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This creative project explores my perception of the urban landscape of the metropolitan
area in Puerto Rico. Since its discovery by the Spanish, San Juan has always been primarily
urban and it is this density that has defined the way we are today. This urbanity has affected our
language, cuisine, music, architecture, and entire way of life. It has also molded me as an
individual, artist, student, and citizen. My objective in this research project is to expose the
urban, and other, realities that live within me through writing and visual memories. It also
attempts to depict several urban conditions in which exist in the metropolitan area today.
In order to begin my explorations, I, collected from imagery that belonged to my family for
generations and as well as that which I collected during my visits and life in Puerto Rico. This
auto-ethnographic technique accentuates my perception of life in the city (this being the
metropolitan area of Puerto Rico). Through a process of collection, analysis, and evolution, I
emphasized poetry and cockfighting– the latter a metaphor for being a man in the city. Through
these I filtered then transformed the content and visual product of my creative work. It became
the threshold between my past, my present and my future. The connections between my imagery
and poetry are an attempt to better understand not only myself but the complexity of Puerto
Rican identity in an urban setting.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
As a young child I vividly remember the streets, establishments, intersections, and
neighborhoods that composed my landscape. My mother never told me this was my home but I
subconsciously felt it was due to my vast knowledge of it. It was recently when I realized that
what I called home was not necessarily those elements that shape the landscape. Home was truly
the fusion of people, food, music, language, experiences and education I received while living in
the Metropolitan Area of Puerto Rico. It was such things that afforded me to be comfortable in
the landscape, therefore calling it home.
Through my eyes, I absorbed body expressions, architectonic language, violence,
compassion, love, hate, fashion, consumerism, and language; generally everything that which
constitutes culture. At that point in my life, I absorbed culture but did not necessarily understand
how it was affecting me. I do not think my mother knew either. Nevertheless, life in the city was
a challenge everyday. As I got older, my knowledge grew with the city and its inevitable
changes. This is how culture grew in me. Today, I look back at my life in my homeland and
analyze every path I took and every new path I take. I look at the construction of my culture as a
dweller, visitor, academic and designer. In order to define what today’s complexity of urban
identity constitutes, an analysis and description of the history of urban Puerto Rico must be
established. It is through this depiction that one can truly begin to understand the place that today
defines Puerto Rican urban culture and the complexity of its identity.
It took a tragedy in my life in order for me to question and self reflect what I have been
through. When my mother was diagnosed with cancer, and an appointment was made with her
death, I decided that if anyone knew more about me was she and I needed to seek for answers. I
did not expect her to answer all the questions but I knew she understood where I was coming
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from. My desire to look for meaning was crucial since the weight of the family now rested upon
my weak shoulders. Through countless conversations and many tears, I began realizing that as
Socrates says, "the only true wisdom is in knowing you know nothing." If I lived there for so
long and I continuously visited, why did I feel I knew less now than yesterday? It seemed that
there was a problem with translation. My mother decoded the experiences differently and as I
child, I decoded things according to how my mother molded those experiences. Therefore, my
mother directly influenced the language I knew. Not that there is anything wrong with that, but in
order for me to find or at least attempt to find the meaning of my culture, I needed to experience
the place for myself and understand those experiences I lived through my mother. This
experience developed a new language that I was unaware of and a language my mother would be
proud of. It is the voice of a dweller, historian, visitor, academic, designer and most importantly,
of a citizen of the Puerto Rican urban culture that wants to help his community in some unique
way even if it is through the exposure of my work as a designer or writer.
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CHAPTER 2
INFLUENTIAL BACKGROUND
The desire to venture into the exploration of urban and cultural identity arises from a
disciplined past. I am the son of a teacher– Sandra Ruiz. My mother worked at the Interamerican
University of Puerto Rico; this is the biggest private university in the island. Ever since I can
remember, she used to take us to her office and we would play around chemistry labs,
mathematic classrooms and computer laboratories. We were always surrounded by adults and in
this case, academics and students. While most kids were playing outside in their neighborhoods,
we spent a great deal of time inside classrooms listening and doing academic assignments. We
didn’t seem to mind. As my mother taught class, I would be sitting down with math professors
doing homework in order to be ahead of my class. The university was my domain and everyone
knew us around campus. The desire to be in school and learn was instilled by my mother since
early age. Furthermore, if being in a university doing homework and extra academic work was
not enough, my mother enrolled my siblings and I into military school, Lincoln Military
Academy in Guaynabo. Ever since I was 5 years old, I attended this school. It was a very
demanding and highly disciplined institution. We were observed at all times to make sure that
not only behavior but also appearance was met since we used military uniforms. As you can see,
discipline was a big part of my childhood. I spent my days studying and going to church since
my family was heavily into church attendance. This was pretty much my life for about sixteen
years. When I turned 16, my mother decided to move to the US in order for us to pursue a better
education. This decision came very abruptly and really impacted our lives. Not only did I had to
move from the only place I had ever known but I had to do it in a blink of an eye. My mother had
planned to move but decided not to tell us until the last moment. I left my home, my lifetime
friends, and everything else I knew to that point for a new life where I had no opinion in the
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decision process. I was upset but I knew my mother was always a smart woman and that her
decision in our lives had a positive purpose to them.
Once I arrived in Florida, I found myself immersed in a new culture that constituted new
language, different ethnic cultures, new architectonic expressions, basically everything new. It
was a rough transition. I found myself displaced since I did not find a common denominator with
other peers. I truly could not find meaning to my mother’s decision. It was not until I went to
college at the University of Florida that I found out what that purpose was. At the university, I
found my passion for space and language. I studied Interior Design as an undergraduate and was
fascinated with space and place. I manifested my passion through academic assignments but it
wasn’t until a visit I had to Puerto Rico that I noticed that I was seeing my old home differently.
This visit took place in 2001, 5 years after I moved. I started analyzing space, language, place,
objects and so on. This was why my mother made that decision. She knew I was going to acute
my senses once being away from what I used to know for so long. This desire grew into my
decision of studying in Graduate School.
My interest in graphic design graduate school began late junior year of college. At that
point, I found myself manifesting spaces very differently from other classmates. I found myself
interested in typography, color, imagery and presentation as much as the space itself. Once I
began studying in graduate school, I saw the threshold between the two in my life. What one
field did for me in a macro scale, the other one did it in a micro scale. I was able to explore a vast
field of landscape and translate it into meaning. I fell in love with that communication between
space and individual. Nevertheless, I still had not found what I really wanted to do for my
creative project. It took a tragedy for me to realize what the purpose truly was.
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CHAPTER 3
TRAGEDY
In November of 2003, during my first year of Graduate School, my mother was diagnosed
with brain cancer. At that moment, I had no idea on what to do next now that my mother was
facing a terminal disease. It was shocking. My mother never had a cold, never felt any physical
pain. She was truly strong. She worked three jobs to keep us afloat and still had time to spend
with us and joke around the house while doing typical Puerto Rican dishes. On the other hand, I
felt lost, powerless, and looking for answers I knew I was not going to get. My entire life flashed
across my eyes. The disease did not stop my mother from telling me to stay in school and go
through it while staying in track to graduate. It was a painful experience and one that I do not
wish on anyone. How to decide whether to leave or stay knowing the only person who cared for
me needed me to care for her.
A lot of changes occurred through this situation but the pivotal time in my life came when
my mother passed away with brain cancer (Figure 3-1). Even though it took nearly a year for her
to pass away since she was diagnosed, the reality was harder than the process. When she passed,
I truly immersed myself into writing and photography. I wanted to capture anything that caught
my eye or came across my mind; this became my therapy in some way or another. I wanted to
encapsulate things, people, places, etc. anything that had a tie between my mother and I. I felt as
if this process would allow me to find not only myself, but my mother as well. I guess that
having my mother gone, I figured that I needed to learn and know about myself since I had
nobody else to assist me in the process. It was truly an amazing process, which I will unveil
further in later chapters. But there was one thing that truly I was not prepared for and this was the
role change that occurred in my life. After my mother was unable to care for herself, I found
myself taking on the roles of a father, a mother, a brother, a friend, to a 14-year-old girl in a
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sensitive time in her life. My sister’s question of identity started not only because of her age as
an adolescent, but also because the mother that molded her life was not there anymore. It was
now my turn to help her find out what her roots are and how she can identify herself not only to
her family but also to herself. It was important to return to Puerto Rico in order for her to see it
from her own eyes and my eyes as well; this how the process of documentation began.

