anywhere.

Maybe my greatest illusion is that I ever held you, suspended. I saw a glint of something and 

assumed it was a string, only to find a play of light. 
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A Portrait of the One You Love

Don’t be afraid of the clocks, they are our time, time has been so generous to us. We imprinted  

time with the sweet taste of victory. We conquered fate by meeting at a certain TIME in a certain  

space. We are a product of the time, therefore we give back credit [where] it is due: time. We are  

synchronized now and forever. I love you. 

-Felix Gonzalez-Torres

Felix Gonzalez-Torres was a contemporary artist working in the late eighties and nineties. 

Originally he was from Cuba, but eventually moved to New York City to attend school. His work 

is praised for its ability to convey messages with strong emotional impact with seemingly little 

effort. 

For his biography, he chose to write his own portrait piece. It reads as one solid block of 

information with no definite beginning or end. It simply starts with the year of his birth, 1957, 

and ends with an unfinished sentence. Each date and event runs into each other, as if he saw his 

life as being in continuous movement with only a few moments where he is paused and settled. 

Once it is mentioned that his lover Ross died in 1991, the dates stop moving chronologically, but 

instead bounce back and forth. It is as if he surrounds himself in that time, and everything after 

he met Ross was ultimately defined by that moment. 

1983 Ross at the Boybar

Felix Gonzalez-Torres said that his only audience for his art was his lover Ross. That is 
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for whom that letter and the majority of his art is dedicated. I always loved that sentiment 

because dedicating your passion to someone means everything. So often our own passions 

become selfish indulgences, done to please ourselves or express a feeling. It is truly remarkable 

to not even just dedicate your art to a people or a cause, but to an individual that means 

something personally to you. Not an icon or worldly hero, but a single person. The art then 

becomes a place of personal devotion. Artists, I believe, are truly creating when it is not for a 

personal gain. And the moment you place that art in a public sphere it no longer belongs to you, 

as an artist, alone. His art is no longer his and these words are no longer mine. It is for you and 

for those we have loved.      

A dedication: This exists for you because I made it so. These words are now yours 

because I wrote them with only you in mind. You are the catalyst from which all I do emerges 

and you are the point to where I will always return. You have my heart because once I met you it 

could no longer be of my body alone. This passion is for you because you are the reason I feel it. 

Allowing any stranger to view your work is inviting them in to view you, in whatever 

context they please with any lens they choose to look through.  

Untitled (Perfect Lovers) 

Their white faces pinned to a light-blue wall, the color of memory as Felix calls it. The 

hands of the clocks are bold and black. The piece is simply that, two identical clocks set to match 

exactly in time and placed side-by-side. It is an understated art piece, where some pieces can 

scream at the viewer, this piece just hangs on the wall. 
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The minutes keep passing and those seconds never cease. Both lovers are gone now, but 

those clocks never lose their sense of time. Eventually they will fall out of sync, too many 

outside forces conspire. But for now, they are the same. 

Time is a manmade construct. We needed a way of measuring our lives, so time became 

the layout on which we place events or people. And we categorize them into such things as 

moments we would like to forget or places we want to return to eventually. 

It is simply beautiful, all of his works share that quality. They seem not to care that 

anyone else is there and looking. They do not exist for you, nor does your presence truly affect 

them. Their existence does not depend on having an audience.  

When do you know it is real? Love songs, poems, and couples will pronounce they knew 

they were meant to be. It was love at first sight. Instantly I fell. I have seen couples who appeared 

to be happy fall apart, and I am sure my parents seemed to be a happy couple even after they 

split. People caution against believing in love at first sight. We rely on our sense of sight heavily 

for things such as first impressions, assessing new situations, and to possibly detect those who 

are false. How much of our sight betrays us though? I have always feared losing my sight over 

every other sense, but have I ever really seen? 

Possibly then even though these art pieces were not made for us, the audience, their 

placement in the public sphere transforms them to become ours. Felix is giving us his art to see 

for ourselves, to see the physical manifestation of his love. We can argue the realness of such an 

idea as love, but one cannot argue the presence of his art when you are standing in front of it. 

This is Felix’s proof that love exists.    
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1986 blue kitchen, blue flowers in Toronto-a real home for the first time in so long, so long, Ross  

is here  

Untitled (Portrait of Ross in L.A.)

62 make up his forearm.

Grab a handful of candies and you are holding his hand. Another two and you have your 

arm linked around his. Keep grabbing and you have his face in both your palms. 

This portrait piece is a pile of multi-colored, generic, hard candies wrapped in cellophane 

representing the whole of a man. Ross’ last healthy weight before he began to completely 

deteriorate from AIDS, 175 lbs. A pile of candy appears at first to be unimportant and, yes, the 

colors do make it visually appealing, which may first grab your attention. Its simplicity and 

mundane nature are what make it truly remarkable. Something so simply put and so simply 

beautiful has a heavy meaning that contradicts the very playful nature of the material. I am not 

saying that Felix was trying to make this piece in any way depressing, but that is a factor that 

cannot be removed from the piece. 

25 his hand.

There is an aspect of the triumphant instilled within the piece as well. Any visitor is 
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encouraged to take a piece of candy with them. Ross is for the taking. Felix, though, left 

instructions for the gallery to replenish the candy so that it always carries the exact weight. On 

one side, he wanted the piece to mimic Ross’ slow but steady disintegration. And on the other, it 

becomes about his ability to be immortalized. But still it is just sugar. How can sugar stand for a 

man? Stand in for the one you love? 

3 his finger.

A hundred small yellow envelopes of my lover’s ashes-his last will 1991

I imagine the pile of candy as a man sprawled out onto the floor. As if he once stood tall, 

and firm, then all it took was for someone to reach out and pull a piece away and he 

disintegrated. Collapsed onto himself and became the pile of candy now on display. In another 

way, I see it as just a transformation of Ross. As a solid moves to a liquid, he too is merely in his 

transitional phase. I see a man made of many points. A constellation of all that composes him. 

1 an eyelid. And how many for the heart?

I call you sugar because you are sweet to me. Honey because it is natural to you. But 

candy will dissolve and a sugar rush always implies a crash as well. Therein lies the tension of 

his art. The materials, the body, will not last forever, but the sentiment can, if only for as long as 

you choose to keep it alive.  
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Candy has the connotation of childhood awe and wonderment. One can still be excited as  

a kid in a candy store. But it is temporal. Sugar begins to dissolve the moment it hits the wet of 

your tongue. You can try to savor it for as long as you can. Place it back in the wrapper, place it 

back in your pocket, and save it for a later time. But once you know that sweetness, once you 

find someone you love, who can wait?  

The piece is completely interactive. It is expected that you move it and take a piece or  

two with you. I feel that Felix did this so that if only for awhile the audience can too experience 

what it was to have Ross if only for a moment or for as long as you hold the candy in your 

pocket. To also know how sweet it was. 

1993 three years since Ross died, painted kitchen floor bright orange, this book 

Felix defines his moments with Ross through flashes of color. If I could remember my 

life through color, what would it look like? The beige sand of a playground and the navy blue of 

my old school’s uniform. My mother’s blonde hair. The dark blue color of my room and the 

purple moon I painted on the walls in the house I grew up in. And the white gardenias outside. 

In art class, it is inevitable that one will learn the intricacies of the color wheel.  

Developed by Sir Isaac Newton, it has become a staple of art. We are taught that every color has 

a meaning, holds some connotation. That staring at a color will make you feel one way or 

another. And that the absence of color means something as well. 

The three primary colors are at the core. In any given combination they can create any 

other color on the spectrum. They are the base that all other colors stand on. We create 

associations with certain colors instinctually. The use of a multitude of color within Felix’s 

portrait of Ross then is more than just being aesthetically pleasing. It is as if he took the moments 
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with Ross that he associated with color and used them to fill the space. The piece becomes a 

culmination of their life together. 

All I see is reflected color. Light bounces off the surfaces. If I remember my life in color I 

would see only fragments. Glimpses of time and color. There are a million different ways in 

which we can interact with others. The act of seeing becomes extremely important in building 

relationships, determining how we define our environment, or simply how we entertain 

ourselves. But we forget that sometimes what we see is merely a trick of the eye. 

Looking is vastly different from seeing. You could stare at something all day and still not 

see it. Felix created spaces where what you see is essentially up to you, so in that way the act of 

viewing becomes self-reflexive.   

He translated his private experiences into public works for anyone to view or join in on 

whether they understood the experience or not. Two people then can see the piece in entirely 

different ways. One could experience the loss, and the other the presence of a life. 
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In Memory of______Place name of lost one here__________. 

