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Nomadic Landscape



Curators’ Statement

Diasporic studies centre on notions of place, migration, and transnationalism. For José Luis Torres, 

originally from Argentina and now living in Québec, each installation is a study in personal locatedness 

and a temporary sense of place. Memories, shaped by Torres’ personal recollections of housing and 

shanty towns in his native country as well as by his own architectural training, guide his structures.

He uses but a few basic hand tools and fashions works out of recycled wood, doors, furniture, and 

the most common stud-grade lumber available at the local lumber yard — no fancy veneers or exotic 

woods, no table saws, not even a measuring tape. His installations and sculptures are a humbling 

intersection of art, labour, and politics; they are permeated by stories of migration, immigration, 

HUK�KPHZWVYPJ�ÅV^Z�

The McIntosh Gallery and Thames Art Gallery are pleased to collaborate on this publication 

and thank José Luis Torres for his assistance.

James Patten 

Director and Chief Curator, McIntosh Gallery

Carl Lavoy

Director/Curator, Thames Art Gallery
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José Luis Torres   Autoconstrucciones

Let’s dispose of something right off the bat. José Luis Torres belongs to a cohort and in the past ten 

years he has become one of its most accomplished representatives. His work bears comparison to 

a number of artists from a generation that spans the early 1950s to the mid-’70s, overlapping and 

outlasting the Baby Boom. A cohort is a statistical grouping bound together by a historical 

JPYJ\TZ[HUJL�VY�KLÄUPUN�JOHYHJ[LYPZ[PJ��0U�[OPZ�JHZL��VUL�VM�[OL�KLÄUPUN�MLH[\YLZ�PZ�¸YLSH[PVUHS�

HLZ[OL[PJZ�¹�H�[LYT�T\JO�PU�]VN\L�VM�SH[L��([�VUL�[PTL��VIZLY]LZ�)VYPZ�.YV`Z��¸B[DOL�KP]PZPVU�IL[^LLU�

HY[PZ[Z�HUK�ZWLJ[H[VYZ�ZLLTLK�JSLHY�J\[�HUK�ZVJPHSS`�LZ[HISPZOLK¹�HUK�¸HY[^VYRZ�WYVK\JLK�I`�HY[PZ[Z�

^LYL�VIQLJ[Z�VM�HLZ[OL[PJ�JVU[LTWSH[PVU�¹�)\[�MVY�[OL�WHZ[�JLU[\Y`�[OPZ�¸ZPTWSL�KPJOV[VT`¹�OHZ�

WLYPVKPJHSS`�¸JVSSHWZLBKD¹��.YV`Z������;OL�ÄYZ[�THQVY�PUZ[HSSTLU[�VM�[OH[�JVSSHWZL�^HZ�PU�+\JOHTW»Z�

Dada heyday, but there’s been a long string of deliberately rigged breakdowns since then. 

The distinction between artist and spectator, between the integrity of the work and the viewer’s 

external perspective, was vigorously challenged in the 1950s and ’60s. When Iain Baxter, one of 

[OL�WPVULLYPUN�JVUJLW[\HSPZ[Z�PU�*HUHKPHU�HY[��^HU[LK�[V�YL]P[HSPaL�H�OPZ[VYPJ�JHYLLY��OL»Z�UV^�PU�OPZ 

TPK�ZL]LU[PLZ���OL�SLNHSS`�YLIYHUKLK�OPTZLSM�¸)H_[LY
�¹�;OL�WVPU[�VM�[OL�HTWLYZHUK��OL�L_WSHPULK 

to the Vancouver Sun��^HZ�[V�HJRUV^SLKNL�[OL�¸\ULUKPUN�JVSSHIVYH[PVU�^P[O�[OL�]PL^LY�HUK�[OL�

TLHUZ�[V�X\LZ[PVU�[OL�HY[PZ[»Z�YVSL¹��.YPMÄU�¸º(TWLYZHUK�4HU»¹�� Baxter knows whereof he speaks:

if you question the artist’s role, you also end up questioning the specialized authorial product 

�[OL�WOPSVZVWOPJHS�[OPUN�ILOPUK�[OL�UHTL�¸HY[¹���HUK�ZVVU�^L»YL�TV]PUN�PU[V�HTVYWOV\Z�VU[VSVNPLZ�VM�

the object. Relational art maps this process onto the exigencies and opportunities of the internet age. 

Relationalists dismiss the sanctity of the singular art work and embrace interactivity. Kantianism is 

disavowed; the moment of elevated encounter, centred on the object’s formal beauty, is passé; 

the consumption of aesthetic sensations is replaced by a social networking model.

;VYYLZ�ZOHYLZ�IYVHK�HMÄUP[PLZ�^P[O�YLSH[PVUHS�PKLHZ�I\[�YLTHPUZ�YVV[LK�PU�[YHKP[PVUHS�KPZJPWSPULZ� 

In his native Argentina he earned degrees in sculpture and architecture, and went on to hold 

a ten-year position as a drawing and sculpture professor at the Fine Arts Academy in Córdoba, 

the country’s second-largest city. Since coming to Canada in 2003, Torres has chosen to accentuate 

H�KPHSVN\L�^P[O�HYJOP[LJ[\YHS�WYVJLZZLZ��/L�OHZ�TV]LK��OL�ZH`Z��MYVT�¸^VYRPUN�^P[OPU�HYJOP[LJ[\YL¹ 

[V�¸^VYRPUN�^P[O�HYJOP[LJ[\YL¹��;VYYLZ�¸:HS\[�¹���(�NVVK�KLHS�VM�OPZ�V\[W\[�PZ�Z[PSS�ZJ\SW[\YHS��I\[�PUZ[LHK�

VM�ZP[\H[PUN�[OL�VIQLJ[�^P[OPU�[OL�IV\UKLK�JVUÄULZ�VM�NHSSLY`�ZWHJL�VY�PUZLY[PUN�P[�SPRL�H�ZL[�WPLJL�PU[V 

a prescribed outdoor site, the sculptures spill out of buildings or attach to staircases and scale 

interior and exterior walls.

;OL�[LYT�¸ZJ\SW[\YL¹�SVZLZ�P[Z�WYLJPZPVU��MVY�[OL�^VYRZ�HYL�THKL�MYVT�HJJ\T\SH[LK�WHY[Z�^OPJO�HYL�

shaped into architectural sub-spaces that are free for public use. This is the relational component of 

OPZ�WYVQLJ[Z��WPJRPUN�\W�VU�[OL�TV]LTLU[»Z�O`IYPK�HUJLZ[Y`�PU�/HWWLUPUNZ��)L\`ZPHU�PKLHZ�VM�¸ZVJPHS�
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ZJ\SW[\YL�¹�HUK�0UZ[P[\[PVUHS�*YP[PX\L��PUJS\ZP]L�VM�[YLH[PUN�I\PSKPUNZ�SPRL�IVKPLZ�PU�[OL�NYVZZ�HUH[VT`�SHI��

HZ�PU�[OL�MHTV\Z�¸I\PSKPUN�J\[Z¹�VM�.VYKVU�4H[[H�*SHYR���<UKLY�YLSH[PVUHS�HLZ[OL[PJZ�[OL�HY[PZ[�Z[HNL�

THUHNLZ�[OL�LSLTLU[HY`�WHY[PJSLZ�VM�ZVJPL[`�P[ZLSM��/L�ZOL��VUL�PZ�[LTW[LK�[V�PU]LU[�H�K\HS�W\YWVZL�

pronoun, not because of inherent sexism in the existing options but because the world seems to be 

NL[[PUN�TVYL�LWPJLUL�I`�[OL�KH`��MHJPSP[H[LZ�WLVWSL�JVU[HJ[�HUK�[O\Z�KPZWVZZLZZLZ�[OL�NHSSLY`�VM�P[Z�

Q\YPZKPJ[PVUHS�ML[PZO�·�[OL�HY[^VYR��^OPJO�SVUN�ZLY]LK�HZ�[OL�VIQLJ[P]L�KPZ[PSSH[PVU��ZVTL�^V\SK�JHSS�P[ 

H�O`WVZ[HZPZ��VM�[OL�NHSSLY`»Z�LU[PYL�PUZ[P[\[PVUHS�W\YWVZL��HZ�^LSS�HZ�[OL�HY[PZ[»Z�JYLH[P]L�ºNLUP\Z�» 

The autonomous object declines in importance and the old idea of the exhibition space is repurposed 

[V�MHJPSP[H[L�WLVWSL�ÅV^��*\YH[VYZ�HUK�HY[PZ[Z�OHUN�PU�[OL�IHJRNYV\UK�HM[LY�JVUZ[Y\J[PUN�VWLU�LUKLK�

settings or installations where audiences form themselves into spontaneous groupings.