Figure 3-1. Family grave. Photograph, 2004.
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CHAPTER 4
LOCATION OF RESEARCH
My investigative work takes place in the Metropolitan Area of Puerto Rico. This area is
composed of the municipalities of San Juan, Bayamón, Guaynabo, Cataño, Canóvanas, Caguas,
Toa Alta, Toa Baja, Trujillo Alto and Carolina (Figure 4-1). Nearly 3 million inhabitants
commute or dwell in this area everyday. The importance of this area in today’s contemporary
landscape is vital not only to the local community of Puerto Rico but the global fabric as well.
The impact of this metropolitan area is evident through our economy, tourism, leisure activities,
scholarly institutions and vernacular networks. The area seems to be an organism that grows and
changes without any predetermined plan even though governmental institutions would say
otherwise. While occupying the landscape, one feels the disorder, the chaos and multiplicity of
living, people and culture. Now that I am away from its physical space but so close to it through
my research, I understand what Richard Sennett calls “learning from chaos.”
Let it be clear that I do not believe that Puerto Rican culture is only what happens within
the metropolitan area but it does have an impact on how Puerto Rican culture is perceived due to
its magnitude of dwellers. My investigative work looks at the complexity of Puerto Rican urban
identity; its constituents within the main land and the impact away from it. There are other urban
agglomerates in Puerto Rico, the most recognized being in Ponce, Mayaguez and Arecibo but the
intensity of the island’s urban population is in the metro area. What Sennett calls chaos is the
area of interest in my investigative and creative work. Due to this vast urban proximity, we
cannot overlook the effect it has in shaping the island’s culture and cultural perception. Puerto
Rico is 74 percent urban and 71 percent of that urban population lives in the metro area. What
the world is now shifting to, urban majority has been the mode of living in Puerto Rico for quite
a while. The ratio of dwellers in the landscape places Puerto Rico in the Latin American urban
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primacy model, even though Puerto Rico is at times not considered part of Latin America.
Nevertheless, the ratio and the island’s history determines how closely connected it is to other
Latin American cities. The population numbers are reflected in the latest US census.
Urban primacy is the empirical distribution of city populations in a territory. In Latin
America, this model is reflected through the biggest city (the capital) being bigger in population
than the next three cities combined. In this model, we are looking at San Juan and Bayamón as
one unit. The model is a direct reflection of its history. It reflects the power the Spanish colonial
municipalities had over their hinterlands as proposed by Fernando H. Cardoso in his book, the
city and politics. The effects of this model are highly complex and it encompasses the economy,
social and cultural stability of Latin American communities not only to themselves but also as
part of a global community. Through this, I merely wanted to establish a foundation to my
investigative work and its effect in the premises beyond a personal decision and more in an
academic platform.
If one looks at some of the largest metro areas in the Americas, Mexico is #2 and Chicago
is #7, whereas San Juan-Bayamón is #59. By looking closer into these areas, one will notice that
San Juan-Bayamón has the least land per square kilometer and it has the most density per square
kilometer. What this means is that even though Mexico City is one of the biggest Megalopolis of
the world, the San Juan-Bayamón area is denser than Mexico City. It is an impressive fact and
one that I really wanted to explore. Cities are usually looked at through their volume, being the
numerical value given to describe its population in number but they are rarely looked at in its
density model. This involves looking at the city through its mass, being the usable space and its
volume being its dwellers. This means that water must be omitted since it is not a usable mode of
living at this moment. This is the reason why the San Juan- Bayamón area is considerably the
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densest area in the Americas. Even though I did not develop my thesis with extensive statistical
charts and mathematical models, the area is magnificent in human interaction and cultural value.
The population of the metropolitan area and the proximity of its dwellers contain an immense
impact on its identity and it cannot be overlooked. The metropolitan area’s edge seems to
continue growing due to advances in roads and transportation engineering. It is empirical to
observe and document the value of what at times is overlooked because it is not a monument
made of marble or stone or considered a major tourist attraction. Our innate culture is what we
live not merely what establishes a sense of pride with the culture that lived before us. The city is
our contemporary monument to the other generations that will follow us (Figure 4-2). The more
we understand, study and value it; the generations after us will be able to care for it.
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Figure 4-1. Metropolitan Area. Photograph manipulated to show area boundaries.
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Figure 4-2. City scene, Bayamón. Photograph taken in July 2004.
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CHAPTER 5
URBAN COLONY
The colonial city of San Juan was a confrontation of an urban vision that disregarded
topography and local culture. The condition of today’s San Juan and its outskirt cities contain a
blueprint of what was done by the Crown over five hundred years ago. This blueprint is more
than just spatial; it has shaped the culture of today’s contemporary landscape. In order to begin
understanding today’s urban environment in the San Juan metro area, we must first be aware of
how it was founded and shaped in its colonial times (Figure5-1).
A Patrimonial Foundation
Puerto Rico’s documented urban history began in the early 1500’s as the Spanish arrived
to the New World. An abundance of this information is in the form of writings of oral accounts
done by the Spaniards when they arrived and oral accounts that have traveled through
generations through coplas. Coplas are simply oral accounts told by the local community and
carried through generations. This method of history telling was developed due to the constraints
the early urban dwellers had because some were illiterate and the rest were not allowed to read.
Either way, the Spanish felt that through education came power, so its was forbidden. Another
factor to Puerto Rico’s poor urban history was due to the Dutch attacks in the late 1500’s. Puerto
Rico’s first discovery resulted in an exploratory trip with no intention of occupying the land. In
the second voyage though, the Spanish occupied Puerto Rico with the intention of staying there
and establishing power. Entering land, they encountered an indigenous population, Taínos, who
belonged to Arawak group. It is believed that the Taínos received Juan Ponce de Leon well. It is
believed that this positive welcoming had to do with the perception the Tainos had of these
visitors being sent from their gods. This was also true of other indigenous populations in Latin
America and North America. They might have felt that instead of conquistadores, they were gifts
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or messengers from theirs gods. It is here that urban composition begins to appear in the Puerto
Rican landscape. In order to gain control of the land and the Taínos, they had to urbanize. By
delineating the land, they started defining their power onto the landscape. This would assist them
in gaining control over the Taínos and ultimately decimating them. At this time, the process of
urbanization began with full force and their cultural behaviors began to transform the identity of
the city. The city was fortified, the streets were narrow, the roads were paved in stone and the
scale began to move upwards. The city was a place to parade the street in order to be seen and
look for a spouse. It was a place, of what the Spanish would call, gentiles, noble men and noble
women (Figure 5-2).
Colony of Modernization
Today, Puerto Rico’s metropolitan area is a rich landscape of culture, architectonic
manifestations and rich historic monuments. Even though the metropolitan area has continually
grown, the government has made the effort to maintain its Spanish built monuments intact by
protecting them and preserving them. By doing such, the Puerto Rican community is able to see
and feel their pride through these monuments. This has also helped immensely in tourism. The
metropolitan area is truly an aggressive mixture of patrimony and modernization. Even though
our physical tie to the Crown was over in 1898 through the Spanish-American War, we still feel