El Tiradito, or the Wishing Shrine, or 356 South Main Street 

Wax drips down a candelabra sticking out of the ground. It is one of five. 

The ground hardens below your feet as you approach the site. The dead honored here are one of 

many. Mostly faceless and nameless. Some marked by dates, others only by the people who have 

visited in their honor.  

Everything is burnt and still. 

Tread slowly.

Broken glass votives scatter along the ground. 

And superstition requires caution. 

Six Votive Candles.

Jesus Christ commercialized onto a candle.  
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There is a poster printed on computer paper of a picture of Steve Jobs. 

They say shrine, they say wall. They say remember, they say what good does it do?

“Wish you were here 1987-2010”

A penny placed in a hole in the wall on top of a note. For his thoughts? Did he owe him? Would 

it bring him good luck? 

Ribbons, strung on an iron-cast altar, look like flowers or look like stars. Jesus, strung on a cross, 

looks like Jesus or looks like the homeless man on Fourth Avenue strung out on drugs carrying 

that plastic bag like a cross.  

The temptation to read one of the notes left behind in this site rises. The fear of knowing what it 

says stops that urge. 

El Tiradito means “The Castaway.” The National Register of Historic Places recognizes it as a 

historic place of significance that makes it worth saving. Worthy of a Tucson Travel Guide book. 

Upon a closer viewing, there are nine votive candles.

“9/24/11 
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Buck (B-Ver) 

We Luv You Always”

The only shrine dedicated to a sinner. 

The charred brick surrounding the arch has the word “son”: carved into it. It is angular, and the 

exposed brick is now screaming red-orange. The Burning Son.

 

“Keep ya head up” Is not everyone a sinner?

Make a wish and light a candle. Come back tomorrow to see if you are saved. 

It is strange that the two ideas of salvation and death are brought together into one site. What 

does one death bring? And can a loss equal a gain?

It is silent except for the occasional car passing by on the neighborhood streets. The sun is only a 

few hours away from setting. You could not stay much longer. The light from the candles is 

hardly enough to see. 

There is an outline of an eye, with only eyelashes on the bottom, drawn onto the wall. Were we 

not seeing something the right way up?

There is a price tag thrown onto the ground. Apparently someone did not agree with the National 

Register that this place was worth saving. 
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A wooden plank is stuck into the ground, waiting for you to be brought to your knees. 

What is really here? 

There is a plastic butterfly pinned high onto the wall and another to the altar. You could draw a 

line connecting the two. 

In Japanese and Greek cultures, a butterfly is the symbol of someone’s soul. 

Others see butterflies as a rebirth.

So is that what death can do? Give you another chance at another life. Then maybe it is the 

people who experienced the loss that are given the second life. 

Maybe this site is simply a place to leave those people you lost. Not in a discarding manner, but 

in an understanding that you cannot hold onto them forever. At some point, you have to leave. 

The weight of a person’s life is not as light as a butterfly.

Tucked away in the corner on the right side of the wall, there is a framed Polaroid photograph of 

a girl. Her hair is blonde and short and shaggy. She looks to be only in her twenties. The photo 

looks over-exposed though and her face is almost completely blasted out. Fading before she even 
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was gone.

One story about the origin of the shrine is about a man who fell in love with a woman from far 

away. He pined for her and eventually approached her father for permission to marry her. He 

learned, however, that she was already promised to someone else and killed himself on the 

ground where the shrine now sits. 

The word “Destruction” is dug into the wall.

 

So maybe then we are our own downfall? And this site stands as a warning or a cautionary tale of 

how easily life can slip away. 

The shrine was accepted into the National Register in 1971 in order to save the Barrio district in 

Tucson from developers. 

The Hospice website for the Northern Shore has a list of some of the common responses to loss. 

Possibly written to ensure those going through grief that they are “normal” and “okay.”

Guilt: they say it is felt because you regret saying or not saying something. Doing or not doing 

something.

This shrine is the possible manifestation of that guilt. People may hope that every night their lost 

loved may visit this site, see the act of apology left behind, and forgive. 
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Disbelief: Sometimes people try to deny it. They refuse to let that person go. They expect to see 

their loved one even though they know that person is gone. 

This shrine then is possible manifestation of that disbelief. People believe their loved one will  

return to the site. 

There is a cult that formed in Mexico as an offshoot of Catholicism. It is called Santa Muerte or 

“Holy Death.”  A saint figure dedicated to the inevitability of death. 

A Budlight bottle cap sits beside the main wall. A small pool of liquid lies on the ground, still not 

soaked into the dirt fully. Pour one for my homies. 

The figural representation is a skeletal figure traditionally adorned in an all-white or an all-black 

robe, carrying a scythe and a globe. The figure is what is most commonly in the United States 

known as the “Grim Reaper.” 

The cult is associated with sinners. It was a refuge for thieves, prostitutes, and drug traffickers, 

now it has evolved to include those who simply felt rejected by the Catholic religion. 

The down and out.

In an article for the LA Times, photographer Rick Nahmais was quoted as saying that the beauty 

39



in the Santa Muerte faith is that it deals with the shadow very openly…the archetype of darkness  

in us all. It embraces that.   

El Tiradito Shrine does the same as Santa Muerte in recognizing that we all eventually succumb 

to death. 

Two separate articles about Santa Muerte both can be quoted with something to the variation of 

all that matters is the faith you have. It does not matter what you believe, so much that you 

believe it.   

Maybe then all that is necessary is to believe that the dead will hear our prayers, and that will 

suffice. 

Some sacrifices to Santa Muerte include cigarettes or cigars. Then every flick of ashes or 

cigarette butt tossed to the ground can be construed as an act of devotion. 

The followers are seeking protection from the darkness within themselves and they could 

possibly be asking for a darker need than any ordinary saint could deliver or stand to hear.

The origins of this cult are unclear. It has been around in Mexico for decades now. And its 

popularity in the United States grew only in the last decade. 

Many believe that it is a combination of both Catholicism and ancient Aztec rituals. 
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Death always is followed by rituals. The memorial service, the treatment of the body and the 

disposing of it, and a ceremony. A person who has lost someone will visit the site of their grave 

or place of death every year on the exact day. Walk the same ground as they did to feel just a 

little bit closer for just a little bit longer.     

A procession of cars following a black hearse stalls traffic. A police escort guides them along and 

turns red lights, green.  

Upon another visit to the site, it is now filled with the sounds of cars passing by on their way to 

work or school and the rattling of the restaurant’s air conditioning next door. The joyful sounds 

of Mexican music drift, only faintly reaching the shrine.  

 

Almost every candelabra now has a different colored ribbon wrapped around its iron arms. 

The pops of colors from the candles and the ribbons give hope to the idea of life in the desert. 

Would your wish be doomed if you did not light a candle? Only one candle seems to be lit now. 

The only other object that gives off light is a rosary dangling from the main altar. It barely 

glimmers in the sun. 

A note crumbled into a hole in the wall takes a little effort to pull out, but once it comes loose it  
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falls out with the same ease as the crumbles of rock that fall with it.  

For continued love in my relationship. And love for those we know.

A vigil means to keep watch. The act of burning a candle creates a sense of community with 

those everywhere around the world lighting similar candles at various times of the day and night. 

For Frankie to be able to walk and talk again. 

Light becomes the symbol for saving grace.

That what was what the people were looking for, someone to watch over them and their loved 

ones. We just need to know we are not aimlessly living out our lives with nothing to love or hope 

for. 

I wish for Yyola to have a better life and find guidance. 

Charcoal dusts the walls and the glass votives holding candles are burnt completely black. 

Although those signs of ashes and withered down candles no longer mean death, they just mean 

that whoever you prayed to was listening.

Dear Hesher I hope you know I lobue you, scrawled in a child’s handwriting on the back of a 

bill. 
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A woman at the site says people come here when, they need a serious heart to heart with God. 

Even a child who cannot yet spell out love, knows the importance of it.

A child amongst of group of tourists visiting asks his mother if this place was once a home. 

Home is where you hold your loved ones, in time and in space. It is plausible, then, someone 

finds that solace here in this shrine. It is possible that, even in a space that exists in the public 

sphere, it can feel intensely private.

The ground is made of dirt and there are only three walls, but this space does its job of 

containment. It envelops those who stand amongst it and feels like a safe place to leave your 

message to the dead.   

It is a site that creates a feeling that everything stops. The whole world around has paused and 

thinks of nothing else but the here and now. 

It is a communal space for the living and the dead alike. People come to see the faces of those 

who now do not exist anywhere else or to pray for those they wake up to every morning or those 

that they are afraid soon they will not see.      