Not only form, but now content, once considered an inner, intellectual property of the object — like 

the thought we hold in our heads — begins to lose its substantive nature. The old idea of meaning in 

art, which was traditionally tied to grand narratives and iconography, and then in the modern era to 

conceptual explorations, is farmed out to the audience, who aren’t expected to conduct themselves 

HZ�YPNVYV\Z�KLJVKLYZ�VM�[OL�^VYR»Z�Z\ISPTL�ZPNUPÄJHUJL��:LTHU[PJZ�[HRLZ�ÅPNO["�TLHUPUN�PZ�

V\[ZV\YJLK�PU�HSS�KPYLJ[PVUZ�ZV�SVUN�HZ�P[Z�KLZ[PUH[PVU�PZ�ZVTL�ZVY[�VM�Å\PK�ºJVTT\UP[`»�[OH[�ÄUKZ 

itself happily participating in a gallery-hosted curry cook-out set up by Rirkrit Tiravanija.

I mention Tiravanija as an exponent of global horizons, which is the other big feature of the cohort. 

6M�;OHP�HUJLZ[Y`��I\[�(YNLU[PUL�IVYU��H�KPWSVTH[»Z�ZVU��HUK�ZJOVVSLK�PU�*HUHKH��;PYH]HUPQH�PZ�H�

thoroughgoing relationalist. His place in the relational canon has been frequently cited by Nicolas 

)V\YYPH\K��[OL�TV]LTLU[»Z�[OLVYL[PJHS�N\Y\��;PYH]HUPQH�PZ�UV[L^VY[O`�MVY�ILPUN�VUL�VM�[OL�ÄYZ[�[V�LUHJ[�

his vocation as a professional nomad, hopping around the planet, liquidating the object and replacing 

it with a service-based conception of art praxis. On the whole, however, it’s not such a strange 

development. Digital media and cultural diffusion have overrun the globe. People swarm across 

the planet, tracing contrails and living in multiple time zones.

High-tech capitalism seems to have an inexhaustible genius for earth-girdling gadgets, and these 

NHKNL[Z��[OL�^LI��[OL�ZTHY[WOVUL��[OL�ZH[LSSP[L��[OL�WHZZLUNLY�QL[��OH]L�KLWSL[LK�VSKLY�Z[`SLZ�VM�

experience. Affect has waned, Fredric Jameson famously argued, and historicity has thinned out. 

Jameson’s postmodernism was Marxism reheated for turbo-charged times, but he had a point: 

our transportation and communications technologies have sapped the profundity from older 

experiences of nostalgia and geographic dislocation. With Torres, questions of homeland and 

emigration are subject to an ambivalent interrogation. Mnemonic attachments are rendered oblique 

and emptied of their expressionistic potential. While he and Tiravanija have little in common in terms 

of their practice, their membership in the same cohort stems from the points just outlined.

As a rule, postmodern artists have become rootless cosmopolitans and perhaps the least entitled 

people to speak about deeply-felt attachments to ancestral places. They thrive on the neoliberalism 

of the art market and their self-declared horizons are international. Yet if the artists in the cohort still 

hang on to a sense of place, it’s usually because of identity politics or camaraderie with an ideological 

JVUZ[P[\LUJ`��¸7VZ[TVKLYUPZT¹�PZ�HU�VSK�HUK�Z[\MM`�JVUJLW[�I`�[OLPY�JV\U["�[OL`�ZLL�[OLTZLS]LZ�HZ�

UVTHKPJ�ÄN\YLZ��TPNYHU[Z�[VVSPUN�[OLPY�^H`�HJYVZZ�H�WVZ[�UH[PVUHS�WSHUL[��JY`PUN�WVSP[PJHSS`�JVYYLJ[�

[LHYZ�HIV\[�[OL�\UPMVYT�J\S[\YL�VM�^VYSK^PKL�JHWP[HS�VY�SHTIHZ[PUN�[OL�ZOYPURPUN�º^OP[L»�IV\YNLVPZPL 

for the colonial sins of its ancestors. Openly or not, these artists relish opportunities for post-colonial 

moralizing, and yet, while decrying the wars and economic troubles that displace people from their 

homelands, they themselves accrue vanguard careers from the same.

Torres was born in 1968, the very year in which Graciela Carnevale locked an opening-night audience 

into a gallery in Rosario, Argentina, daring them to break out in an act of spontaneous countercultural 

revolt. Torres is now in early mid-career and shares attributes with a handful of others from his 

generation. These include Oscar Tuazon, a grunge-era Seattle native now based in Europe; the 

*\IHU�K\V�VM�4HYJV�=HSKtZ�HUK�+HNVILY[V�:mUJOLa��^OVZL�NYV\W�UHTL�¸3VZ�*HYWPU[LYVZ¹�PUKPJH[LZ�

something of their aesthetic ethos; and Arne Quinze, a Belgian native, who pals around with Rem 

2VVSOHHZ�HUK�THRLZ�^VVKLU�¸Z[PS[�OV\ZLZ¹�VM[LU�JVSV\YLK�HU�L_\ILYHU[�ULVU�YLK��*VTWHYL�H�WOV[V�

MYVT�H�;VYYLZ�L_OPIP[PVU�[V�HU`�VM�[OLZL�HUK�`V\»YL�IV\UK�[V�ÄUK�MVYTHS�YLZLTISHUJLZ��)\[�P[»Z�[^V�

VSKLY�ÄN\YLZ��IV[O�IVYU�PU�[OL�LHYS`�� ��Z��^OV�Z[HUK�HZ�WYVWLY�MVYLY\UULYZ��6UL�VM�[OLZL�PZ�;HKHZOP�

Kawamata, a widely acclaimed name on the international scene, and the other is Richard Greaves, 

a ghostly recluse stowed away in the Appalachian seigneuries of southern Québec.

2H^HTH[H�PZ�H�NSVIL�[YV[[LY�^OV�Z[`SLZ�OPTZLSM�[OL�A\N]VNLS��.LYTHU�MVY�¸TPNYH[VY`�IPYK¹��VM�[OL�HY[�

^VYSK��Å`PUN�IL[^LLU�OVTLZ�PU�;VR`V�HUK�7HYPZ��HUK�[V\JOPUN�KV^U�MVY�YLZPKLUJPLZ�PU�THQVY�]LU\LZ��

He is renowned for his parasitic scaffolding projects, which resemble nests, platforms, and temporary 

shelters inserted onto buildings or wedged into urban nooks across the world. A simple Google 

search will pinpoint outward similarities between Kawamata and Torres. But while Kawamata is an 

urbanologist backed up by a team of engineers and assistants, Torres tends to work solo like an 

intrepid bower-bird. His quasi-architectural installations and sculptures, built out of commercial-grade 

lumber or furniture cast-offs and reclaimed wood, are actually closer in spirit to Greaves.

Torres lives in Montmagny, on the south side of the St. Lawrence, just downstream from Québec City. 

He describes his neighbourhood as a transition zone between town and country. Greaves hides out 

in the same geographic region but keeps far from the madding crowds. His wooded, forty-hectare plot 

OHZ�ILJVTL�H�^PSKLYULZZ�Z[\KPV�MVY�ZL]LYHS�¸HUHYJOP[LJ[\YHS¹�L_WLYPTLU[Z��;OL�LZ[H[L�PZ�WVW\SH[LK�

^P[O�MHU[HZ[PJ�I\PSKPUNZ�W\SSLK�[VNL[OLY�V\[�VM�^VVK�HUK�YVWL��¸*H[OLKYHSZ�¹�¸Z\NHY�OV\ZLZ�¹�HUK�

¸TLTVY`�WHSHJLZ¹�YPZL�MYVT�HTVUN�[OL�[YLLZ�SPRL�YHTZOHJRSL�HWWHYP[PVUZ�HKVYULK�^P[O�OV\ZLOVSK�

antiquities and roadside scraps. The dereliction is magical and uncanny, fusing childhood recollections 

with the mad elations of the mystical loner. Greaves studied theology in another lifetime long ago, 

and one senses an eremitic imagination at work. He builds as it suits him and apparently moves 

from house to house, living like a pilgrim in his own demesne.