like a colony being a commonwealth of the United States. This political position will maintain
Puerto Rico being a colony through modernization. This creates a fragile state in the
community’s understanding of identity and culture.
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Figure 5-1. Street in Old San Juan. Photograph, 2004.
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Figure 5-2. History of urban Puerto Rico. Artist Book, 2006.
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CHAPTER 6
FORM OF A CITY
Old San Juan, like many other Latin American cities, contains straight streets that intersect
each other in right angles. This composition delineates an orthogonal grid called squares. The
square, appropriated from the Greeks was then mastered by the Romans and began to spread
throughout Europe. This form is very practical and easy to construct. This method was widely
used throughout Latin America and Europe. The empty space of one of these squares is the
plaza, and its relationship to the streets and the squares is clearly determined by itself (Terán,
2002.) This architectural void becomes the space for social congregation, thus becoming the
most active communal space. This simple composition is repeated continuously and it becomes a
signature of the Latin American city. Like discussed before, it has similarities to other cities in
Europe but the rigidity of San Juan is only similar to other Latin American cities such as Baeza,
Puerto Real and Santa Fe. This spatial manifestation is still part of the Old San Juan.
Just as in Europe, the occupation of Puerto Rico was a conscious effort of expressing
power and domination over the existing culture and landscape (Quiles 2003). This remark is
clearly established in the Law XXIV of Felipe II in the 137th Ordinance:
“… que cuando los indios los vean les cause admiración y entiendan que los españoles
pueblan allí de asiento y os teman y respeten, para desear su amistad y no los ofendan”
Through this ordinance, the Spanish Crown incites the admiration of the taínos. They want
to demonstrate that they were occupying the space and that it was theirs, therefore, inciting fear
in the taínos so they would respect and submit to their rules. Due to this aggressive occupation
technique, the Crown overlooks all the mistakes they were making in the process. They were not
the best planners but they surely were great intimidators. It was not until the Law of the Indies
that a process develops to control the growth of cities. Nevertheless, by the time the Law of the
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Indies comes in the year 1573 and establishes the criteria to these parcels, San Juan is already
taking form and the mistakes are already in place. Amongst all forms in the city, the Spanish
inculcate the importance of two elements, the street and the plaza as part of the quotidian life.
Spaniards use the outdoor spaces to flaunt their riches and be seen by others. This is how men
met women and men discussed business. This could be a direct determinant of the Latin
American and Caribbean fascination with the outdoor landscape.
A brief depiction of the colonial city establishes a sense of origin to what today’s urban
landscape is. A tie to the colonial city still remains and even though some of it has been damaged
through modernization, the core of the city still remains. The footprint of the colonial city allows
us to depict that we come from somewhere and someone, whether that has positive or negative
implications to our history, its existence permits our mortality (Figure 6-1). This demonstrates
how the metropolitan area truly depicts a binary urban landscape, the colonial and contemporary.
I include this portion of the history in my creative project due to the importance the Puerto Rican
population places onto these monuments of the initial colonial city. The attachment to these
monuments comes to no surprise and it should not surprise you either (Figure 6-2). We all yearn
the belonging of something and someone else; it is part of our nature.
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Figure 6-1. Group of young adults establishing a sense of identity. Photograph, 2004, Toa Alta.
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Figure 6-2. Fortified wall in Old San Juan. Photograph, 2003.
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CHAPTER 7
MEANING OF A CITY
The rich meaning of the city lies not only in the diversity of people who occupy it but also
in form--where the knowledge of possibilities that the centrality and simultaneity—in form of
Lefebvre- offers (Almandoz, 2000). What this passage refers to is the dialogue that occurs in the
city between the dwellers and the city’s built environment. Together, it creates a core of
interaction that enriches its existence. One cannot exist without the other so the form is truly the
simultaneity of both. It is the stories of those who inhabit the city that gives color to the culture.
But what happens when one leaves and a void is placed upon the landscape and the
memories that once composed one’s life?
The void leaves a map of images that one yearns to return and unveil in order to bring
meaning to the urban culture that the process of modernization has transformed. It is simply a
process of filling in the blanks that once were filled but displacement has blurred them. Once one
is ready to refill the blanks, once notices the possibility of filling in with different words from
those one once had. It is inevitable, we change and the city changes. What it meant before now
contains a different meaning.
An important part of the memories are kept in the interiors, in the spaces behind the façade
(Quiles 2003). In the book, Tras la fachada (Behind the Façade), Edwin Quiles talks about the
spatial qualities of these memories. He explains them as architectonic manifestations but I see
them as emotional constructs to these memories. The same process in which modernity erases
the landscape through “renovation” or transformation, the memory erases it as well but when you
are displaced from this landscape prior to modernization, your memory is kept in the time when
you occupied it. These memories, as Quiles says, must be brought to the surface because they
represent the ways in which “others” lived the process of being in the city. This is what indeed
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constructs a community. The experiences compose the city in which I lived and continuously
visit. This process is only possible through the action of living and leaving.
My creative manifestation of the city occurs through living in the city, leaving the city and
then returning to it in order to analyze what you have learned away from it. This is where
writing, photography, composing and reading become integral facets on the exploration on urban
identity. This is where the metaphor of the car, the plane and the foot transforms one’s life in the
search for meaning in the urban setting. Further information on these metaphors will be
discussed in a later chapter.
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CHAPTER 8
PARAMETERS OF PROJECT
The creative project involves the exploration of identity and culture through autoethnographic research in order to understand a complex cultural identity. Its goal is to allow
people to see the power of memory and the process of understanding cultural identity, even if the
viewer is foreign to the culture. Works on the fields of anthropology, ethnography, graphic
design, architecture, urban design, photography and linguistics, were studied in order to arrive to
this stage of completion to my creative project. All of the work in this project was written and
documented by me and it exposes the perception of my experiences in Puerto Rico’s urban
landscape. It was crucial for me to understand what the culture meant to me first before assuming
how others live and experience it. Whether anyone else feels this is the appropriate way to
understand and analyze cultural identity is up to the individual. I found that this method allowed
me to understand the city beyond its governmental patrimonies.
I also paid particular attention to the event of cockfighting (Figure 8-1). The decision to
document and study it was due to the strong connection the local culture has with it.
Cockfighting is considered to be the national sport of Puerto Rico and I was interested in seeing
how this patrimonial event plays a role in how we see and understand ourselves as Puerto Ricans
(Figure 8-2). By creating a metaphor between a how a gamecock is raised and prepared to fight
in the cockpit and the process of growing into manhood in the city, I was able to create a stronger
connection to my exploration of cultural urban identity. Understanding comes with maturity and
experiences. The more you experience the city, the better you should understand it. In this
manner, the process of maturity from boyhood to manhood relates to the process a gamecock, as
it is developed to fight in the cockpit. My goal was to develop a narrative about my experiences
in the city through images, poetry, patterns, and music as I expose the city and cockfighting