My Dream of Dreams
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For Erins Health + Well

Being; For her

Continued Love:

For Hope + 

Love For Everyone

This place is about the heart to heart. 

There was a feeling of surprise at the selflessness of the wishes. Everyone prayed for someone 

else. 

Only worth living if somebody is loving you. 

Myth is that the sinner who inspired the creation of this shrine died for love.  

So maybe death is not the only thing that is all-consuming. 

With every visit to the shrine, everything is moved around and candles are completely burnt. 

New figurines appear, like the tiny, plastic dog now sitting on the wooden plank. Others have 

disappeared, like the green, glass bottles that once held flowers. 

This site has become a commingling for the memory of the dead and the hope for the living. It 

appears to be a brick wall, like a house unfinished, but it is holding together fragments of people 
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unseen and lives who never once met. 

Dirt. You leave feeling and smelling of dirt, as if you just climbed out of a grave. 
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Notes on Being a Hybrid

The first train I had ever been on was not quite as romantic as imagined, despite the fact 

that I was on a train headed to one of the supposed most romantic places in the world, Verona, 

Italy. The car of the train I sat in smelt of plastic and sweat, like an overly used Go-cart at a 

cheap only-in-town-for-two-weeks theme park. An older man dressed in dingy clothes stared at 

me intently as he sat across the way. I stared out the window. Because of the direction I was 

facing, it felt like I was being pulled backwards. A quote from an Elizabeth Bishop poem seemed 

fitting; He cannot tell the rate at which he travels backwards. This line had stuck with me, and I 

found myself repeating it over again in my head. It is knowing you are heading the wrong way, 

and yet you are only concerned with how fast you were getting there. And then backwards how 

so, in time or space? Is either even possible? Because when you leave something and then come 

back, it is never exactly the same. Traveling has the effect of altering everywhere you go, and 

every place you leave.   

My strength would be incapable of competing with the force of it all, the train, the 

excitement, the uncertainty. I honestly could not even tell which direction we were going. East,  

West, North, or South, at this point it did not even matter because everything outside was a blur. 

Every town the train stopped in had a sense of being empty, a ghost town where only a few 

stragglers remain. Strangers on this road we are on. 

I saw couples holding onto each other as they sat on benches at each stop, not wanting to 

ever let go unsure of how long it would be until they saw each other again. Men commuting to 
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work clutching onto briefcases and glaring at their phones every other minute. I loved catching 

glimpses of these other lives. I realized that when you cannot hear a difference in language or get 

into the intricacies of religion or ancestry with someone, the simple act of viewing reveals that 

we are all not so different looking and even still, I found myself feeling like the outsider looking 

in. As I sat on the train, I still felt the odd sense of being of another place.  

I felt bad for looking so intently at everyone, because I feel that once you do study 

someone so carefully you are acknowledging their difference from you. You note the features on 

their face, and the clothes they are wearing. You can make assumptions. You can guess an age or 

status. You could fabricate an entire imagined life for them based off of simply looking. 

When you travel, you are a hybrid. You are made up of both where you are from and the 

place in which you currently are. The place you left is ingrained within you and, at the same 

time, you must adapt to your new surroundings. Morph yourself into a new being that will 

survive in this foreign world. You must learn a new language, landscape, or customs. During my 

time in Italy, I found even at a restaurant what you order and when you order it is important. You 

will receive stares of confusion if you order a hot beverage at the middle of the day or a 

cappuccino too late at night. There are small, everyday actions that make you at home in a place.  

I was in Italy taking some classes, but the majority of my time was spent traveling to various 

cities and within each one came a feeling that my American self had to adjust to fit.

The moment I stepped out of the train station in Verona, I felt lost. I was traveling with 

two of my friends and I was the only one who even remotely spoke Italian. We knew the name of 

our hotel, but not how to get there. We stood for a moment unsure of what to do, hesitant to 

move. I felt a slight twinge of uneasiness. 

The Bishop poem was about a mythological creature imagined off a typo in a newspaper 
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article, The Man-Moth. A figure between man and insect stuck in a world of concrete and 

skyscrapers. Unsure of how to go about in a world where everything is scientific and artificial. 

He calls it his home, but does not quite fit. He emerges from the cracks in the ground on a few 

rare occasions only to find a world warped in modernity. He sees something we do not and 

therefore knows something that we could not understand quite, yet.      

 Hybrid creatures are unsure of their place, and yet, ancient cultures regarded these 

creatures as representations of their gods and as possessing powers not capable of man. Ancient 

Egyptian gods and goddesses possessed both human and animalistic qualities, the head of a 

jackal or a falcon. These creatures could symbolize more than humans could alone and they 

existed and moved in spaces where humans could not go. Their god attributed to the sun and 

creation, Ra, had the ability to carry prayers and words from the living across the underworld. 

Egyptians believed that Ra rode two boats, one of the sky and one of the night. During the day, 

he would be riding along the sky with no threats or dangers, but at night, he ventured through the 

underworld. The night boat carried him along past monster and demon until the morning where 

he experienced a “rebirth” with every sunrise. 

The Man-Moth emerges at night and is transfixed by the moon. To man the moon is only 

vast properties. We see the science, the logical way to explain its brightness and size. The Man-

Moth, however, thinks he will be able to push himself through what he sees as a round clean 

opening. I am not sure what he believes is on the other side, but maybe as each night moves into 

day, Ra is unsure of what waits after his rebirth as well. 

We eventually found our place in Verona and started to wander the city with the 

carelessness and freedom that visitors are allowed. The moment you become a true resident of 

any place, I fear the inevitability that you will soon be desensitized to the little things that make a  
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town beautiful and interesting. In Verona, though, everything was still new to me and I had every 

intention of soaking in every sense of awe. Once you pass through a double arch that marks the 

entrance to the older, and most famous, part of the city, you stand in a piazza that is absolutely 

immense. To your left and moving into the distance, is a row of restaurants all with patios in the 

front covered with awnings and already filling with people. Classically Roman buildings were 

opposite the restaurants and sitting on the other side of a circular park, which wrapped around a 

fountain and was dense with trees. The roads are all cobbled-stone and if you follow them along 

a curve you are led to an amphitheatre, where every night we were there a concert was playing 

itself out. All the people on the patios and in the park could hear the music as it spilled over the 

amphitheatre’s stone-thick walls. Every building was in a different color. And street performers 

stood on corners dressed as angels. While the performers dressed as Roman gladiators hollered at 

every girl that passed by.      

Bishop’s hybrid creature represents this in-between space of the romantic past ideals and 

the modern day reliance on science. Today, looking for hybrid creatures one will find countless 

articles on scientific research on the use of chimeras, which are merely single organisms 

containing properties from two different genetic structures. Scientists breed and artificially create 

organisms for the sole purpose of science. Hybrids have become more of a tool for science or a 

spectacle. Scientists all over the world work to create creatures of mixed species in order to save 

ours, they say. There are pigs with human blood and mice with cells of human livers. The idea is 

that one day they will be able to create human organs within animals for transplantation. The 

trick, they say, is the timing. They must inject the fetus of the animal at a precise moment after  

the form has been decided but before the actual organs form. This is to ensure the animal adopts 

the organ cells of the foreign genetics, but retains the shape of the animal it is supposed to be. 
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According to an article in the New York Times, many problems can arise though with the 

creation of hybrid species in general. One is that the human created hybrids cannot reproduce, 

like the zorse, which is a cross between a horse and a zebra. The Times referred to these as 

evolutionary dead ends.  

The Man-moth is a duality. He sees the layer that lies underneath the initial surface of our 

cities, underneath the initial surface of skin. The question, though, is if he can survive being so 

different. Hybrid animals are found in nature often, and many species have been revealed to be 

crosses between two genetic species, even humans. Scientists reveal we are a cross with 

Neanderthals. We still see them those as odd mutations, as slightly grotesque figures meant to be 

studied and examined. It is possible though that even though we cannot see it on our skin that we 

are all mutations of something. All deformed in some way that goes against what we see as 

natural, we are only fortunate though that it remains hidden.

The word chimera is in reference to a mythological Greek monster that is a culmination 

of animal parts. So if we are all hybrid in one way or another, all chimeras in the eyes of science 

are we all then monsters?     
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The Void Then Defines

People fear the empty space, and so, we console ourselves by filling it with matter and objects 

with little to no meaning. We work to give those objects meaning in order to justify their 

existence. Or more to justify ours. Without us, what are those objects but ink embedded onto 

paper. Photos weathered with age. Stuffed animals missing ears and arms. Shirts never worn or 

worn too often. A sock missing its partner. A collection of CD’s and VHS tapes now obsolete. A 

coffee mug from everywhere you have ever been. Welcome to California! Aloha from Hawaii!  