.YLH]LZ�OHZ�ILLU�H�MLY[PSL�PUÅ\LUJL�VU�;VYYLZ��SLHKPUN�OPT�[V^HYK�H�YL[OPUR�VM�HJJLW[LK�HYJOP[LJ[\YHS�

formats. The principle of asymmetrical construction, learned from Greaves, is a mainstay of the 

work he’s done since arriving in Canada. But Torres is a much more public artist than Greaves. 

His installations are meant to be socially traversable. Greaves spirals into himself like a Yeatsian gyre, 

but the turnings of Torres’ art are outward, in keeping with the global horizons of the relational/8 9
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migrational cohort. There’s also a deep, ardent fund of political populism seeping through his 

constructs, much of it having to do with north-south relations in the Americas. This aspect rises into 

open view only intermittently, yet its presence is unassailable and grows out of his decision to leave 

(YNLU[PUH��4\S[PWSL�JH\ZLZ�MHJ[VYLK�PU[V�[OL�LTPNYH[PVU��PUJS\KPUN�SVUN�ZOHKV^Z�MYVT�¸;OL�+PY[`�>HY¹�

that terrorized the country in the 1970s and ’80s, and the debt crisis that erupted at the beginning 

of the new millennium, climaxing years of turmoil under several administrations.

0U�[OL�`LHYZ�WYLJLKPUN�OPZ�TV]L�;VYYLZ�YVHTLK�[OYV\NO�,\YVWL�HUK�3H[PU�(TLYPJH��\U[PS�ÄUHSS`�ZL[[SPUN�

in Montmagny. He married a Québécoise and they started a family that now boasts two daughters. 

During those drawn-out, pre-marital wanderings, somewhat Borgesian and perhaps Bolañoesque 

PU�ZJVWL��OL�JHTL�[V�[OL�YLHSPaH[PVU�[OH[�¸THU�SP]LZ�KtZHIYP[t��¸^P[OV\[�YLM\NL�¹�¸L_WVZLK�[V�[OL�

LSLTLU[Z¹��HUK�OHZ�UV�WYVWLY�WSHJL�^OLYL�OL�MLLSZ�H[�OVTL¹��;VYYLZ�¸:HS\[�¹���;VYYLZ�X\PWZ�[OH[�OPZ�

wife is of pure laine��¸W\YL�^VVS¹��HUJLZ[Y`��\ZPUN�H�^LSS�RUV^U�8\tILJ�PKPVT�[OH[�YLMLYZ�[V�KLLW�

reaching French-Canadian roots. As to his own origins, these get the underplayed treatment but still 

THUHNL�[V�PUÄS[YH[L�[OL�HY[�PU�[OL�MVYT�VM�HSS\ZP]L�[P[SLZ�VY�[OL�KLJLW[P]LS`�ZPTWSL�TH[LYPHSZ�[OH[�OL�\ZLZ�

over and over again.

0U������^OPSL�OVSKPUN�KV^U�H�SHUKZJHWL�HY[PZ[�YLZPKLUJ`�PU�:HPU[�1LHU�7VY[�1VSP��;VYYLZ�WYVK\JLK 

his Temps et boue (Time and mud��ZLYPLZ��;OLZL�^LYL�V\[KVVY�ZJ\SW[\YLZ�IHZLK�VU�WYL�PUK\Z[YPHS�

construction techniques practised across the world in arid climates.1�2UV^U�HZ�[OL�¸YHTTLK�LHY[O¹

or pisé method, it consists of a few elementary steps. Layers of moist clay, reinforced by gravel, lime, 

or straw, are compacted between wooden casings that can be taken away as soon as the dried walls 

are able to stand alone. The result is a durable, environmentally sustainable architectural format that 

affords a remarkable degree of thermal stability within the dwelling. The works at Saint-Jean-Port-Joli 

^LYL�WVZZLZZLK�VM�HU�HIZ[YHJ[�ZVSLTUP[`�TLHU[�[V�Z\TTVU�[OL�J\S[\YHS�¸[YHJRZ¹�VY�¸MVV[WYPU[Z¹�[OH[�

NSVIHSPaH[PVU�[LUKZ�[V�¸LYHZL¹��;VYYLZ�¸:HS\[�¹��

;OPZ�¸;PTL�HUK�T\K¹�[OLTL�^HZ�YL]PZP[LK�PU������^OLU�;VYYLZ�PUZ[HSSLK�Continente at Galerie MAI 

�4HPZVU��HY[Z�PU[LYJ\S[\YLSZ��PU�4VU[YLHS��>P[O�P[Z�WVSLTPJHS�WYVNYHTTPUN�WVSPJ`��4(0�PZ�H�YLSH[PVUHS�

aesthetics/global diaspora hot point if there ever was one. Torres invited audience members to help 

him construct several geometric solids out of compacted Montmagny farm earth. Ranging in height, 

[OL�ÄUPZOLK�^VYRZ�^LYL�SHPK�V\[�SPRL�HU�\YIHU�ZR`SPUL�HUK�H]HPSHISL�MVY�]PL^PUN�MYVT�HU�VIZLY]H[PVU�

KLJR��>OLU�¸WLYJOLK�VU�OPNO�¹�ZH`Z�;VYYLZ��ZWLJ[H[VYZ�^LYL�HISL�¸[V�Z\Y]L`�[OL�PUZ[HSSH[PVU�HUK�

YL[YHJL�[OLPY�Z[LWZ��UV[PUN�[OL�WO`ZPJHS�HUK�HLZ[OL[PJ�[YHPS�[OL`�SLM[�ILOPUK¹��;VYYLZ�¸/LSSV���¹�� 

Paying homage to his cultural roots, Torres included a video component displaying native Argentines 

conducting burial rites and excavating soil for use in building construction. When the exhibition 

YLHJOLK�P[Z�[LYTPU\Z��[OL�^VYR�^HZ�KPZTHU[SLK��HZ�PZ�[OL�JHZL�^P[O�TVZ[�VM�OPZ�PUZ[HSSH[PVUZ���SLH]PUN�

only the documentary evidence. One of the photographs shows a chunk of densely-packed soil rising 

up like the four-square base of an obelisk. It’s little more than a stump, measuring 1.5 cubic metres, 

but the effect is monumental, as in the earth casts for Time and mud.

In both instances — at Saint-Jean-Port-Joli and in Montreal — Torres was designating symbolic 

continents extruded from the planet’s sub-aquatic crust. But he was also pushing into 

phenomenological territory: by structuring the pieces so that some of the wood casings were still 

stuck to the compressed soil while others had fallen away, audiences were left with a Heideggerian 

¸\UJVUJLHSPUN¹�LMMLJ[��(�J\S[\YHSS`�THUPW\SH[LK�VIQLJ[��H�¸ZJ\SW[\YL¹�VY�¸PUZ[HSSH[PVU¹ becomes the 

setting for the disclosure of ageless telluric truth. The titles of the works, Time and mud and 

Continente, embed a double meaning: earth as a container, a sheltering ground that sustains and 

envelops life; and the earth as an extensive land mass, a large contiguous territory carrying a name.