32

(Figures 8-3, 8-4). In figure 8-3, I present a collage that depicts the intensity of the city. My
intention was to demonstrate elements of the city that annoy its dwellers but we have learned to
live with. This particular piece, comments on how the population of the metropolitan area is
perpetually bleeding and crying from the intense competition that is created by the over
populated area. In figures 8-4 and 8-5, I developed pattern extracted from elements of the city
that resonate with memories of my childhood. This collection demonstrates that even ones
memory has the power to communicate and educate others on cultural values. The development
of pieces truly became a plural tool of visual communication. It satisfied my journey to find
myself and through that, also exposing my culture to other in order for them to see what urban
culture is in the metro area of Puerto Rico. My work overarches themes of density, violence,
love, competition, and cuisine, which are global facets of urban culture but I depict it with my
local textures, language and imagery.
My overarching question is: how can one investigate and appropriately expose cultural
identity in an academic perspective while attaining a fine art product in order to place it back as a
cultural artifact?
Also, how can I revive the reality of the outside world as a dimension of visual experience?
Other questions that complemented my exploration of urban culture where:
•

What is urban culture?

•

What elements complement Puerto Rican urban culture?

•

What is the relationship between a gamecock and a man?

•

Is there one Puerto Rican urban culture?
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Figure 8-1. Cockfighting in Las Palmas, Bayamón. Photograph, 2003.
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Figure 8-2. Cockfighting in Las Palmas, Bayamón. Photograph, 2003.
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Figure 8-3. Llorando y Sangrando. 18” x 40”, 2006.
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Figure 8-4. Palmera pattern. 12” x 18”, 2006.
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Figure 8-5. Aguacate pattern. 12”x 12”, 2006.
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CHAPTER 9
RESEARCH PROCESS AND METHODOLOGY
The desire to further explore my initial creative proposal was the acknowledgement of a
lack of identity in my life. Regardless of one’s life within a specific culture, usually there is a
disconnection to what the reality of one’s purpose due to the proximity one is to that culture. At
times, it is beneficial to step backwards and see from afar the constituents of that culture in order
to better understand it. Once distance is established, whether be physical, mental, emotional or
all, one must understand what kind of design research is involved in the project. Many
individuals and schools have attempted to define what design research is, most notably, László
Moholy-Nagy from the Bauhaus, Dreyfuss, and Frayling in the early 1990´s. In its most recent
definition design research is identified in three modes: research into design, research through
design, and research for design (Laurel 2003.) Research into design refers to the historical and
aesthetic value of the content. Research through design refers to the project, materials and its
development. Lastly, research for design refers to the purpose to create and then display the
research and prove its value. The last one is by far the most difficult to attain, but one that I feel
was attained with this creative project. Therefore, the sense of emptiness for not knowing the
“into” and the “for” of the design of what I had lived, permitted me to seek for answers or
perhaps raise other questions. The exploration of oneself in the urban landscape can lead to a
compilation of ideas, theories and discoveries of not only the individual but also the
agglomeration of people that occupy a cosmopolitan area. Design research is anything but
traditional, and in my project, I needed to practice more than one model in order to reach a level
of not only completion but also authenticity. It is the authenticity, in my opinion, what adds the
“for” of the creative project. From focus groups, participatory methods and ethnography, the
project involved many facets but there was one that was uncontrollable, the city. Due to the
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city’s perpetual change and its unpredictable transformation, the project contained a sense of
adaptation and organic growth that was not foreseen from its initial conception. It was that
organic quality that permitted the project’s authenticity to some degree. The same organic
growth allowed me to change with the project. The process of individual and project
transformation came at the same time.
The urban culture of Puerto Rico is too plural to magnify. What this means is that every
individual will manifest and articulate its essence differently. Due to this plurality, a decision
was made to further explore my own culture within this urban context. This allows a level
intimacy and unfiltered perspective to the culture. This auto-ethnographic research required the
observation of things, people, places, language, and many other elements that subconsciously or
consciously, I have participated in or with, but not necessarily realized the role it had in shaping
my culture. Initially, memories became data but those were not substantial enough to make
project credible as a study of urban identity. In order to connect people to place, time, language,
etc. something must be more direct than just words. This tool must be visual and when combined
with words, the understanding of culture will be clearer. For this reason, photography became the
catalyst to this metropolitan culture. It is difficult to depict the complexity of the metropolitan
area in Puerto Rico due to its vast plurality in space, language, and imagery. The city crosses
itself like a hammock’s fabric suspended by two trees. The metropolitan area is not clearly
ordered and it is difficult to explain and describe, that is the reason why photography became
such an integral element. Through countless photographs, an urban area was exposed with its
countless realities and the manifestation of its plurality was magnified.
The research process and methodology is worthless if the project did not contain a sense of
authenticity. That is the reason that all work (writing, photography, collage, etc) was done by me.
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No footage and data was used other than my own in order to produce my creative outcome. This
was only possible through participating in the ethnographic research. This decision was made
after reading and agreeing with the practices and techniques of ethnography in and outside
academia. By understanding that ethnographic accounts are descriptive and interpretive (Laurel
2003,) only my own culture seemed to be the only thing I felt prepared to depict. Realizing that
culture is lived, my visual qualitative (photos, video, observation, artifacts, material collection)
and verbal qualitative data (oral histories, interviews) become essential to the authenticity. This
gathering of data can take years of intensive fieldwork and at times it is unsuccessful because it
is considered that the researcher needs to, as Tim Plowman mentions in his article “Ethnography
and Critical Design Practice, become accepted as a “natural” part of the culture or context under
study. This was my advantage in the exploration the urban culture. As a natural of the island and
more specifically the metropolitan area, my presence causes no negative impact in my interaction
with any of its elements therefore increasing the likelihood of the accounts being part of the
natural environment. Establishing such comfort, the experience becomes a matter of creating a
dialogue between the internal manifestation (time and memory) and external component (place).
The importance of both narratives was integral to the understanding of this complex landscape.
The purpose was not necessarily for the viewer to fully understand or become an expert in the
culture; it was merely an exploration in which I hope individuals will be able to notice the
complexity and richness of this metropolitan area. If the viewer became aware of this plurality of
time and space and began questioning his or her own identity within an urban landscape, my
project could be considered a success.
Research Tools
Photography was taken of certain aspects of urban life, these being: the street, intersection,
dwellers, transportation, fashion, language, architectonic forms that depict time of construction
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and periods, etc. Clearly, the magnitude of photographic collection was vast. The idea behind
this was to cover multiple elements that coexist within one photograph if taken afar and focus on
some of them if taken closer. By doing such, I was able to begin analyzing the connection to
myself, as a dweller of the area, and the connection people have being residents of an urban
landscape whether you are from there or not. This process ended with thousands of photos to
look at and analyze prior to fragmenting them into categories to better locate them in the creative
process. From there, categories were established in order to quickly delineate their location and
content. Some of these categories were: place, people, food, nature, city, transportation, specific
events, miscellaneous, and memories. The categories could have been anything. The individual
doing the research defines the process of categorizing. It is merely a step to facilitate and
economize time while searching through them.
Video was also captured within different urban scenes and events. The footage would act
as data that could be reviewed once out of the metropolitan area. This was important because it