That poster on your wall of your favorite work of art or of your favorite movie. Say hello to my 

little friend. The bath soaps you do not even remember where you got or if you have ever used 

them. The kitchen utensils you are not sure how to use. And the board game missing its parts. 

Mr. Boddy will never again be killed with a candlestick. That can of soup in the cupboard that 

still will not expire for another five years. The note from your best friend in third grade. And the 

book report you did in fifth. Your hairbrush. Your toothbrush. That book you bought but never 

read. Oh, Anna Karenina. That present you forgot to give. And that gift you never used. The old 

magazines stack up, while your couch gets worn down. That sweater your friend left still  strung 

on that chair that you got from your aunt. The Christmas decoration you forgot to take down. It’s  

fine because Christmas happens again next year. Restaurant menus and store catalogues stuffed 

into drawers. Birthday cards, Christmas cards, business cards. Saving for a rainy day, they say.  

Pens that ran out of ink a long time ago and dry erase markers for a dry erase board you no 

longer own. And electrical cables that are without the devices they connect to. A chipped bowl 

from that thrift store down the street. A winter blanket from your mother. A dusty vacuum you 
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inherited from a past roommate. A baseball cap of your favorite team. An old uniform from a job 

you were happy to leave. A jar of coins. Some day it will be enough. Old Halloween candy time 

has now made inedible. Stuff, piles of stuff. 

But what if, if only for a day, you allowed yourself to live in that empty space. The space where 

objects are of no importance and no longer a distraction. What would the room fill with?

So let us empty out the space, that is the page, of excess words. Let us eliminate the unnecessary. 

Let us trim the fat and leave only the skeletal remains. Let us speed up the decay of this essay, 

like a body left in warmer temperatures. How soon can it fester and what will it hold? 

1. 

The word “pantheon” comes from the blending of two Greek words meaning “to all gods.” 

Summer 2011, I visited the Pantheon in Rome for the first time, holding onto my preconceived 

notions of what I would see. A grand monument. An innovation in architectural design. A 

building made to last.

What I found was an empty space inviting anyone to fill it with whatever they please. 

Illusions of silence play out in the space of the Pantheon and I am left standing.
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A concrete wall curves around into a full circle surrounding you, rupturing only at the entrance 

and at the oculus above. 

The structure is ancient, archaic, older than I can fathom.  

There are only a few moments void of voices, and yet, there still seems to be little sound. 

And you, my family, are here next to me once again. Or should I say you are not here physically 

so, but the you I have ingrained within me.

This time I am silent for you because that is what we need, if only for a second. 

2.

Growing up in the small house on Barnan Street, I do not ever remember any silence. Saturday 

mornings are birds outside my window and cartoons on the television with animated sounds of 

anvils falling on a coyote and the pitter-patter of mice’s feet. The nights are filled with the 

sounds of a fire truck rushing by from the nearby fire station and with the arguments of my 

parents carried from down the hallway or echoing off of the white kitchen cabinets. I spent many 

nights sitting in my empty tub listening to the sounds of them fighting. It fascinated me to know 

why they were fighting, because I believed if I knew why I could live with it. My parents’ 

marriage disintegrated either from the things they admitted to each other or from the things they 
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refused to say.  

3.

Because our voices would create echoes that would reverberate off of these walls. And because 

the man on the loudspeaker warns us against speech.

The light coming in through the oculus is a reminder of the time passing by and the inevitability 

that the day will end.

I still cannot decide if it is more dangerous to speak or to be silent.

With distance was the only way I could understand. In one house together, we were 

suffocating.

The Pantheon commemorates gods unseen, but not unfelt. The house I was raised within 

commemorates a life once felt, with people now unseen to it.

Time is pulled together, despite the difference of years, I found a thread holding these two spaces 

together. The stillness of the Pantheon made my mind revert back to the charged atmosphere of 

our old house. 
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4.

The house we lived in was small and felt contained. It was one-story and close to the ground. 

The floors were covered in a mud-colored carpet and the outside was cased in red-bricks. A 

gardenia bush grew outside our front door, which my mother had once painted chili-red in an 

attempt to fix the house my parents saw as broken or rundown. The walls were half white with 

green-striped wallpaper on the bottom half. It was a world contained.

Many of their fights though were centered on the house and how it was not big enough or nice 

enough. All our furniture was given to us by family or friends or bought at yard sales. Something 

was always broken. We eventually moved into a bigger and nicer house, yet the fighting 

continued. We had worked to remove what seemingly was the source of conflict only to find that 

those objects meant nothing significant. We could no longer hold the space at fault. 

5.

The charged feeling was not solely of tensions and fights, but of youthful joy and the excitement 

of experiencing life. 

I see memories and time as spaces. 

The Pantheon is vast enough to hold many people, and yet, I did not really notice the people 
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around me. The public space felt incredibly private. 

Spaces in which we place what we want to hold on to as if folding a blanket into a box to place it 

under your bed for the night you will need it again.

I will file the Pantheon and the house I grew up in into the same compartment, because each will 

remind me how the other was different. 

And because I have traveled to one in order to forget the one I had left behind.

6.

After my parents announced their separation, after my mother was accused of having an 

affair and they could not find the time not to fight, I spent the night at my father’s house, the new 

house we had moved into only a year before. I stayed awake after everyone else had gone to 

sleep and thought about every piece of furniture in that house. Our possessions screamed of their 

lack of meaning. 

I realize then that I needed the silence, and for once, not to dwell on the clutter. My 

thoughts were the space that needed to be emptied out.  

I imagine our old house now as quiet and empty. A void in my life. With every major shift 

in my life, the spaces in which I exist have changed as well, except for that house. I imagine it is 

as still as a relic, preserved and just waiting to be visited. I imagine if I went back now, it would 
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feel as motionless as the archaic building of the Pantheon. The air stale with age and the floor 

collecting dust. 

7.

There is the idea that I hold, that you can create distance from your problems. That is what I feel 

my family believed. 

We believed moving would change it, we believed new furniture would fix everything. 

We believed we could rid of the clutter that inhabited our former space and that the clearness and 

novelty of the new house would save us. 

8.

Recently, I met a man at the bar where I work. His name was Scott. Scott from Louisiana. 

He liked NASCAR and drank Coors light. He was a wrestler in high school and retained the 

wrestler figure of short and stocky. He had been living in Tucson for only a few months, but had 

quickly become a regular.  

Two days before he was to move back home to take care of his dying grandfather, he 

came and sat at my bar. He ordered his usual and then ordered more. We talked for hours. The 

conversation remained light. The oncoming inevitability of his departure compelled him to give  

me life advice.

Live freely and stay on the pill. 

I laughed and told him not to worry. We continued talking about moving on to new places 
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and our shared fear of commitments. Then he slipped. He broke from his jovial self for long 

enough to reveal he had left Louisiana because of a relationship that had fallen apart in a second. 

As he sat with arms folded and his gaze turned away from me and towards the TV mounted 

above the bar, he told me she had had a miscarriage three months in to the pregnancy. She 

enlisted into the National Guard and was relocated and he moved to Tucson. 

He left shortly after telling me this, with a quick hug and an invitation to visit him in New 

Orleans. I think the space they both were trying to find distance from had manifested itself miles 

away in a bar in Tucson talking to a girl he hardly knew.   

9.

Think of everything you possess and now think of those objects without you. 

When someone dies, it is customary to disperse their possessions. The sentimental objects go to 

family and friends, and the furniture is sold in estate sales, and clothes are given to charity. 

I think that ridding my life of objects will free me in some way and provide me a chance to get 

away from the events I associate them with, like my parents’ divorce. 

We can rid ourselves of objects and we can move far away, but we really hold those spaces 

within us. And ,really, the absence of those objects only allows more space for things at your 

core to ruminate and grow. 

Over half of what I own will end up in a garbage bag and another amount forgotten in a storage 
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bin. 

This Is Where We House Our Dead 

Know that there are tombs below your feet, and when you look up, they tower over iron 

fences in Verona. Know that pope after pope sleeping in stone line the underground paths of St. 

Peter’s Basilica. Know that necropolis translates to “city of the dead.” 

The Many Monuments to the Dead:

According to the history of Islamic art, there is a tower in the middle of the desert in 

northeastern Iran. It resides as the only structure for miles north of the ancient city of Jorjan. 