;OL�KLÄUP[PVU�VM�JVU[PULU[Z�PZ�UV[VYPV\ZS`�\UZJPLU[PÄJ��HUK�[OL�KPMMLYLU[�^H`Z�VM�THWWPUN�[OL�LHY[O��

from the sixteenth-century Mercator projection to Buckminster Fuller’s Dymaxion maps, have some 

YLSL]HUJL�MVY�[OL�^H`�PU�^OPJO�;VYYLZ�VYJOLZ[YH[LK�[OL�4(0�PUZ[HSSH[PVU��^P[O�[OH[�ÄUHS�[VW�KV^U�]PL^�

after all the soil packing was done. The Dymaxion Map projects the earth as an icosahedron rather 

than a sphere: a twenty-sided Platonic solid that allows a more geographically faithful rendition of 

the sizes of the planetary land masses. It lays out the continents in a lengthwise arrangement that 

resembles one of those doctor’s wall charts of the gastro-intestinal tract, allowing us to trace an 

3�ZOHWLK�YV\[L�MYVT�7H[HNVUPH�[V�[OL�*HWL�VM�.VVK�/VWL��[HRPUN�H�YPNO[�HUNSLK�[\YU�H[�[OL�

/PTHSH`HZ���<UMVSKLK��[OL�THW�OHZ�[OL�ZHTL�ZOHYW�LKNLZ�[OH[�MLH[\YLK�PU�[OL�JHZPUNZ�MVY�[OL 

MAI sculptures.

It’s not likely that Torres was thinking of Fuller’s projection as he and his audience co-operated on 

Continente, but we shouldn’t shunt aside Borgesian happenstance when it comes to metaphors

Continente
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of surveyance and memory. The world is full of strange gardens and forking, spatio-temporal 

pathways. There’s a Dymaxion effect in Torres’ career path over the past ten years. The self-exile 

from one end of the Americas to the other and an expanding list of exhibitions in almost every major 

*HUHKPHU�JP[`��^P[O�[OL�L_JLW[PVU�VM�HU`[OPUN�^LZ[�VM�(SILY[H� attest to continuity as well as rupture. 

;VYYLZ�PZ��PU�OPZ�V^U�^VYKZ��¸KLZ[LYYHKV�·�[VYU�MYVT�[OL�LHY[O¹�·�I\[�OL�HSZV�¸HJJLW[BZD�[OL�LUPNTH¹�

VM�Z[HY[PUN�V]LY�HNHPU�PU�TPK�SPML��;VYYLZ�¸:HS\[P�KH�8\tILJ���¹���4LTVYPLZ�VM�VYPNPUZ�HUK�OVTLSHUK�HYL�

encrypted at the core of the work, but these never spill over into open nostalgia, nor do they halt the 

progress of self-discovery.

4VZ[�VM�[OL�JVTTPZZPVUZ�L_LJ\[LK�IL[^LLU������HUK������OH]L�ILLU�]LU[\YLZ�PU[V�[YHUZP[PVUHS�

living. Each installation proposes resolutions to questions of displacement; each addresses the 

hazards and the promises of the nomadic state. The installations are architectonic exercises. 

They deal with the simplest, most concrete concerns of the architectural venture: the building 

materials, the principles of construction, the demarcations of space, the sizing and serviceability 

VM�H�Z[Y\J[\YL��^OH[�HYL�P[Z�KPTLUZPVUZ��PZ�P[�Z[\YK`�HUK�HJJLZZPISL��PZ�P[�THKL�MVY�W\ISPJ�\ZL&���

4L[HWOVYPJHSS`��;VYYLZ�YLÅLJ[Z�VU�[OL�WYVJLZZ�VM�K^LSSPUN�HUK�KLWHY[PUN��\WYVV[PUN�HUK�YLZL[[SPUN� 

But this metaphoric component would remain largely private and non-relational without its material 

vehicle — plain old wood held together by nails and deck screws. 

-V\Y�`LHYZ�HNV��^OLU�.HSSLY`�*VUUL_PVU�PU�-YLKLYPJ[VU�^HZ�^HZOLK�V\[�VM�P[Z�KPNZ�I`�HU�V]LYÅV^ 

VM�[OL�:[��1VOU�9P]LY��P[�VMMLYLK�;VYYLZ�H�ºOVTLSLZZ»�YLZPKLUJ`�^OPSL�H�UL^�SVJH[PVU�^HZ�ILPUN�ZJV\[LK��

He responded with a set of constructions entitled Nomadic Landscape��[OL�ÄYZ[�VM�^OPJO�^HZ�PUZ[HSSLK�

outdoors in 2009 and the second in 2010, when the Gallery could at last offer him an indoor venue at 

its current location. The work in both settings was free of hewn earth and the labours of cultural 

TLTVY`��0U�ÅVVKPUN�V\[�[OL�.HSSLY`��[OL�WSHUL[�OHK�ZWVRLU�HUK�[OLYL�^HZ�UV�ULLK�[V�[V[LTPaL�P[Z�

elemental authority. Torres decided to elaborate the ad hoc ways in which we inhabit space and 

ZL[�\W�ºOVTL»�LU]PYVUTLU[Z�PU�[OL�TPKZ[�VM�WLYWL[\HS�Å\_��0U�[OL�V\[KVVY�OHSM�VM�[OL�YLZPKLUJ`��OL�I\PS[�

walkways, benches, and tunnel-like niches that served as playground hangouts for visitors of all ages. 

The indoor residency resembled a home-construction work site that subdivided the gallery into a 

SHI`YPU[OPUL�[OPJRL[�VM�WLYTLHISL�ºYVVTZ»�HUK�WHZZHNL^H`Z�

These off-beat adaptations of indoor and outdoor space would be familiar to any do-it-yourself home 

YLUV]H[VY�VY�^VVK^VYRLY�^P[O�H�ÅHPY�MVY�[YLL�OV\ZLZ��(M[LY�[LU�`LHYZ�VM�NVPUN�H[�P[��;VYYLZ�OHZ�ILJVTL�

prodigiously inventive with a small handful of basic materials. Softwood planks of pine and spruce, cut 

to standard sizes, are his staples. While he scopes out an installation site, envisioning the engineering 

caprice he’s about to perpetrate, the gallery orders a bulk-quantity of factory-fresh planking and 

WS`^VVK�ZOLL[Z��HUK�Z\WWSPLZ�[OL�[VVSZ��\Z\HSS`�H�JVYKSLZZ�KYPSS�HUK�H�JPYJ\SHY�ZH^���;OLU�;VYYLZ�NL[Z�

KV^U�[V�I\ZPULZZ��WH[[LYUPUN�[OL�/VTL�+LWV[�YLHK`THKLZ��P�L��[OL�^VVK�\UP[Z��PU[V�PUU\TLYHISL�

JVUÄN\YH[PVUZ��UV[�\USPRL�[OL�T\S[PWSPJH[PVU�VM�H�ML^�SVH]LZ�HUK�ÄZO�PU[V�H�TLHS�MVY�Ä]L�[OV\ZHUK��

But Torres is also a great recycler capable of improvising from the other end of the production 

process. The manufacturing economy begins with raw materials worked up into commercially available 

Nomadic Landscape
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WYVK\J[Z��^OPJO�[OLU�LUK�[OLPY�SP]LZ�HZ�K\TWZ[LY�X\HSP[`�YLSPJZ��VSK�KVVYZ��JOHPYZ��WH[PV�WHY[Z��

OLHKIVHYKZ��^PUKV^�MYHTLZ��TPYYVYZ��[HYWZ��SPNO[�Ä_[\YLZ��HUK�ZV�VU���>OLYL�^V\SK�TVKLYU�HY[�IL�

^P[OV\[�JHWP[HSPZT»Z�KLIYPZ&�;OL�H]HU[�NHYKLZ�HYL�^LSS�RUV^U�MVY�[OLPY�ZJYV\UNPUN�^H`Z�HUK�[OL�SV^S`��

sermo humilis style in which they disguise their ambitions. In the late summer of 2011 Torres pulled 

together an installation at Artcite Gallery in Windsor, Ontario. It consisted of scraps and salvages 

donated by locals. A call was put out and people responded by rummaging through their basements 

HUK�NHYHNLZ��6UJL�YLZJ\LK��[OLPY�VMM�SVHKLK�Q\UR�YL�LTLYNLK�HZ�H�Å\PKS`�KPMM\ZL�VIZ[HJSL�JV\YZL�[OH[�

wove around a divider wall and reached toward the gallery’s ceiling vents. As with Nomadic 

Landscape at Fredericton, visitors idled among the makeshift accumulation, simply enjoying the 

connective hodgepodge or perhaps catching remote iterations of Merzbau and arte povera aesthetics.