was able to capture audio as well. Through this, there was less note taking and more of just
participating in the environment unobtrusively. Among the footage, personal conversations,
social interactions, stranger’s conversations, city noise, natural sounds, etc were captured
through this tool. This method also allowed for observation of behavior and the built
environment.
Typography
The history of urban Puerto Rico is assembled by two major colonizing periods: the
Spanish and the Commonwealth. These two periods contain their respective importance in
history and their effect in our Puerto Rican urban culture is clearly defined. In order to
expressively signify their importance in Puerto Rico’s urban identity, it was vital to clearly
define these two periods in the body of work. It is here where typography becomes a strategic
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tool to not only to visually render the message but also stylistically represent these two dominant
periods of Puerto Rico’s history. Through typography one is able to communicate more than
message; it has the potential of enveloping elements of place, time, power, and culture.
Understanding the potential, my body of work revolves around writing. The writing exposes not
only messages but also the character of the pieces through its typographic compositions.
From research, several typefaces were selected to further enhance the creative project. One
typeface would be a blackletter and the other one a contemporary serif. Blackletter, also known
as Gothic script, was a script used throughout Western Europe from 1150 to 1500. This script
allows me to quickly position the viewer in a place and time, therefore efficiently delineating the
importance of the Spanish colonial period. Even though a specific style or type of blackletter was
not defined in Spain, it is concluded that blackletter, spread throughout Europe quickly.
Countless documents demonstrate the use of blackletter as authentic and official documents. The
blackletter textura, which is the style of Goudy Text™ Regular, was widely used by the Romans.
This is one of the reasons why I selected this typeface. The Spanish culture was heavily
influence by the Romans since the Roman Empire occupied what today is Spain. Furthermore,
religion, Roman Catholic, became Spain’s main religion and to this day, Catholicism is the
predominant religion, not only in Spain but also in Latin America. I selected Goudy Text™
Regular (Figure 9-1) as the typeface that encompasses the colonial period and Filosofia as the
contemporary period (Figure 9-2).
Goudy Text™ Regular contains a balance between white and black elements. What this
typeface was able to provide was the great presence of authenticity. This allowed me to depict
Spain’s romantic but strong emphasis to power and history. The typeface is strong and legible at
a big scale. This allowed me to emphasize the monumentality of patrimony and fortified
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architecture that the Spanish left in Puerto Rico. Furthermore, this typeface added the dimension
of time that I was after.
Filosofia afforded me with the opportunity to play with scale. This typeface is comfortable to
read at a small scale and equally beautiful at a large scale. The typeface is truly stylistic and
beautiful. It worked well as a contemporary typeface to represent a different time and a different
voice. It represents today’s contemporary landscape. Once my typefaces were selected for the
compositions, I needed to begin molding the importance and the reason why I wanted to design.
My interest in this project grew from a void in my life, the displacement from my home
and my mother. It was that void that got me interested in reading about urban theory and authors
such as Richard Sennett and Kevin Lynch, who offered me a great deal of insight on how to read
urban form and life. But I also read Borges and poetry of a friend, Guillermo Rebollo Hil. It was
the poetry that satisfied my emotional side while Lynch and Sennett my academic side. While
reading, I continuously kept writing about experiences that I remembered or insights into how I
perceived urban life. Writing became very important in the process. I was writing ideas,
memories, experiences, thoughts, conversations, music, etc. The purpose of writing was to allow
me to go back to something and develop visual compositions out of words. Writing became the
root of the project.
Authorship
Today, cultures are viably absorbed through communication. Media and books act as
filters of this unknown phenomenon. This modern method of understanding cultures has a hole,
this being the direction in which the information is going. This unidirectional transfer does not
allow the recipient to feed back into the formula. What this creates is an assumed and
unauthentic representation to what the culture is. Stereotypes are a product of this model. The
most optimal model is one that is bidirectional and both parties are allowed to dialogue back and
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forth. It is through the transaction of the bidirectional model that one can truly begin to
understand cultural identity. In order for the dialogue to take place, one must interact with other
“naturals,” see and hear their respective opinions. In urban Puerto Rico, specifically the
metropolitan area, this dialogue occurs bilingually. So many American brands and products are
present in this area that it is merely impossible to negate them. The metropolitan landscape
contains a constant dialogue between the English and Spanish language. What is bilingual by
nature has become one language, Spanglish. This is more evident in the younger generation than
any other. The creative project is based on the identity of the outside so in nature, it is bilingual. I
am bilingual and I also speak fluent “Spanglish.” The young Puerto Rican generations have
adopted and continue to recreate this broken language in order to posses something unique about
the culture and through this process, affect culture. This hybrid language has become so widely
used that it is now heard in America, Latin America and even Europe. It has been magnified
through music and commercialized throughout the world. Because the plural use of English and
Spanish is used to today’s urban landscape, the decision to use both languages was made in order
to preserve the authenticity to what is experienced in the street rather than the classroom per say.
This transaction was crucial to my creative project because not only did I project my perception
but also the perception of others who interact with me. In order to arrive into a position of
transaction between others, and myself, I wrote poems that depict realities of the urban quotidian
life. These self-written poems were internally processed and their messages contain an important
meaning to me. Understanding the fragility of this transaction, authorship becomes an integral
facet of my creative work. Even though my natural occupation of the space, as I was born and
raised there, adds credibility to the work, it is authorship what roots the work to me. Through
authorship, I take responsibility and position the viewer to understand the culture through my
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participation in it. Above all, I felt that there is a need to expose the different realities of this
metropolitan area because people, who are not from there, assume that life is one way when it is
really more layered than media perhaps, depicts it. Even those living within this urban edge, at
times, overlook the essence of living in such form and end up not appreciating the great value the
city has on our culture and us. If one learns and grows through the difference in others, what
better place than the city to magnify and allow us the opportunity to immerse ourselves in such
exploration. As I was born and raised there, I learned and shaped myself through this plurality
and even though I might not have understood such transformation earlier, it still had an effect in
me. People might perceive my work as pessimistic or perhaps detrimental because they overlook
the details on how the city works. My work is not a negative outlook on the city. It is merely a
depiction of the things that allowed me to learn, develop character, garner my competitive
personality and at the same time be humble about my position in this shared urban space. This
need, to better understand one’s purpose and meaning, rises from the death of my mother. Her
role in helping me figure out what I am was tore through death so it was up to me to search for
such. Writing became the most intimate yet reciprocal form of dialoguing between my external
reality, my recognition of presence and my internal memories. The writing not only depicts my
memories, experiences and observations, it also demonstrates that even though the urban world
is composed of different cultures, we all still share common experiences within this context. The
writing allows the reader to create sensorial experiences with the work. The work could say what
other people say but it is my words that give meaning to the research because the viewer is able
to experience a culture through my eyes, my words, acting as a filter to their heart and mind.
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Urban Creative Analysis (UCA)
As I read theory, poetry and history of urban form and life, I visited Puerto Rico three
times in order to document the images in which I was writing about in my journals. In each trip, I
stayed for a period of three months and it was during those nine months that I documented all
images and started molding the research. The success of this research relied on a process that
started well beyond my decision to study in Graduate School. This process breaks down into
these:
•