Void of many decorations; it matches the color of the sand it sits on. Despite the fact that it juts 

out perpendicularly from the ground and stands tall towards the sky, it blends in. Nothing 

spectacular, just a tower amongst flat ground. I was told, though, that the mystery was in what it 

contained. According to Islamic myths, it was the tomb of a prince. Upon his death, his people 

were instructed to place his body within a glass coffin, which was then suspended in the center of 

the tower by metal chains. The tower was then sealed. Only the walls would watch him decay. So 

I always had to wonder, why the glass coffin? 

My favorite movie moment: From The Royal Tenenbaums. Setting, the Tenenbaum’s 

family plot in the cemetery. Characters, his ex-wife, and her new husband. The three children, 

now fully grown. Royal Tenenbaum dies at the end of the movie. The headstone reads: Royal  

Tenenbaum died tragically rescuing his family from the wreckage of a destroyed sinking  

battleship. A complete fabrication, and yet true to the man. 

In the Dutch Baroque period, the region is known for its vanitas paintings. Still-life 
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images reminding you that some day you will die. Everything will disintegrate. That piece of 

fruit will rot, and the skull was once a head. All those sparkling jewels you saved will do nothing 

to save you. The paintings are rich in color, but dark. The techniques are executed flawlessly and 

the details are intricately done. The skull is anatomically correct and the glass perfectly reflects  

the light pouring in from the window. The pages of the books look withered enough to a point of 

softness that you would want to reach out and touch. However, the Dutch did not tell you all this 

to discourage or retire. It was simply their way of telling you to remember what does matter. It 

was another reminder, just like the post-it list plastered to your wall to keep check on all you 

have to do that day. Prioritize and let some things go.

My least favorite real life moment: Setting, my Nana’s deathbed in a hospice she had 

been moved to a few days before. Characters, five of her six children, three of her fifteen 

grandchildren, and her husband of over fifty years. My grandfather leans over her feet and cries 

for the first, and last, time in my life. All he manages to say, I told you I wanted to go first. 

In Verona, tombs in true Gothic style are perched on platforms casting shadows on the 

stone pavement below. They create a weight that seems to hold you down. You can see the blue 

sky beyond, but it never looked so far away. They tower over people walking through the streets 

as a constant presence. You feel almost as if you are being watched, so you glance up to see. The 

tombs are held under covered rooftops. The rooftops are tower-like with static edges that cut out 

into the sky at unexpected angles. They are the tombs of the Scaligeri family, whose figures rest 

in a sleeping position, arms crossed at their chests. But they do not look peaceful; they look as if 

they are just waiting for the right moment to rise. A figure done to represent the dead never felt  

so domineering. The family had once been in power in Verona. Upon their death, they had left 

specific instructions to have their tombs raised for everyone to see. Their vanity denied death.  
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Three years ago, my mother’s father passed away on Christmas Eve after years of battling 

cancer. He had been moved to a hospice in Phoenix only weeks before so, the day after 

Christmas my mother asked me to accompany her as she drove my grandmother back to their 

trailer home in Bullhead City, Arizona. The trip took seven hours and the three of us were 

crammed into my grandfather’s white truck meant to only sit two comfortably. Once there, we 

spent the week unpacking boxes and closets of all his belongings. It was mostly white t-shirts 

with single pockets, and bottles of medicine. The trailer was as still as a tomb, with his relics 

now filled into trash bags.  

More than half of the ruins and art in Italy are funerary in nature. Almost every street 

contains a dedication, a statue, something put in place to remind each passerby that someone is 

missed or simply that they lived. Why paint the insides of tombs that were never meant to be 

seen? Is there a proper way to memorialize the dead?  

 About a year ago, I sat in yoga class after months of slacking off, and found myself 

confronted with a question I found oddly hard to answer. I only went to yoga when I had to think 

something through. It always provided a new perspective or revealed to me what I was truly 

worried about. The instructor began the class by having us all sit Indian-style, steadying our 

breath, and closing our eyes. There is always a word of the day. Some idea that she wants us to 

focus upon, to contemplate and figure out how that idea applies to our lives or how we can make 

it do so. The word of the day was Gratitude. What are you most grateful for? It was so simple 

that it became impossible to answer. I could not pick one single thing I was most grateful for and 

I had the strange fear that if I did pick one single thing, I would lose the others somehow.  

My father always jokes that he wants my siblings and me to not spend too much money 

on his coffin when he dies. He tells us to bury him in a wooden box in the backyard. We let him 
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know it will be the most expensive coffin we can find, gilded in gold and lined with satin. We 

laugh at it really being a jab at how cheap my father is, but I secretly dread the day when this 

joke will stop being funny.  

What am I most grateful for? 

My mother tells us she wants to be cremated, then jokes it is so we then have to move her 

ashes between our houses and keep her on the mantel piece. We tell her we will do just that, but 

her urn will be in the shape of a cat, her least favorite animal.  

What am I most grateful for?

Memorials act as our parting message, our final act. Dignitaries and everyday men alike 

wonder how they will be remembered, what one thing will not only mark their death, but their 

life as well. It makes me wonder how I would like to be remembered. A part of me feels the need 

to have it be grandiose and a presence wherever I end. A monument done in a style reminiscent 

of the Hellenistic Greek statues. Think Nike of Samothrace, with her wings thrust behind her and 

her dress blowing in an undying, unfelt wind, as she presides on the edge of cliff for every 

approaching ship to see. Something tragically beautiful. The other part would want a memorial 

spot that does not exist solely in one place or caught in one particular moment. Ashes scattered, 

allowed to drift wherever they please.    

As I wandered through Westminster Abbey on my last day in London after my two 

months in Italy, I saw a plethora of tombs shoved into side rooms and nestled into corners. The 

church seems disjointed. With so many tombs and separate rooms, there is surprisingly very little 

room to walk. It is a patchwork quilt for the dead. Grave markers acted as wallpaper and spread 

out onto the floor as a rug. The one though that caught my attention was the memorial to the poet 

Dylan Thomas. It was amongst a group of many others and inconspicuous. Two lines were 
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written upon it as it remained adhered to the floor below my feet. I paused before it because it 

reminds us that we are all subject to time and decay. 

Time held me green and dying

Though I sang in my chains like the sea. 

Here was this monument that a countless number of people would pass by everyday and 

in doing so they would be walking over other epitaphs. Did they not realize this action would 

erode it all over time? I became aware of this as I stood looking. I felt as if I was not as careful or 

mindful of them as I should be. Our breath and our touch will eventually wear away at the stone 

on the wall and our feet kick away the ground that holds us.  

There is no real way to fight decay, eventually everything succumbs to it. We are not 

meant to last forever. And so we decay, because it is most natural to us. It does not require any 

stonecutting, any methods of preservation, or any coming up with words to sum up a life. We 

decay as often as we breath because with each day we get a little older. And with every step our 

feet are a little more worn down. There is beauty, though, in allowing yourself to go along with 

that descent with grace and acceptance.

Death scares everyone, at least during one moment in their life it will. It because it is our 

fear of the unknown spaces we can never see while still living. We would have to exist in some 

in-between space in order to understand both worlds. And then there is also the fear that once we 

pass our marks in this world will fade or that the ones that we would rather not be remembered 

for will remain. That is why part of me fears dying or losing my father. As petty as it may sound, 

growing up we never really got along, our personalities clashed too often and too easily. After a 

fight a few years ago now, I discovered that we both share this fear that one of us will pass 
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thinking we do not love each other. I find it necessary now to be aware more so of decaying 

because there is the moment when that decaying will end. 
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The Fox Theatre Presents Joe Stefanelli as John Lennon

This is the John Lennon Experience.

That is John Lennon (Play along). 

This is the John Lennon Experience.

That is John Lennon (He does look a little shorter).

This is the John Lennon Experience.

That is John Lennon (sit back in your seat).

The stage is located in the Historic Fox Theatre in Downtown Tucson. The border around the 

stage is Art Deco in style with geometric forms in rich reds, deep blues, and sun-shaded gold.  

The house lights go down and the stage lights go up. There is a projection screen behind the 

band’s instruments on which an image slowly appears. 

It is an homage to the Beatles.  

Bret Michaels appears on the screen first in his typical sleeveless tee and bandana. He says to 

Rock On.

Steven Tyler of Aerosmith, standing on a stage before thousands of fans, tells them to scream.

Jeff Bridges, with his face only inches away from the camera and off to the side, says, with a 

deadpan face, I am the walrus. I am the walrus. I am the walrus. 

I am my father’s daughter. Assuming that role means my skin is olive-colored and my hair 

brown. My last name is Spanish, although my closest ancestors came from Mexico, Chihuahua 
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to be exact. 

That is John Lennon (or at least that is the role he has assumed). 

Then the black and white film footage of the Beatles plays across the screen. 