It’s too bad that the installation carried the blandly grandiose, one-word title Borders, presumably 

meant to reference the international boundary separating Windsor and Detroit. Had the installation 

been more topical about this adjacency, or made some reference to the upcoming anniversary of the 

>HY�VM�������H�^HY�[OH[�Z[HY[LK�^P[O�(TLYPJHU�[YVVWZ�PU]HKPUN�<WWLY�*HUHKH�HJYVZZ�[OL�+L[YVP[�

9P]LY���[OL�[P[SL�TH`�OH]L�OHK�ZVTL�ZPNUPÄJHUJL��(Z�P[�PZ��P[�TLYLS`�LJOVLK�[OL�[P[SL�VM�;VYYLZ»�L_OPIP[PVU�

in North Bay earlier in the summer: Fronteras. My point isn’t that Torres reused the same label in two 

different locations. Both shows, after all, were premised on reprocessing discarded materials. And one 

can appreciate that Torres, who moves along haltingly in English, functions as a four-track polyglot in 

Latin languages: Spanish and French are mother tongues, and he’s more than capable in Italian and 

7VY[\N\LZL��)\[�0�NL[�WLL]LK�I`�[OL�MH[\V\Z�HY[ZWLHR�[OH[�ÄS[LYZ�PU[V�L]LY`VUL»Z�ºKPZJV\YZL»�· 

my own included. Who hasn’t been guilty of reaching for rhetorical resonance through nebulous 

UV\UZ��UV\U�WOYHZLZ��L�N���¸;OL�(IQLJ[�)VK`¹���HUK�V[OLY�SPUN\PZ[PJ�[^PZ[Z�HUK�ZVWOPZTZ&

The titles Borders and Fronteras are among the more harmless instances of this, but they prove that 

the disease is transnational and settles deep into our communication patterns. In his artist’s statement 

for Nomadic Landscape, Torres wrote that the exhibit

YLWYLZLU[Z�H�^H`�VM�PUOHIP[PUN�ZWHJL!�^HUKLYPUN��TPNYH[PVU��HUK�L_PSL�������B>DL�HYL�JVU[PU\HSS` 

in transit, leaving and returning home . . . This experience allows us to contemplate mobility 

not in terms of the melancholic aspects of leaving home, but instead in its positive dimension, 

[OL�^H`�P[�Z[PT\SH[LZ�KPZJV]LY`��ZL[[SPUN�PU�JVTMVY[HIS`�PU[V�UL^�HUK�VSK�ZWHJLZ�����

So here we have a case of the obligatory artspeak. One can imagine Torres paring down to something 

L]LU�TVYL�NSPI��HUK�WYLZ\THIS`�WP[O`!�¸4PUL�PZ�H�+LSL\aPHU�HY[�VM�[YHUZPLUJL��UVTHKPZT��HUK�ZLSM�

discovery, always eschewing The Melancholy.” There’s no doubt that these are his central themes, 

and I’ve had recourse to this same terminology throughout the essay, but the problem with this kind 

of language is that it’s become the court idiom of every Dick and Jane in the intelligentsia, from the 

ZUPMÄLZ[�J\YH[VY�KV^U�[V�[OL�`V\UN�H]HU[�NHYKL�`VI�WSH`PUN�HPY�N\P[HY�PU�H�YLSH[PVUHS�PUZ[HSSH[PVU� 

;OL�ºKPZJV\YZL»�SHJRZ�UV[�TLHUPUN��I\[�[HJ[PSP[`��0[�YPKLZ�HSVUN�^P[O�HU�HPY�VM�TPKKSL�IYV^�HSVVMULZZ 

from what it’s really trying to say.

Borders Fronteras
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In June 2012, two years after Nomadic Landscape, I wrote to Torres, asking about the consequences 

VM�SLH]PUN�(YNLU[PUH��/PZ�YLZWVUZL�^HZ�[\ULK�[V�H�ZSPNO[S`�ÅH[[LY��VYKPUHY`�SHUN\HNL�MYLX\LUJ`!�

BWDVSP[PJHS�PUZ[HIPSP[`�PU�T`�JV\U[Y`�PUÅ\LUJLK�[OL�KLJPZPVU�[V�LTPNYH[L��I\[�HSZV�JOHUNLK�T` 

HY[PZ[PJ�WLYJLW[PVU����[OVZL�^OV�SLM[�(YNLU[PUH�BZPJD�HSSV^LK�TL�[V�KLT`Z[PM`�]HYPV\Z�HZWLJ[Z 

VM�T`�HY[PZ[PJ�WYVK\J[PVU�HUK�Z[HY[�L_WLYPTLU[PUN����;OL�HK]LU[\YL�VM�SLH]PUN�[OL�JV\U[Y`�BZPJD�

SLH]PUN�H�JHYLLY�I\PS[�MVY�H�SVUN�[PTL�[V�YLZ[HY[�HNHPU��[V�YLZ\TW[PVU��[V�YLPU]LU[PUN�BZPJD��

Impermanent dwellings, furniture limited, management of the components of life or survival, 

YLZ[YPJ[PUN�VIQLJ[Z�[V�IHZPJ�ULJLZZP[PLZ��;OL�ILNPUUPUN�^HZ�]LY`�OHYK���;VYYLZ�¸:HS\[�¹� 

There’s a change of key here and it hints at the tough kernel of truth concealed in that word 

¸TLSHUJOVS`¹��MYVT�[OL�Nomadic Landscape�HY[PZ[»Z�Z[H[LTLU[���,]LY`^OLYL�PU�OPZ�^VYR��;VYYLZ

hails the human ability to improvise with whatever means are at hand. It’s the old self-reliant spirit of 

adventure and adaptation, worthy of the legendary gaucho and the pistol-packing Franciscan alike. 

6\[^HYKS`��[OPZ�TLHUZ�[OH[�OL�H]VPKZ�YL]LYPLZ�VY�YLÅLJ[PVUZ�VU�[OL�SPML�SLM[�ILOPUK��¸[OL�TLSHUJOVSPJ�

HZWLJ[Z�VM�SLH]PUN�OVTL¹���@L[�[OL�^VYRZ�YLTHPU�JOHYNLK�^P[O�Z\ISPTH[PVUZ�VM�L_PSL��;OLYL»Z�UV�

ideological stridency to speak of, yet the user-friendly dereliction of the reused parts hints at the 

political unconscious of an entire continent.

6UL�VM�[OL�ÄYZ[�[VWPJZ�[OH[�;VYYLZ�IYV\NO[�\W�^OLU�^L�TL[�H[�[OL�Borders exhibit was Eduardo 

.HSLHUV��[OL�NYLH[�<Y\N\H`HU�JYP[PJ�VM�NYPUNV�OLNLTVU`�PU�[OL�^LZ[LYU�OLTPZWOLYL��0[�^HZ�[OL�SH[L�

summer of 2011 and the zeitgeist was starting to speak. In May, Artcite had hosted a talk entitled 

¸*\IH»Z�,]VS]PUN�:VJPHSPZT�¹�NP]LU�I`�[OL�*\IHU�*VUZ\S�.LULYHS�MYVT�;VYVU[V"�HUK�UV^�PU�:LW[LTILY�

the Occupy Wall Street crowd was just starting to raise a fuss. We sat in a Starbucks discussing 

Galeano’s position as keeper of cultural memory and his sweeping perspective on tensions between 

Latin, Anglophone, and Native Americas. We also discussed Hugo Chávez, who made a ceremonial 

show of presenting Galeano’s Open Veins of Latin America��Las Venas Abiertas de América Latina�

to Barack Obama when the two met at a summit in 2009.