Living in Puerto Rico (Car)

•

Leaving Puerto Rico (Plane)

•

Returning to Puerto Rico (Foot)
Through these three metaphors, one can truly begin studying and evaluating urban identity.

These metaphors contain the elements of velocity, distance, and energy; they require the use of
all your senses as a method to describe the city.
Living in Puerto Rico. The car refers to the time one spends in the city under the
supervision of older siblings. It is at this time when one looks at the city from inside the car at
various velocity but always maintaining a distance to the use of touch, smell and at times
hearing. One looks out, protected by the car and the trajectories that the person driving chooses.
In this stage, one is looking at the city at a velocity that only permits you to see the facades the
city portrays to you. This is the time when one begins understanding landmarks as nodes of
direction within the city. It is very important because this stage is the first stage of the process of
understanding the city.
Leaving Puerto Rico. The second stage is the plane. It is in this stage where one leaves the
city for whatever reason and has the perspective to look at it from above. In this stage, distance is
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a critical factor. Also, it is in this stage where one must use the mind to recover memories from
the time you could use your senses. Away from it, one counts on books, articles and sporadic
visits that refresh your mind with more images that define you in this urban landscape. At this
distance, one begins to notice what is maintained in memory and what one learned from looking
at it from the first stage. At this point, one begins to analyze and question elements from the city.
This is the most critical stage due to the reading, analyzing and interpreting of what one search
for, identity and cultural value. It is here where one becomes a historian, academic, theorist, and
thinker. This is the stage where one opens its eyes without the older siblings having control of it.
Returning to Puerto Rico. The third stage is the foot stage. Here, one returns to the city
after one has read, written, analyzed and studied the city one once occupied. Now, one walks the
city and sees it differently. This new vision is due to the exploration of oneself away from it and
now the understanding of one’s purpose within this urban culture. At this point, one starts
transforming the information into art and most importantly, into meaning. It is here when one
uses all of your senses to better define his or her own meaning as an urban dweller.
After understanding the city through these metaphors, compositions were created and an
exhibition was designed to expose such. The exhibition was crucial to the work because it was a
tool to interaction between my work and the community. It was very important for me to see how
people reacted to my work. Several considerations were taken in order to achieve an intimate
experience between viewer and the work. In order to direct people from enjoying the pieces from
afar and getting them to become intimate with them, I had to consider two senses, sight and
touch. I did not want the viewer to see my work from a distance because I feel that culture must
be experienced through immersion. To achieve that, I played with scale in order to attract
attention to the viewer but also permit them to want more in order to get closer and see the rest
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(Figure 9-4). This seemed to work exquisitely. The second sense, touch, was tough to
conceptualize. I wanted the viewer to desire to touch my work. I wanted the viewer to physically
interact with culture so I debated on how I will achieve that and I seemed to get it from the
texture of the paper where I printed my urban poems. I selected a dense, textured paper that
accompanied with the historic typeface, gave the viewer a sense of time and place therefore
triggering them to get closer and touch the piece. In the future, I hope to use the sense of smell
and sound to further enhance the experience of my work. I feel this is a good strategy to the way
a designed the exhibition in order to not only grab the attention of the viewer but immerse them
into this culture in order for them to absorb it.
It sounds complicated but that was the only way I was able to reach an effective dialog on
the urban culture of the landscape. I see this process (walking, driving and flying) as tools to
understanding culture. There are plenty of ways researchers or even individuals might consider
to understanding and learning about cultures. Many would do it through the study of paintings,
sculptures, books, monuments, tourist guidebooks, television, movies, etc. I learned it by these
three stages. Sure, some of the other elements were present in my understanding of myself but
for me, the city is the painting, sculpture, monument and the book that contains chapters and
chapters of information valuable to one’s search of urban identity and culture.
Creative Pieces
The tangible result of the project was developed with great detail. There were different
types of work produced for this project with the intention of enveloping as much of the city as
possible. The first creative product was a set of poems that narrated memories, experiences,
commentaries and passages about urban culture and the quotidian life (Figure 9-3). It was in
these poems that I initially began to explore the use of Goudy Text Regular from Linotype and
Filosofia Regular from Émigré. These typefaces were selected because they satisfied several
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criteria important to the body of work. Furthermore, these typefaces represent me in my body of
work. Their form and articulation are a direct representation of my life, character and
personality. The blackletter represents my bold, aggressive and strength aspects and Filosofia
represents my romantic, articulate, and contemporary aspects. Through the use of both typefaces,
I was able to begin encapsulating time into the pieces and permitted my perception to be
manifested with the opportunity of being interpreted. They were the backbone of the entire body
of work. These poems were the most crucial facet of the project because they contained the
substance of what I wanted to viewer to see. Looking at the poem in Figure 9-4, one can notice
how the typography moves within the aperture. Typography was used to evoke rhythm, pacing,
and movement. That is the reason why one can observe that not all words and even letters, line
up next to each other. This decision creates an irregular rhythm that exists within the vernacular
language of the street. Looking at a detailed image of the same poem (Figure 9-5) demonstrates
the intentions closer. Notice how angles and proximity are arranged in order for it to be legible
but at the same time, to convey a secondary message of space and order. When using Goudy,
Notice how it not only depicts the colonial period but also to adds power, boldness, and weight
the canvas. Its use allows for visual balance and aesthetic interest. It also, because of its density,
allows the eye to move easier through the composition. Other examples also demonstrate the
procedure (Figure 9-6 through 9-9).
More than twenty poems were developed but only sixteen were exhibited. The poems were
printed on a Kraft paper purchased at Neenah. This paper allows the pieces to maintain the
vernacular aesthetic that was desired for the exhibition. Through this material, one is able to
detach the viewer from something that seems untouchable into an intimate and local piece that
should be interacted with. Typographically, there was a need to expose two realities, the colonial
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and contemporary. As explained before, Goudy Text Regular and Filosofia were chosen to depict
their respective realities. The selection of typography allows the viewer to observe that there is
two time periods that exist within the compositions. The duality of time was very important due
to its transparency in the urban landscape. The size was kept small in order to attract the viewer
to get closer and read the poems.