Then the music starts up.

Then the band enters the stage, all except for “John.”

Only his voice comes from somewhere off stage.

Then after a few minutes the supposed “John Lennon” enters.

My father was born in 1952 in Tucson and has lived there ever since, with only a few years spent 

living in California and Colorado. He comes from a traditional, Mexican family with five 

siblings.  

“John Lennon” wears a crème, satin blazer, black trousers, and white, Adidas shoes.

 Halfway through the show, his band mates present him with the iconic green, army jacket and he 

pretends to be reluctant to put it on again.

I remember my father wore a suit everyday to work. 

Impersonators are the product of someone else’s lived life. And yet, they are proud of that and 

content with not being themselves.  

The act of impersonating the dead is both for the audience and the impersonator. The audience 
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experiences a momentary gain in era now lost or a memory pushed far back into time. 

In a way, I am the product of my father’s life, but instead of imitating him I worked to be just the 

opposite. I studied writing instead of business, I sought to constantly move instead of remaining 

close to home.

What fascinates me the most, is that in interviews with local television anchors Joe will keep up 

his impersonation. 

They will ask him, John, it’s been awhile, what have you been up to? And they ask, What do you 

look forward to performing again onstage? 

He will answer as if he is the real John. He will express his desire to write new songs and 

rerecord the classics. He will have done his research, hopefully, and can retell his most 

memorable experience with a fan. 

The first time I saw my father as a person and not just as a father was only a few months ago. We 

were having drinks with one of his longtime friends. They told stories of their adventures in 

school and of moving away from home. 

I saw him as vulnerable and possessing youthful ambition. 

 

“John” becomes a traveling museum of one man. 

My father has assumed many roles over his life: son, brother, father, husband, and friend are the 

only ones I have been able to see in my life. 
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“John” has been collecting facts and photographs. And adhering himself to them as if they were 

his own in the first place.

Watching the show is like taking a tour through the life of John Lennon, or at least that is the 

idea.

Things my father taught me unintentionally: My first curse word, what beer tasted like, and how 

to be selfless.  

Viewing art in a museum means something. It means that piece is worthy enough to give time to 

look at and ponder. It is worthy enough to be hanging on that white wall.

Placing this man in that jacket and on that stage is the equivalent to placing him within a 

museum.

And what if we viewed our loved ones as one would view art in a museum? Looking at people 

we usually only see one or two perspectives. If we looked a little bit harder we could see so 

much more. 

An impersonation is an amplification of personality not of your own. Take the memorable and 

the key moments and piece them together.

When I was fourteen my father had a routine surgery, but with his heart condition, I had just 

learned he had, the procedure was made trickier. 
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My mother and sister left me in charge of watching him while they ran out for food after his 

surgery. I sat on the bed next to him the entire time as he slept, worried each moment that he 

would not wake up.

The fragments begin to look like a whole. 

There are seams still visible though, and one dimension will never be quite right. Impersonating 

is a way of commemorating a person’s life or legacy.  

The show features a segment dedicated to Julian, John Lennon’s first son. The child he felt he did 

not spend enough time with because of constant traveling and rising fame, so  tonight he would 

sing one of Julian’s songs. 

A slideshow of pictures of John and Julian, and Julian alone, flash on the screen. 

“John” ends the segment with an apology to Julian and a nod to how proud he was of him. 

This moment made me uneasy.

A man pretending to be a performer. A man pretending to be a father. A man pretending to be 

sorry for something he never did. 

He was expected to impersonate his sins as well. And we, as his audience, are expected to 

pretend to feel moved. 

Could a memorial or shrine ever have the ability to say all the things left unsaid between to 

people or tell the stories never told?
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My role as a viewer was brought to mind. I began to wonder if I indeed had to play along and 

pretend this was the real John even just for the two hours that the show lasted. 

I do not think I could ever pretend that someone else was my father even for the sake of 

resolving issues left open. 

To be a celebrity, or any public figure, means allowing the line between your private and public 

life to dissolve. To be in the spotlight, is much like being an artwork in a gallery. You are 

exposed and held up high for anyone who cares to look. 

To be a father means inevitably you will be looked up to for guidance and answers. 

When someone great or important dies, it is natural to want to carry out their legacy. To inspire 

as they did. And live as they did. 

Maybe, though, we should not wait until a person has died before we express gratitude. 

Death can provide a necessary clarity for life, but it can also leave a life unfinished. 
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Decaying

The slow deterioration of an object is justifiably something to marvel at. Imagine this. A 

red flower with petals streaked with oranges and yellows and a vein of soft green. It is at its 

peak. Then, but only if you watch carefully, you see the petals begin to curl underneath 

themselves. They spiral into their core. Next, the color changes. It does not fade, but deepens. 

The red darkens and reduces itself back to black. The stem that held them weakens and the petals 

sink and shrivel. The descent is spectacular as it slowly unfurls before you and dwindles at the 

speed of smoke. Lastly, the petals are dry and can no longer hold together, slowly they fall off 

one by one. Fragments flake off with the slightest hint of wind. But what of the pieces that 

remain? If any do. When something or someone leaves against their better will, is the aftermath 

something to see? Is it not just bone and dried out skin shrinking?

That is why for centuries people have built tombstones and mausoleums, because they 

fight the idea of decay. They challenge the truth that you are gone and that there is nothing one 

can do about it but cut out stone in your name. Who is it for? The departed or the remains? 

I often wonder how much of my grandmother is instilled within me. In many ways, her 

death acted as the divide in my life separating childhood from the present.

June 19, 2011, Pompeii, It 

My study abroad class arrived at the historical site of Pompeii in the early morning. The 

drive through the modern cities along the coast was not particularly  spectacular. We were just 

outside of Naples and the bus swerved along the road as we passed cruise ships docked for the 

night and retired fishing boats tied to the land. The city was filled with scattered trash and 
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graffiti-decorated walls. The weather was grim; we were expecting rain. Mount Vesuvius stood 

in the background as part of the history. We arrived at Pompeii and the rain began to steadily fall.  

Stray dogs ran to my legs and nipped at my ankles. We were carefree observers following a tour 

guide treating the site as a Disneyland display.     

I did not realize the oddity in it all until someone brought it to my attention a few days 

later. That my friends and I had spent the day wandering around a town that had been completely 

destroyed in a day. Pompeii has become a tourist site for people to marvel at, snap photos of, and 

pose before old houses, all the while forgetting that thousands of years ago someone stood there 

not as a tourist but simply living, marveling at nothing but their own life. 

How much time has to pass before a body is merely a scientific find? The people had 

their gravesites forced upon them violently. With their skeletal casts caked in ash, it is easy to 

forget that you are looking at a dead body. And not just any dead body but one that died in pain 

and fear. 

Decay, to break down into component parts. 

Early Fall of 2005, Sometime in August, Tucson, Az

Remember take hold of your time here

Give some meaning to the means

To your end

-Interpol “Not Even Jail”

I cannot clearly remember the exact month. All I remember was that the weather was 
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slightly colder and the leaves a littler redder, so it must have already been fall when I 

accompanied my father to one of my grandmother’s appointments with the oncologist. I can 

recall very few things from that day. One is that I was listening to Interpol. We pulled up to the 

office located in a smaller building off of the St. Joseph’s Hospital. 

On the day of my grandmother’s appointment, it was getting darker already despite the 

fact that it was probably only about 4pm. We sat on generic office chairs of blue in a room of 

white. A woman a few seats down from me was knitting and a child played with a toy. We sat 

there for a fair amount of time that I could not have even told you then because I was not keeping 

track. I do not remember doing anything but observing the other people waiting and sitting by 

myself away from my father. I imagined what the doctor’s office looked like with my 

grandmother inside. I pictured a typical doctor’s chair of a royal blue with a white cloth laid on 

top, changed for each new patient. Charts of the human anatomy stuck to the walls. A counter 

with a cabinet above with a sink and container of cotton swabs. The doctor old with white hair 

and, of course, the long, white coat. My grandfather stands by my grandmother’s side as she sits 

listening to the results of some test. But I do not really know what happened.   

The next memory I can recall from that day was returning to the car with my father. It 

was a white Nissan, a little rundown and the inside always smelt of milk and coffee, today was 

no different. We said nothing to each other the entire time in the office or during the walk across 

the parking lot. We opened our separate doors at almost the exact same time and took our seats, 

him the driver and I , the passenger. I did not ask about what the doctor had said, and I do not 

think he wanted to repeat it. A few more moments of silence passed. I remember then he told me 

what the doctor had said, that my grandmother would not live past this December. I placed my 

headphones back onto my ears.  
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Distance decay, a geographical term which means that as the distance between two cultures 

increases their effect on one another decreases.  