After Torres again mentioned Galeano in a follow-up e-mail, I went back and re-read Open Veins

�P[�OHK�ILLU�V]LY�[^LU[`�`LHYZ�ZPUJL�0»K�^YP[[LU�ZLTPUHY�WHWLYZ�VU�[OL�SPRLZ�VM�.HSLHUV��.YHTZJP� 

VY�.`�YN`�3\RmJZ���;OL�IVVR»Z�Z\I[P[SL�PZ�PUKPJH[P]L�VM�P[Z�H\[OVY»Z�[OLZPZ!�Five Centuries of the Pillage

of a Continent. Open Veins is a layman’s screed against the Anglo-Yankee economic imperium in 

*LU[YHS�HUK�:V\[O�(TLYPJH��.HSLHUV�HYN\LZ�[OH[�TVKLYU�JHWP[HSPZT�OHZ�PU[LUZPÄLK��HUK�KP]LYZPÄLK� 

[OL�J`JSLZ�VM�ISVVK�HUK�WS\UKLY�[OH[�ILNHU�^P[O�[OL�ÄYZ[�WVZ[�*VS\TIPHU�JVUX\PZ[HKVYZ��;OL�WVSLTPJ�

sweeps from country to country in an interplay of denunciations that rise to levels of poetic fury. 

<S`ZZLZ�:��.YHU[��[OL�<UP[LK�-Y\P[�*V���HUK�[OL�04-�HYL�JVUKLTULK�^P[OPU�VUL�HUK�[OL�ZHTL�[LTWSH[L�

On the political spectrum, Galeano’s volume occupies a place somewhere between Howard Zinn’s 

A People’s History of the United States and Edward Said’s Orientalism, although it preceded both.

But all three are relentlessly provincial in their moralism. History is a shattered terrain pitted with ironies 

and sinkholes. The problem with high-minded ideals is that they’re fed by a steady stream of moral 

PTW\YP[PLZ�^OPJO�NP]LZ�[OLT�[OLPY�RPUL[PJ�[OY\Z[��>OLYL�^V\SK�.HSLHUV»Z�UHYYH[P]L�Ä[�7S\[HYJV�*HSSLZ 

HUK�[OL�HU[P�*H[OVSPJ�WVNYVTZ�VM�� ��Z�4L_PJV&�>OVZL�]LPUZ�HYL�ILPUN�ISLK�I`�[OL�*HZ[YV�K`UHZ[`&�

(UK�^OH[�VM�[OL�*Om]LaPZ[H�YLNPTL�P[ZLSM��SLUKPUN�P[Z�TVYHS�Z\WWVY[�[V�[OL�PYVU�ÄZ[LK�[OLVJYHJ`�PU�

Tehran; or Galeano, for that matter, now happily ensconced in Caracas, where he acts as a consultant 

[V�[LSL:<9��H�TLKPH�JOHUULS�[OH[�RLLWZ�PU�SVJRZ[LW�^P[O�[OL�*Om]La�Y\SPUN�HNLUKH&�.LULYHS�=PKLSH��

MVYTLY�OLHK�VM�(YNLU[PUH»Z�YPNO[�^PUN�Q\U[H�HUK�SLHK�HYJOP[LJ[�VM�[OL�JV\U[Y`»Z�¸+PY[`�>HY�¹�KLZLY]LZ 

[OL�ZL]LYLZ[�SLNHS�W\UPZOTLU[�MVY�H\[OVYPaPUN�[VY[\YLZ��T\YKLYZ��HUK�JOPSK�JVUÄZJH[PVUZ��9LJLU[S`� 

H[�HNL�LPNO[`�ZP_��OL�^HZ�OHUKLK�H�ÄM[`�`LHY�SPML�ZLU[LUJL��[O\Z�JHWWPUN�[OL�NYPT�Z[Y\NNSLZ�VM�[OL�

Abuelas and all the others who sought justice. But how — to cite just one example — do we resolve 

[OL�H_PZ�VM�PUÅ\LUJL�[OH[�Y\UZ�MYVT�[OL�MHZJPZ[�SLM[PZT�VM�5VYILY[V�*LYLZVSL�[V�*Om]PZTV»Z�ZHUJ[PVUPUN�

VM�HU[P�:LTP[PZT&

0U�1\S`�������[OL�VUSPUL�<2�LKP[PVU�VM�The Guardian NSLLM\SS`�YLWVY[LK�[OH[�¸BZDHSLZ�VM�Das Kapital, 

Marx’s masterpiece of political economy, have soared since 2008, as have those of The Communist 

Manifesto and the Grundrisse¹��1LMMYPLZ�¸>O`¹���5V^�PZU»[�[OPZ�ILN\PSPUN&�4HY_PZ[Z�JYV^PUN�V]LY�YLJVYK�

sales — isn’t it a little bit like Islamists praising the democratic process, which grants them the power 

[OL`�ULLK�[V�HKVW[�YLZ[YPJ[P]L�JVUZ[P[\[PVUZ�HUK�KPZLZ[HISPZO�ZLJ\SHYPZT&�>L�SP]L�PU�HU�\UZ[LHK`�^VYSK�

YPML�^P[O�PKLVSVNPJHS�JVVW[H[PVU��>OPSL�WVZ[TVKLYUPZ[Z�WYVJSHPT��RLY`NTH[PJHSS`��[OH[�L]LY`[OPUN�PZ�

ZVJPHSS`�JVUZ[Y\J[LK��4HY_PZ[Z�WYLHJO�[OL�ZJPLU[PÄJ�PUL]P[HIPSP[`�VM�[OL�JVTPUN�JHWP[HSPZ[�L_[LYTPUH[PVU��

and post-colonialists catechize us with victim histories. It seems that people can no longer own their 

own experiences without falling into lockstep under identity labels. The current, world-wide economic 

crisis is reviving stock stereotypes where plutocrats run roughshod over the poor. Caricatures are 

coming to life again: the fat-bellied Mr. Moneybags capitalist is a one-percenter in league with an 

PTWLYPHSPZ[�<UJSL�:HT��VY��^VYZL�`L[��H�OVVR�UVZLK�APVUPZ[�IHURLY"�[VNL[OLY��[OL`»YL�Z[PSS�L_WSVP[PUN�

Third World coolies, who now reappear as Chinese proletarians churning out goods for Walmart, 

VY�\UP]LYZP[`�NYHK\H[LZ�^OV�JHU»[�WH`�VMM�[OLPY�Z[\KLU[�SVHUZ��<UKLY�^OH[L]LY�SLM[PZ[�Z[YPWL�· 

Occupier, Amnesty Internationalist, or Liberation Theologian — Marxism has become the moral 

conscience of modern times.

The Guardian�HY[PJSL�JHTL�[V�P[Z�KtUV\LTLU[�^P[O�H�X\LZ[PVU!�¸BKDVLZ�YLHKPUN�4HY_�HUK�,UNLSZ»Z�

critique of capitalism mean that you thereby take on a worldview responsible for more deaths than 

[OL�5HaPZ&¹�:[\HY[�1LMMYPLZ��[OL�HY[PJSL»Z�H\[OVY��^H]LK�H^H`�[OL�X\LZ[PVU�^P[O�H�ZT\N��KVNTH[PJ�ZTPSL��

/L�JP[LK�,YPJ�/VIZIH^T��[OL�YLJLU[S`�KLJLHZLK�4HY_PZ[�OPZ[VYPHU��HYN\PUN�[OH[�[OL�HNL�VM�¸WYP]H[L�

HWWYVWYPH[PVU¹�T\Z[�NP]L�^H`�[V�¸ZVJPHS�THUHNLTLU[�VU�H�NSVIHS�ZJHSL�¹�5LHYS`�ÄM[`�`LHYZ�HM[LY�.HYYL[[�

Hardin’s famous article, it seems there’s a new solution afoot for that old tragedy of the commons; 

and that Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin, Mao, Che, Ceaucescu, Pol Pot — none of these names can adulterate 

the pure good of Marxism. But Jeffries’s question deserves to be met on its own rhetorical terms, 

MVY�P[�HUZ^LYZ�P[ZLSM��^VYK�MVY�^VYK��¸@LZ��KLHY�H\[OVY��`V\»YL�X\P[L�YPNO["�YLHKPUN�4HY_�HUK�,UNLSZ�PZ�

exactly what you say it is: pickling your brain in a worldview that abolishes individual property but not 

[OL�HSS�JVUZ\TPUN�Z[H[L��[OH[�YLWSHJLZ�TVUL`��J\YYLUJ`��^P[O�NV]LYUTLU[�PZZ\LK�]V\JOLYZ��HUK�[OH[�

indeed did kill more people than German and Japanese fascism combined.” 