The next phase of the pieces was patterns. The significance of this facet of the work is
visible though the way people live within the city. There are several things that are omnipresent
in the city and people, through repetition, make it significant and assimilate them into their
quotidian life. Through this process, they become part of the urban culture. These patterns are
symbols of the way we live in the city. They represents facets from cuisine, music, sports, etc.
some of them seem obvious to all people and others seem unusual. Since many people only see
few elements of this urban culture, these patterns manifest the common but also uncommon
facets of this rich landscape. Some of the elements include the perpetual traffic jams, the thought
of spending time on the beach, the craving of refreshing one’s thirst with a fresh fruit juice, the
competition that drives us, and the presence of religion in our lives. These are just few of many
patterns of the urban quotidian life. The pieces contain not only the pattern but also an image
below it. This image allows the viewer to position place and symbol. The decision to include
both came from a desire to manifest where the memory visits and how it interprets images into
developing symbols. Many different images can trigger the memory to think of the same pattern,
this is just one. These patterns will quickly trigger the sensory thoughts and provoke the viewer
to imagine, feel, taste, hear and touch the culture (Figure 9-11). The patterns contained elements
of the quotidian life, such as: vegetation, domestic animals, religious motifs, traffic jams, cultural
events, and people (Figure 9-13). I wanted to show a little bit of everything in the vernacular
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rather than just making a set of fruits or so on. The elaboration of the patterns, besides its
exposure of the quotidian, was to visualize it as a commercial print that could be applied to wall
surfaces, fabric, and objects (Figure 9-15). Due to time and cost, the patterns were kept as
samples on paper.
The last facet of the creative project was the 20” b y 30” canvas of municipality poems
(Figure 9-10). These compositions contained not only the poem but also imagery to accompany
the writing. They depict memories and experiences within the municipalities of the metropolitan
area. Images had direct correlation with the writing. Under such a layered landscape, components
of the city can be easily overlooked by locals and even more by foreigners. Every image
captured had an elaborate amount of layers that were overwhelming to the poems. In order to
magnify the strength of the compositions, a technique, which I call, singularization was utilized.
This technique refers to the use of imagery in order to convey a targeted message. Since images
were complex, by extracting just what is necessary from the image, one can focus the
composition and the message (Figure 9-16). This method allows for subject focus and through
this, a foreigner might be able to notice such subject when visiting the urban landscape in a
future occasion. They helped accentuate the message. These compositions expose the realities of
a young man living in the city and the facets of growing in such complex urban setting.
Typography is used to delineate message, time and rhythm. The poem’s lines are arranged
according to the pace of the message. This would allow the viewer to experience elements such
as: intensity, density, dominance, passiveness, distance, proximity, movement and space. The
poem permeates the negative space of the piece as if it is creating its own landscape. The
language is written as the urban colloquial language is utilized. This means that certain aspects of
the pronunciation are omitted, accents are added or subtracted, and slang vocabulary is utilized.
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This decision was made in order to demonstrate the origin, corruption and genuine elements of
today’s urban language. Typography size is varied in order to create intensity, focus and
importance according to the messages. The pieces seem minimal but such minimalism allows the
viewer to see what they need to see and nothing else. This creates interest in the images that are
presented. It affords a sense of impact and shock due to the power of the images. This is once
again called visual singularity. Through this technique, one is able to only expose what one
desires the viewer to experience. The technique could be used to maximize the visual into the
viewer’s memory in order for the viewer to be more prone to noticing the subject if seen under
such a layered landscape. This technique allows complete focus on the message and gave the
compositions a clean, uniform aesthetic (Figure 9-2). A portion of the work was framed in order
to further accentuate time and history. Whether all pieces will be framed has yet to be
determined. All photographs, patterns, and municipality poems were printed with archival paper
and ink in order to maximize its collector’s value and preservation.
Piece Descriptions
In order to facilitate the use and interpretations of the pieces, here are some of the
descriptions. The description is based on the artist’s perception through his life in and outside the
urban perimeter in metropolitan Puerto Rico.
Figure 9-10: These two compositions depict the importance of the haircut in a young
man’s life. The use of the gamecock is utilized to serve as a metaphor to what the young male
lives in the city. In order to fight, the gamecock must not have its crest due to its fragile position
and the possibility of bleeding to death. The importance of the haircut in a young man’s life is
just as crucial. Young males cut their hair every week to maintain elegance in order to compete
in the urban landscape. Just as the gamecock, there are people who have earned their reputation
for preparing and breeding strong fowls. This does not guarantee their victory but in perception,
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it helps theirs odds. The young man’s hair is also left to people that have earned a reputation for
such task. Young males visit their respective master’s to keep them elegant not only for the
ladies but also for the men. The decision to include this facet of urban life is attributed its current
importance in the urban culture. Whether it is in Puerto Rico, New York, Orlando, Chicago,
Puerto Rican males have an obsession with their haircuts and maintaining such elegance.
Figure 9-11: This piece exposes one of many elements that are part of the urban
quotidian life. The fortification of the fort is and will always be part of our history and the
dominant use of avocado as part of our cuisine is just as important. In my household, avocado
was eaten with white rice and it is part of my life as Puerto Rico’s urban history. The image of
the fort and beyond reminded me of the avocado because of its beautiful green color. The excess
of the color activated my memory into thinking of such side dish to any meal. My mother loved
avocados and a strong memory of her will be her obsession with eating plain white rice with
avocado while she sat on her own to meditate.
Figure 9-16: This poster raises a question that parallels with the metaphor of the
gamecock. The question reads, “What does a gamecock that has lost many battles do?” This
speaks about not only the bums, but also any male in the city. The decision to using the bum was
made because, visually, it portrays a sense of defeat and the body exposes such depreciation. The
composition also answers many possibilities to what a multi-loosing gamecock does. It
comments on results of strength, perseverance, weakness, addiction, spirituality, labor, and
confusion.
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Figure 9-1. blackletter, Goudy Text Regular, 2006

Figure 9-2. Filosofia, 2006

Figure 9-3. Urban poem. 4” x 12”, 2006.

Figure 9-4. Urban poem. 4” x 12”, 2006.
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Figure 9-5. Urban poem. 4” x 12”, 2006.

Figure 9-6. Urban poem. 4” x 12”, 2006.
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Figure 9-7. Urban poem. 4” x 12”, 2006.