Distance is significant, but to what extent can it truly affect someone? Death is 

unarguably the greatest distance between two people, and yet people living in the same house 

can feel just as far away. Some people will say that distance can create longing, but at some point 

that longing will fade and your mind will no longer dwell on them. You have to actively work to 

preserve someone’s memory fully. 

Present Day, January 2012, Tucson, Az 

I found myself in a discussion about trying to define what it means to have an ethnicity. Is 

it decided for us or can we pick and choose the best fit? Overall, the majority of people agreed it 

is in many ways decided for us, and much depends on our family’s past and location. However, 

one man was adamant that it was solely a matter of  personal choice. He argued that it does not 

matter where you came from or what your family insists they are, all that mattered is that you 

chose one and embraced all that it came with. And if you chose to deny yours? 

My grandmother was of Mexican and Japanese descent and during World War Two, 

Japanese American citizens were being sent to “relocation centers.” My grandmother and her 

sister went to either the Gila River Relocation Center or the Poston Center. It is most likely they 

were sent to the Gila River Center considering its closeness in distance to Wilcox where they 

lived. Their mother was not going with them and their father had died when she was two years 

old. She was only fifteen, her sister was seventeen, and they were given no other choice but to 
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leave on their own. 

All the photos I found online of the Gila River Relocation Center are of the Harvest 

Festival, and the day they were evacuated, and Eleanor Roosevelt visiting. See, if they are shown 

having a great time it justifies everything. They will forget it was built on misplaced and foolish 

fear, and that when my grandmother and her sister returned home after a few years their mother 

had remarried a man who already had other children. He had a nice house for her to move into, 

there was probably a white-picket fence involved and a flowerpot below the kitchen window. 

They would be expecting another child soon, and that meant they would have a full house. Not 

the happy-go-lucky, oh-no-what-did-Michelle-get-herself-into-now kind of full house, but the 

kind that meant there was no room. 

So I do not find it hard to imagine that when she returned she tried everything to distance 

herself from her Japanese heritage. Then when she returned to school, she was one of the few 

students of Mexican descent and stood out for that as well. She must have been tired of being 

different. 

There, with her, is when my own sense of culture began to decay. Her resistance to 

appear any other culture other than American acted as a distance. She created the space between 

me and my heritage’s homeland. I have languages lost to me and relatives I will never meet. The 

distance is more than just the physical, therefore it becomes harder to overcome.

Decomposition, Everything around you is slowly chipping away. The very seat you are on will 

not last forever, so why do we try to slow down the inevitable or challenge the idea of what death 

does to a body? From the moment a person dies, the body undergoes a natural process of 

breaking down. 

75



When the body stops receiving oxygen and the circulation within halts, the body’s 

components collapse into themselves, almost as if self-destructing. The brain cells will die first 

and the blood will begin to drain, now a victim of gravity as well. The blood sinks down filling 

in spots closest to the ground leaving the places it left pale and white. The face begins to stiffen 

from rigor mortis first, and then it moves down the body holding it in the position last held.  

My investigation of what happens to a body when it decays led me to a research facility 

known as a body farm. The first body farm originated in Knoxville, Tennessee as a part of the 

University of Tennessee Medical Center by Dr. William Bass. The research facility spans over 2 

acres of land. The idea is that once a person dies, the researchers will place the body outside and 

under certain conditions to watch how the body will decay. They will place a body near the shade 

or on a rock. They will fence it off from wild animals or leave it exposed for animals to pick at. 

 

June 19, 2011, Pompeii, It

A professor for the Classical Department at the University of Arizona had explained to 

my class the previous semester that we, as tourists, are eroding ancient sites like Pompeii. We are 

not harmlessly looking. We are standing on stone not as tough and the dirt is crumbling more 

easily. If we run up and down stairs enough soon they will not hold our weight. There is this 

duality instilled in the act of viewing. The very fact that we are interested and care to see these 

places has kept them from being destroyed, and yet, our mere act of visiting is destroying them. 

Then what is our place? And do people have just as much effect on how much or how quickly 

something decays as time does? 

The idea that we could ever harmlessly look is impossible because even if we are not 
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necessarily effecting what we look at we are absorbing information that changes us. When we 

see a body decaying, can we ever look at any body the same way?

Decay Theory, suggests that as time passes memories become more difficult to recall. Either 

they fade or there is some failure in being able to retrieve them. Some theorists believe that older 

memories can be easier to hold on to because they are not as susceptible to newer ones or to 

shock. When we do forget something we must ask ourselves why or how that was possible? 

According to Psychology and Society’s website, One problem with the decay theory of forgetting  

is that we do not know whether the failure to recall something reflects that it is no longer in our  

memory, or that it reflects retrieval failure. So that suggests that it is possible that everything we 

experienced can live underneath our skin. And that our failure to remember may be just that.

 We must then train ourselves to recall memories or we could possibly lose them forever. 

We must write them down or retell them as often as possible. I think that is why we tell stories, 

in order to not forget. 

October 1st, 2005, Tucson, Az

My family and I sat on the concrete tables lining the outdoor basketball court where my 

youngest brother was competing. Less than an hour ago we had been at hospice when my 

grandmother passed. It all felt disjointed. The kids ran back and forth along the court as their 

families cheered on the sidelines. My family sat at intervals and upon different tables. Our 

silence acted as a divide. 

The father of one of my brother’s teammates leaned in and asked my father how my 

grandmother was doing. I felt sorry for him because of the poor timing, but mostly I was 
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grateful. I was relieved in that moment. Being able to acknowledge her death in that moment 

allowed for a feeling of comfort. We could all collectively let go. His question solidified the 

moment her decay ended and she had fully disintegrated, not physically so, but as being tied to a 

body.  

All fades, beauty, brains, strength. We try for as long as we can to preserve what we find 

worthy, but it requires constant and continual upkeep. At some point, we will wonder if it is 

worth it. How much longer can you carry it with you?

Then that is the purpose of memorials, they hold onto the past memories just in case our 

minds fail. 

September 2005, Tucson, Az

My fifteen-year-old self did not know what to do. I just stood in front of my 

grandmother’s refrigerator, in her kitchen I had practically grown up in, and all I could do was 

stare at a photograph held by a circular magnet. It was of her and two of my cousins, much 

younger in the photograph then they were at this moment. She is holding each of them separately 

on her legs, as they all practically fall over from laughter. 

I stare at this photograph intently as paramedics are carrying my grandmother out on a 

gurney to be taken to the hospice center at Tucson Medical Center.
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And for Her Mother, the Scene was Set

The surrounding wall of the building had “Endless Skummer” scrawled in light blue 

graffiti along its equally light pink surface. 

My sister and I had just walked up and down the Historic Block in downtown Tucson 

twice to find this place. It was called La Casa Cordova named so after its first known owners, but 

the historic house was not why we went there. We were there because my sister had heard of this 

yearly exhibition from a tourist staying at the hotel where she worked that peaked our interests 

known as El Nacimiento. It is an entire installation of miniatures dedicated to representing a 

multitude of Nativity scenes intermixed with scenes of traditional Mexican life.    

As we first stepped before the exhibit, we had to avert our eyes and give them a minute to 

adjust. It looked like a dumpsite for old dollhouse accessories and decorations left from a 

Catholic grandmother’s mantel. A cornucopia of figurines explodes before your view. The 

display took up the entire small room leaving you a space of about five feet long and two feet 

wide to stand. You are forced to stand close. The room adjacent which was now behind us was 

poorly lit. It is an extremely old house, built in the 1800s. The walls are thick and cold. Natural 

lighting was all that existed, except for the glaring use of Christmas lights to light the dozens of 

miniature scenes in the display case. The description card hanging on the wall stated the lights 

are the unifying factor. 

My sister and I had to step back. 

The display rises up as if it is on a side of a mountain. The highest point of the display 
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must be at least six feet tall. There is not an empty space in sight. Every inch is stuffed with false 

greenery or a narrative. The large amount of scenes and figurines collapse into each other. A 

waterfall is fixed in the center foreground, becoming the only space that could be considered a 

void. The figurines of the people are lost in the shrubbery. And the only other break, besides the 

waterfall, is the sky created above, which is even filled with clouds. 

The banner hanging from the ceiling reads, Gloria a Dios en las Alturas. Amor y Paz en 

la Tierra. 

Angels are strung from the ceiling and made to watch from above as the figurines below 

act out their given parts, the man slaughters a pig, the baby Jesus waits in his cradle as the wise 

men make their way, and the ducks wade in the pond. The Romans stand before their ionic 

temple fronts. They appear as if they are acting out a play. 