In May 2012, Torres installed Autoconstrucciones at the Thames Gallery in Chatham, Ontario.

The centrepiece of the exhibition was an ascending ramp that terminated in a narrow perch between 

[OL�NHSSLY`�ÅVVY�HUK�[OL�TLaaHUPUL�JVUJV\YZL��;OL�YHTW�^HZ�HJJLZZLK�I`�H�J\Y]PUN�IVHYK^HSR�[OH[�
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Autoconstrucciones



proceeded from one of the staircases linking the gallery’s two levels. In one aspect, the set-up was fun 

to navigate. It was a pleasure to scale the ramp and feel the muscles tensing in one’s legs. But there 

was another register to contend with, corresponding to the topic of passages and dislocations. 

Torres devises installations so that audiences are free to interpret their meanings through physical 

encounter. Watching two elderly visitors move cautiously across the boardwalk but refrain from trying 

the ramp, I thought of the way we grope through unfamiliar environments. My own descent from the 

[VW�^HZ�H�ZPKL�MVV[LK�HJ[PVU�[OH[�Z[Y\JR�TL�HZ�ZVTL^OH[�HRPU��I\[�PU�YL]LYZL�KPYLJ[PVU��[V�+HU[L»Z�

HZJLU[�VM�[OL�OVWLM\S�OPSS�PU�[OL�ÄYZ[�*HU[V�VM�[OL�Inferno��0�^HZ�HT\ZLK�[V�ÄUK�[OH[�[OL�ZPKL�ZJHMMVSKPUN�

on the ramp protruded planks in a way that threw cruciform shadows on the gallery’s largest wall. 

But Autoconstrucciones wasn’t a mock-up of Golgotha or a Ziggurat causeway, though it did, 

perhaps, pay unconscious homage to El Lissitzky’s The Lenin Tribune��� ����

A few days after Torres and I stood at the top of the platform, watching people move about the 

installation, he sent me a Galeano citation:

<[VWPH�SPLZ�H[�[OL�OVYPaVU��>OLU�0�KYH^�ULHYLY�I`�[^V�Z[LWZ��P[�YL[YLH[Z�[^V�Z[LWZ��0M�0�WYVJLLK 

ten steps forward it swiftly slips ten steps ahead. No matter how far I go, I can never reach it. 

>OH[��[OLU��PZ�[OL�W\YWVZL�VM�\[VWPH&�0[�PZ�[V�JH\ZL�\Z�[V�HK]HUJL���X\V[LK�PU�;VYYLZ�¸:HS\[P¹�

Capitalism is sick; only socialist progress can cure it. That’s what Galeano is saying, peddling the old 

utopian lie that Jacques Ellul demolished in his 1975 book, Trahison de l’Occident �The Betrayal of

the West���<[VWPH��ZHPK�,SS\S��OHZ�HS^H`Z�ILLU�H�YH[PVUHSPZ[�[LTW[H[PVU��;OL�\[VWPHU�PTW\SZL�PZ�VM[LU�

TPZ[HRLU�HZ�H�ZWHZT�VM�LZJHWPZT�VY�HU�V]LYÅV^�VM�[OL�\UIYPKSLK�PTHNPUH[PVU��0[»Z�UV�^VUKLY�[OH[�[OL�

Galeano passage is all over the internet as one of those stand-alone quotable quotes. But this only 

makes it an anodyne sentiment, a species of kitsch, whereas it might actually be incentivizing us to 

pursue something far worse. Ellul describes the utopian vision as the work of a totalitarian muse, 

as a fatal misapprehension of the powers of reason. Too often, he observes, utopias have been 

KLKPJH[LK�[V�¸[OL�UHYYV^LZ[�RPUK�VM�TVYHSPZT¹������� <[VWPH�PZ�H�KLSPYP\T�VM�[OL�KPZJPWSPUHY`�PU[LSSLJ[��

The quest to perfect social relations is particularly dangerous in the industrial phase of history. 

;OL�>LZ[�OHZ�IL[YH`LK�P[ZLSM�I`�[YHKPUN�H^H`�YLHZVU�MVY�[LJOUVJYH[PJ�YH[PVUHSPZT"�HUK�¸THKULZZ�¹ 

,SS\S�HYN\LZ��[O\Z�ZP[Z�¸LU[OYVULK�H[�[OL�]LY`�OLHY[�VM�^LZ[LYU�LMÄJPLUJ`¹������� 

Thankfully, there’s another angle to the Galeano passage, which is the real reason that Torres cited it. 

This is the phenomenological angle, centred on the life-projects of the individual, not the monolithic 

brutalism of the collective. Everyone knows that utopia is the mirage that melts away as you reach to 

seize it, but that’ll never stop us from living in our own little parallel realities or projecting ourselves into 

subjunctive states. The phenomenologist observes that we’re always in two places at once — in the 

spatio-temporal now and in that other, intentionally-shaped space of memory, imagination, or next 

KH`»Z�T\JO�HU[PJPWH[LK�HWWVPU[TLU[�^P[O�H�SV]LY��VY�H�TPSKS`�KYLHKLK�KPUULY�^P[O�H�IVYPUN�^VYR�

JVSSLHN\L���:\JO�º\[VWPHZ»�I\IISL�\W�PU�[OL�NHW�IL[^LLU�[^V�WOLUVTLUVSVNPJHS�JVVYKPUH[LZ� 

)`�KLÄUP[PVU��\[VWPH�PZU»[�YLHS��;OL�^VYK�TLHUZ�¸UV�WSHJL�¹�VY��PM�^L�^HU[�[V�WOPSVSVNPaL�P[�PU�[OL 

UHTL�VM�OHWWPULZZ��YLHKPUN�[OL�¸\¹�HZ�HU�¸L\¹���P[�JHU�TLHU�¸ISPZZM\S�UV^OLYL�WSHJL�¹

That’s surely the reason that Torres makes his past an invisible prologue to the work. Why doesn’t 

he bog us down in open nostalgia or make topical references to his errant years abroad prior to 

ZL[[SPUN�PU�8\tILJ&�)LJH\ZL��HZ�OL�ZH`Z��

BUDVTHKPJ�M\SS�[PTL�TVIPSP[`�PZ�MVY�TL�H�YLSH[PVUZOPW�^P[O�[OL�^VYSK�������>HUKLYPUN�ILJVTLZ�

SPILYH[PUN�^H`�VM�TLL[PUN�JVU[L_[Z�BZPJD�ZVJPHS�UVYTZ�]HYPHISL�MYVT�VUL�WSHJL�[V�HUV[OLY� 

\ZPUN�[OL�TV]LTLU[�[V�PU]LU[�T`�V^U�]HS\LZ��[V�L_WLYPLUJL�OVTLSLZZULZZ���;VYYLZ�¸:HS\[�¹�

In the dizzying world we now live in, with its information glut and so many people constantly transiting 

PU�HSS�KPYLJ[PVUZ��^OV�JHU�RLLW�TLTVY`�PU[HJ[&�>OV�OHZ�[OL�WH[PLUJL��VY�[OL�PUJLU[P]L��[V�ZH]V\Y�[OL�

WZ`JOVSVNPJHS�VVaPUNZ�VM�VUL»Z�V^U�SPML&

Looking back at the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, one attributes depth and authenticity to 

experiences of migration or stateless wandering. If these treks were spurred by war or injustice, 

they take on a special aura. Migrations, forced or otherwise — from Nauvoo to points West, or away 

from Cherokee homelands, or between Sicily to Ellis Island — were huge uprootings trailing tears of 

permanent departure. But Skype and Google Streetview have been digitally downsizing McLuhan’s 

NSVIHS�]PSSHNL��4VYL�[OHU�L]LY��WLVWSL�HYL�ILPUN�Å\UN�PU�KPMMLYLU[�KPYLJ[PVUZ�H[�H�MHZ[LY�HUK�MHZ[LY�YH[L��

As distances have become more easily reversible, migration and memory have been deprived of their 

melancholic time-space protensions.