Figure 9-8. Urban poem. 4” x 12”, 2006.
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Figure 9-9. Urban poem. 4” x 12”, 2006.

Figure 9-10. Bayamón #1 and #2. 20” x 30”, 2006.
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Figure 9-11. Aguacate pattern. 12” x 12”, 2006.

59

Figure 9-12. Aguacate detail, 2006.
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Figure 9-13. Patterns of urban culture. 12” x 12” each, 2006.
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Figure 9-14. Candelabro detail, 2006.
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Figure 9-15. Pattern details, 2006.
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Figure 9-16. El sabio, 20” x 30”, 2006.
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Figure 9-17. El sabio (detail), 2006.
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Figure 9-18. Ciudad de Carolina (detail), 20” x 30”, 2006.
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Figure 9-19. Residente, 20” x 30”, 2006.
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Figure 9-20. Residente (detail), 2006.
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Figure 9-21. Carolina, 20” x 30”, 2006.
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CHAPTER 10
IMPORTANCE OF WORK
The discipline of design in the academic environments has been concerned with
conceptualization and aesthetics. Not too often did I experience a drive into using the ability to
conceptualize, problem solve and aesthetically develop elements into a drive of understanding
cultures, society and people (Figure 10-1). It was not until I started my graduate studies in
Graphic Design, that I began exploring my desire to use visual compositions to educate and help
society understand culture through my work. The field of Graphic Design is often viewed as a
process of creating corporate identities in order to get money in return, but I feel that it could be
used to help communities (whether academic or professional) to understand other cultures. As
designers we create cultures and now that diversification is becoming global, the necessity of
understanding cultures has become essential. Language itself segregates the cultures, so do
customs. But visual imagery can be absorbed by everyone and could be used as a tool to educate
others on the life and conditions of places. The potential lies in using language, music and
images to formalize and concretize ideas of culture and then expose them for others to see and
absorb.
My intention as a designer is to represent elements of my life in an innovative way. In
doing such, facilitate others to better understand my culture through my experiences. As an
academic I hope to show a thorough compilation of important elements that comprise the
understanding of the urban culture of Puerto Rico but perhaps an example to be used when
studying other cultures. The goal is to present the heterogeneous multi-temporal stages of
identity that are and will always be presented in a modern urban context. The final goal is to
inspire others into learning about cultures in the discipline of design.
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Urban dialogues, is an important project in the field of graphic design (Figure 10-2, 10-3).
The project exposes the trajectory one could experience in the process of understanding urban
identity and culture. As the majority of the world turns urban for the first time in human history,
we will need to be prepared to face the complexities of this plural landscape. With this
complexity comes an enormous confusion to how we perceive and understand others and
ourselves. Graphic designers have an integral role in this moment in history. We shape messages
through media and space and it is our responsibility to make sure that things have the capacity of
being understood by others. Decoding information in the multiplicity of the urban landscape is a
challenge and the necessity of finding the essence of one’s culture is even more critical. For
these reasons, I understand that “urban dialogues” is an important project to this field.
This project also serves as an important step in my life as I know clearly understand the
purpose my mother lived and died. She allowed me to see for myself, the light and the shadows
of my beautiful home. Through this process, I was able to take my academic life into a different
level and it opened the doors to my professional life for many years to come. It is my mission to
utilize what I have learned to show others the reality of this complex phenomenon, the city.
Through exhibitions, seminars, workshops, and writing, I hope to spread my knowledge to many
people and many cultures. This is how society will benefit from my work, through the exposure
of it. I hope my name one day is remembered as someone who loves his culture very much and
that understood his place in it.
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Figure 10-1. Exhibition piece. 2006.

Figure 10-2. Exhibition opening. April 17 of 2006.
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Figure 10-3. Exhibition opening. April 17 of 2006.
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CHAPTER 11
EQUIPMENT AND DOCUMENTATION
In order to document I used the following tools:
Sony DSC-717 digital camera at its highest resolution to capture vernacular images.
1GIG Memory Stick in order to be on the field without loading images constantly.
256 MB Memory Stick just n case I ran out of space.
Samsung Digital Camcorder to capture dialogues, music and sounds of the city.
Apple Powerbook G4 to contain and manipulate my data.
Lacie External Hard Drive 180 to store of images and video.
Adobe Photoshop CS2
Adobe Illustrator CS2
Adobe Indesign CS2
Final Cut Pro HD
While in Puerto Rico, I took over 5,000 photographs, over 10 hours of video footage which
include personal interviews, city life, cockfighting and collection of routinely things which are
used in the quotidian life. I was mostly interested in places, things and people, which were part
of my life in order to reach a genuine representation of my identity.
While in Puerto Rico, I always had my digital camera and digital camcorder with me. That
was not a problem since I commuted the island with a close friend or on my own. Most of the
pictures I shot were taken from an unobtrusive location in order to capture an uninterrupted shot
of quotidian life. Many shots were taken while moving in the car, others while shooting it from a
distance in which the subject could not realize I was there. This method was crucial to my
research. Through this method, I acquired shots that depict behavior that is natural to the subject
in the picture rather than a modeled shot.
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CHAPTER 12
CONCLUSION
Puerto Rico’s urban identity is more complex that what I imagined. Even though I lived
there for 16 years and continue to go back and visit, the multiplicity of the urban landscape is
faster and more aggressive than what one can experience wholly. Through the process of
unveiling certain aspects of this culture, I was able to realize the importance of this study not
only to myself but also to the Latin American community, urban community and academic
community. The great majority of the Latin American community was under the ruling of Spain
for centuries. This occupation of land had an immense effect on how society is lived today. The
complexity lies as time continues to disappear and we see ourselves renovating the past but
yearning modernization. In a way, we want the new but are not willing to let go of the past. This
friction creates plurality in our urban backyard and develops a lack of understanding into how
this chaos truly works and affects us.
In the metropolitan area in Puerto Rico, everything is up for change. Everyone knows that
it will happen but the question is not when but how will we change with it. We must be attentive
and retentive of all things that were once standing or living. It is through this that we learn about
ourselves. The power of memory is the education that can illuminate your future. Through this
education, we will be participants into the development of stronger units that will empower the
mind, body and soul in order to make the city an organic experience generator.
Even though this project had an academic termination to accomplish a degree of Master in
Fine Arts, it is a perpetual project that will be part of me and of those close to me. The city needs
to expose its experiences. We need to tell others because it is through that transaction that we
learn and grow into better urban dwellers. It is through those transactions that we come together
as a unit. Through this project, I have satisfied the dream of a mother but at the same time, I
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satisfied the need I had and was not aware of. The only thing left for me to do is what I share
with every other urban dweller; not only in Puerto Rico but the rest of the urban world that is
survival. It is through survival that one has the opportunity to tell others the story. Therefore, I
recommend everyone to desire the need to know stories from other urban dwellers that have been
there longer than you. Through those stories, you will be stronger to fight and compete in this
chaotic paradise that I call “urbe” and you call city.
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