At the foot of the mountain, a devil plays a fiddle to a man drinking away as a skull 

resides at their feet to be the small reminder that even amongst the many signs of life death 

remains. The devil wins some. A few inches over, there is a figurine of a white bunny sitting next 

to a cow.  

Maria Luisa Tena builds it every year in memory of her mother. It takes her months at the 

end of each year and only lasts from November until March. The description says she has been 

creating this installation since 1978 after her mother died in 1977. I found myself searching for 

some sign as to who Maria is, was it possible to create such an elaborate display and not include 

some piece of yourself?      

A memorial, which is what I would consider this to be, has the inevitable aspect of 

containing the creators viewpoint. An artist cannot create a piece without their perspective 

directing it. An art piece after all is a manifestation of an individual’s own experience. After  
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speaking with the director of Latin American Art at the museum, she revealed no clues as 

Maria’s self in all of this, so like with many art pieces, it was left to my interpretation. I then 

could speculate that Maria saw herself in the figurine of the child beside the mother in the scene 

of traditional Mexican life. Or she found her place as an angel dangling above giving her gift of 

the view from above. It is possible even she saw her own demons played out in the very bottom 

of the scene. She could even be all of them at once.   

In some Mexican families, it is tradition to pass on your family’s nativity scene. The 

curator of Latin American Art at the museum says that in Guadalajara, where Tena’s mother was 

originally from, the ritual of setting up the nativity scene is tradition. It becomes symbolic of the 

heritage of the place. It is the family’s pride possession and every Christmas it is a ceremony to 

set it out. Each day builds with excitement until the morning you can place the little doll that is  

Jesus into the crib. The nativity scene comes to be about that childhood awe and a feeling a 

family that can sometimes only be precious at that time in your life. There is a feeling of sadness 

each time you have to take it down and store it away. 

It is the modern day Garden of Earthly Delights by Hieronymus Bosch minus the twisted 

world of Hell. Bosch’s painting is composed of three panels, or what is known as a triptych. The 

left depicts the scenic story of Adam and Eve, the center then is a garden scene with people 

frolicking, the right panel has the most dramatic shift, into what has been labeled as a depiction 

of Hell. Within the right panel, the human bodies are no longer joyous, instead they are tortured 

and tormented by an odd assortment of demon-like creatures that resemble mutated animals. The 

scene is just ridiculous enough to be comical and still be able to make you uncomfortable when 

viewing it. 

El Nacimiento strangely makes me uncomfortable in the same way Bosch’s painting 
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does, even though Tena’s display does not contain anything remotely torturous. Both scenes 

contain so many different characters that not a single one can be a focus and none seem entirely 

related, so maybe it is the chaos that makes me so uneasy. The viewer’s eye is always moving, 

finding something new and bizarre to stare upon. You feel as if each scene is moving despite the 

fact that that is impossible, you swear you saw that small duck-figurine move. Each piece might 

just be as equally disturbing. The similarity in the odd assortment and combining of seemingly 

disparate objects and figures is remarkable. Afraid almost to stare for too long. You begin to shift 

and fidget in your shoes. A part of you feels wrong for being there. 

The idea of looking outward somehow always finds a way to relate back to yourself. The 

purpose of some art pieces is to make you aware of your role as a viewer and just what that 

means. The piece does not exist in this space because of you, but you are given a presence in the 

space because of its existence there. A form of art known as Op Art was created solely to make 

the viewer’s body have a physical reaction simply from viewing the piece. This was 

accomplished through illusions made with line and color, mere tricks of the eye made to 

disorient. Other art pieces, like Warhol’s repeated images of car accidents, are blown-up and 

displayed in a way to desensitize the viewer. You forget what you are looking at for a moment, 

analyzing it as a photographic work instead of noticing the dead lying on the tar. The ability to 

look at a mangled body or to watch a gruesome film without turning away or cringing reveals 

more about the viewer than the image or film.    

One day over coffee with a friend or conversation drifted to the current conflicts 

occurring in Syria and all the previous ones that were so similar, and he confessed to me that he 

no longer felt any pains of sadness when seeing footage of the dead. He told me he just felt he 

had seen the image too often, and the presence of death at such a scale was no longer a surprise. 
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He had, as he said, become desensitized. I thought of myself as well. In research for this 

collection of essays, I subjected my sight to countless images of the murdered, the decaying 

masses of skin and flesh on body farms, and unavoidably so I had imagined the death of several 

people closest to me. I rarely winced at each image, though some were definitely harder than 

others to imagine. With the passing of years, the gorier the films were becoming and the more 

dead bodies from war racked up, and the more we became accustomed to looking. Looking so 

easily can be dangerous because it can come to a point where we can look without any care 

because we have seen it all before.  

The year my mother was born artist Jean Tinguely created a piece that was made to, as he 

said, “autodestruct.” It was a sculpture placed in the Sculpture Garden at the Museum of Modern 

Art in New York. My mother’s birth and the creation of Schoffer’s piece are two events 

completely coincidental, although I cannot help seeing a connection. His piece became a 

performance. The contraption ran for 24 minutes with bicycle wheels spinning and parts banging 

on piano keys. All set to run until the parts destroy each other and the whole sculpture collapses 

onto itself. The structure was over ten feet tall. Schoffer did not expect however that the 

sculpture would catch itself on fire before the expected destruction. Schoffer and the museum 

staff had to then intervene and douse the fire with small water hoses. The smoke continued to 

billow up and fill the room. The people continued to watch. Then the machine fell. Schoffer 

stood before it and bowed. He was greeted with cheers and applause. We all love to watch 

something destroy itself. 

People flock to theaters and pile into galleries with the sole intention of viewing 

something, but we view only with the hopes that we will also feel. The idea that simply looking 

at something can somehow change or transcend you or your thoughts has been ingrained in all 
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aspects of visual culture. Remember that looking is not a passive act. What then are we hoping to 

feel when we watch something horrifying? We like to watch the beautiful fall apart. That is an 

idea that has existed for centuries because it is less scary seeing someone else be destroyed 

because at least it is not you, at least it is not those you love.  
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Notes:

There is beauty in this madness: The descriptions of the EMP Museum are from observations 

from an actual visit and browsing their official website. The criminal statistics were found on the 

United States Census Bureau website. The sections about the type of murderers and their motives 

were taken from Malicious Intent: A Writer’s Guide to How Murderers, Robbers, Rapists and  

Other Criminals Think, written by Sean P. Mactire, and taken from the Encyclopedia of Murder  

and Violent Crime, editor Eric Hickey. The history of horror films was derived from a 

combination of a website Horror Film History: A Decade by Decade Guide to the Horror Movie  

Genre by Karina Wilson, and re-watching classic horror films. 

A La Belle Etoile: “To hold you in time,” is a line from a song by Animal Collective titled “In the 

Flowers” off their album Merriweather Post Pavilion (2009). The facts about the events that 

occurred on the day of my birth were found online through Google searches. The astrological 

sign comparison was found in Sextrology: The Astrology of Sex and the Sexes by Starsky and 

Cox. 

A Portrait of the One You Love: The introduction quote was from a draft of an art piece that Felix 

Gonzalez-Torres made for Ross. The random dates marking events in Gonzalez-Torres’ life were 

taken from his autobiography/self-portrait from Queer Cultural Center’s website database. 

In Memory of__Place name of lost one here__:  The facts about El Tiradito were found on the 

National Register of Historic Places’ website. The LA Times article about Santa Muerte is called 
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“Santa Muerte in L.A.: A Gentler vision of ’Holy Death.’”  The dedication quotes were from 

actual notes I found on the site.

Notes on Being a Hybrid: The poem I referenced was Elizabeth Bishop’s “Man-Moth.” 

“Strangers on this road we are on” is from the Kinks’ song titled “Strangers.” The facts about 

hybrid animals in science I found in an article by the New York Times titled “Hybrids May 

Thrive Where Their Parents Fear to Tread.” (Sean B. Carroll, Sept. 13, 2010). 

This Is Where We House Our Dead: The details of the various tombs I have collected over the 

years through my studies in Art History. The favorite movie scene is from The Royal 

Tenenbaums, a film directed by Wes Anderson. 

Decaying: The information on the body farm I stumbled upon while researching decay and was 

led to a video on Youtube which detailed the workings of the facility, titled “The Body Farm and 

Beyond.”

For Her Mother the Stage was Set: The facts about Maria Luisa Tena were found on the Tucson 

Museum of Art’s website and through a discussion with the curator of Latin America art at the 

museum.  
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