As states of body and soul, they were once practically Odyssean in their pathos. Going on a trans-

oceanic journey was once a big deal. Leaving home as an emigrant was a life-changer. But the same 

[LJOUVSVNPLZ�[OH[�JLU[YHSPaLK�HUK�\UPÄLK�TVKLYU�WVSP[PLZ�HYL�UV^�KLZ[YV`PUN�[OL�\UPX\LULZZ�VM�Z[H[LZ�

and have started mashing cultures together on a planetary level. Is this a case of technology proving 

4HY_�YPNO[��I\[�^P[OV\[�[OL�JVUZLX\LUJLZ�[OH[�OL�WYLKPJ[LK&�>OV�RUV^Z��HZ�`L[���I\[�P[»Z�SVUN�ILLU�

obvious that the West is experiencing this contradictory dynamic deep within its home front. The tragic 

aura associated with the diasporic soul or the refugee-nomad has crossed over into a celebration of 

HU`VUL�IVHZ[PUN�UVU�*H\JHZPHU�HUJLZ[Y`��4\S[PJ\S[\YHSPZT�OHZ�NYHU[LK�¸[OL�V[OLY¹�HU�LTWV^LYLK�

status. The unwholesome business of identity politics has made everyone into a self-attested minority, 

so much so that the marginalization of working class whites now apparently cries out for recognition 

�HZ�ZWLSSLK�V\[�PU�[OL�))*»Z�,UVJO�7V^LSS�KVJ\TLU[HY`�VM��������;OL�[Y\[O�PZ�[OH[�TVZ[�WLVWSL�PU�[OL�

>LZ[�UV�SVUNLY�MLLS�M\SS`�H[�OVTL�PU�[OLPY�^VYSK�\USLZZ�[OL`�ZLL�ºKP]LYZP[`»�VU�[OLPY�Z[YLL[Z�HUK�VU�[OLPY�

screens. In this brave new age, departures and displacements, stories of homelands lost, and 

voluntary or involuntary exile seem to belong to a time when the world was bigger and 

communication lags were greater. 

Late in 2011 Kawamata went dumpster-diving at a Parisian charity house and reclaimed thousands 

of furniture discards that he turned into a multi-room installation at one of the city’s major galleries. 

:\ZWLUKPUN�OPZ�ZHS]HNLZ�MYVT�[OL�JLPSPUN��OL�JYLH[LK�HU�º\UKLY^H[LY»�WLYZWLJ[P]L�YLZLTISPUN�[OL 

[VUZ�VM�^HZ[L�ÅVVKPUN�[OL�7HJPÄJ�HM[LY�[OH[�`LHY»Z�;VOVR\�LHY[OX\HRL��;OL�X\HRL�^HZ�MVSSV^LK�I` 

a massive tsunami that threw up hundred-foot waves and triggered a nuclear meltdown at the 

Fukushima power plant. Kawamata’s installation was a compelling mimesis of what the watery main 

has wrought, but a more captivating image of how the sea disgorges itself was presented by Torres 

in July 2012. He installed Ce qui nous entoure��Que nos rodea / What Surrounds Us��H[�(9;Z73(*,
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Ce qui nous entoure��Que nos rodea / What Surrounds Us�



in Annapolis Royal, Nova Scotia, an Anglicized Acadian settlement on the other side of the Bay 

of Fundy, across from St. John. Assembled from donated lumber, construction site cast-offs, and 

driftwood, it visualizes the sea as a peaking, churning waveform that might as well be a cyclone laid 

out on its side, corkscrewing our eye through the gallery and out the window. The wave loops and 

pitches against ceiling and side walls, cutting the room with a torque action that seems to give free 

rein to the tensions structuring Torres’s career.

The tensions I’m talking about are formal and conceptual rather than thematic. Plenty has been said 

already about emigrating and staking out new identities. And about ideological and phenomenological 

utopias. Not to mention the facilitating of happenstance relations for those avant-garde groupies or 

curiosity seekers who like to idle around artist-run centres and other such sites. All that’s in this work, 

too, if you really want to look for it. But what’s perhaps more central is the tribute paid to Greaves 

and the surpassing of that same debt. Greaves is the anarchitectural guru who taught Torres the 

H]VPKHUJL�VM�YPNO[�HUNSLZ�HUK�[OL�KLÄHUJL�VM�NYH]P[`��^OPJO�[OPZ�^VYR�KPZOLZ�V\[�SPRL�H�JVPSLK�LULYN`�

burst. Ce qui nous entoure evokes the oscillations of a wave as it roils about and washes through 

ZWHJL�[PTL�JVVYKPUH[LZ��;OL�^VYR�PZ��I`�HSS�KLÄUP[PVUZ��H�ZJ\SW[\YL��I\[�P[�PZ�HSZV�HU�HNNYLZZP]L�NLZ[\YL�

that unfolds, and, in one manner of speaking, eviscerates the white cube from within. It propels itself 

beyond the category of sculpture and acts across the lines of genre: not solely assemblage or 

installation or mimetic form, but a stirring repudiation of static, architectural space. 

0�ÄUK�[OL�PUZ[HSSH[PVU�L_\ILYHU[�HUK�H�[V\JO�YLTVYZLSLZZ��WLYOHWZ�ILJH\ZL�P[Z�THYPUL�[OLTL�HJ[Z 

like a rip-tide on my own memories of homelands lost and found. I remember arriving in Canada 

in November 1968, landing at Halifax’s famous Pier 21 with my brother and parents. We were still 

technically boat people, a small company of immigrants fresh from an ocean voyage. Our ship was 

the SS Cristoforo Colombo, a Genoese-made liner that was then past its midlife, but took us safely 

V]LY�MYVT�=LUPJL��<W�\U[PS�T`�SH[LY�[OPY[PLZ��^OLU�0�^HZ�ÄUHSS`��HUK�ULHY�JVTWSL[LS`��*HUHKPHUPaLK� 

a core level of my being still yearned for un retour au pays natal. The memory raptures for her wartime 

4HS[H��^OPJO�=LYH�)YP[[HPU�KLZJYPILZ�H[�[OL�ILNPUUPUN�VM�[OL�¸;H^U`�0ZSHUK¹�JOHW[LY�PU�Testament of 

Youth, were mine, but their locale was in another part of the Mediterranean, more to the north but 

within range of the same climatology. 

0�Z[PSS�KYLHT�VM�[OL�ÄN�[YLLZ�HUK�WPUL�ZJLU[LK�JLTL[LYPLZ�[OH[�ZOLS[LY�\UKLY�[OL�+PUHYPJ�[LYYHJLZ�VM�

Croatia’s coastline. But whenever the dream strikes, whenever the relics that crowd my psyche spark 

\W�^P[O�`LHYUPUN�HUK�YLNYL[��P[»Z�UV[�[OH[�OHYK�[V�NV�VUSPUL�HUK�IVVR�H�ÅPNO[��0U�J\S[\YHS�[LYTZ��0�\ZLK�[V�

see myself as a migratory castaway, but that’s all frayed away by now. Ancestral memories no longer 

have the capacity to ferment. They’re simply atrophying, fading out undramatically as time passes and 

technology collapses distances. By heading back we never really revisit the magic dimension of our 

origins. If there’s a God and/or such a thing as retroactive causation, perhaps the posthumous life 

WYVTPZLZ�Z\JO�L[LYUHS�YL[\YUZ��(Z�P[�PZ��[OV\NO��^L�ÄUK�V\YZLS]LZ�VU�H�ZLYPLZ�VM�Z[HPYZ�MVY�^OPJO�^L 

do not know the extremes.

Lorenzo Buj�WYHJ[PJLZ�WLYPWH[L[PJ�ZJOVSHYZOPW�HJYVZZ�T\S[PWSL�SVJH[PVUZ�PU�ZV\[O^LZ[LYU�6U[HYPV��/L�PZ�HMÄSPH[LK�
^P[O�[OL�<UP]LYZP[`�VM�>LZ[LYU�6U[HYPV�HUK�[OL�<UP]LYZP[`�VM�>PUKZVY��HUK�[LHJOLZ�JV\YZLZ�PU�HY[�JYP[PJPZT�HUK�HY[�
history, as well literature and lingusitics.

Notes

1. Examples can also be found in northern regions; see St. Thomas Anglican Church, a nineteenth-century 
structure located in Shanty Bay, Ontario, on the eastern outskirts of Barrie.
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