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ABSTRACT

Within Buenos Aires there exists a boundary between the formal, planned 
developments of the middle class and the informal, organically-developed self-
built housing of the poor. Villa 31, an informal settlement located near the heart of 
the city, contrasts directly with the skyscrapers of the Argentinean capital’s financial 
and political centre. The tension between the formal and informal cities creates 
a stigmatization of the residents of Villa 31, essentially barring the possibility 
of its integration into the city. The boundary between Villa 31 and Buenos Aires 
exists not only in the physical space between the two, but more importantly in the 
collective imagination of the city’s inhabitants.

This is a story of the space between Villa 31 and Buenos Aires. It chronicles 
the attempts at crossing that boundary and the obstacles encountered. As a means 
of presenting the work to a broad audience, the story was written as a comic 
book. The first-person narrative helps to immerse the reader in the story while 
presenting the full complexity of the problem through a personal account. The 
story reveals the complex relationship between Villa 31 and Buenos Aires as a 
means of understanding the invisible boundary between the two. 

The core of the research consists of two months of field work in Buenos Aires 
conducted through October and November of 2009. Journal entries, photographs, 
conversations and first-hand experiences were transformed into a comic book that 
tells a story of the invisible boundary between Villa 31 and Buenos Aires.
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FOREWORD

My first trip to Buenos Aires in May of 1997 was a family affair. I was thirteen. 
I went with my dad, my little brother, and my grandparents who were going to 
celebrate their fiftieth wedding anniversary in their hometown. We stayed with Tia 
Helida, my grandmother’s sister, in Burzaco, a suburb of Buenos Aires. Tia Helida 
lived in a small one-storey white stucco house near Burzaco’s centre. Almost 
every day during that month my dad took my brother and I into Buenos Aires. 
I remember taking the train to Plaza Constitución, the capital’s southernmost 
train terminal, and catching a subway or walking from there. I remember passing 
through Lanús on the way, with its late 19th century centre of cafes serving café 
con leche and churros. I remember passing through Avellaneda too, home to the 
Independiente and Racing football clubs; my dad is an ardent supporter of Racing. 
And I remember passing over the Riachuelo, the smell of the rotting river below 
letting us know that we are nearly at Plaza Constitución.

From Plaza Constitución we travelled everywhere. We would ride the C line 
to the Plaza de Mayo and the obelisk, walk to the historic neighbourhoods of La 
Boca or San Telmo, or zip right across the city’s centre to Retiro. On one particular 
day we ventured a four hour drive from Buenos Aires to the small coastal resort 
town of Pinamar. Almost every bus leaving Buenos Aires departed from the Retiro 
Bus Terminal. We took the usual route from Burzaco to Constitución, and then to 
the Retiro Subway Station. From there we made the short walk to the bus terminal 
that runs alongside the early twentieth century train station. We sat inside the bus 
terminal waiting for our departure; my dad, my little brother, and myself, each 
with his bag between his feet, anticipating a short bus ride and an exciting beach 
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vacation.
Sitting on that bench waiting for the bus, I was completely oblivious to the 

sprawling display of poverty just metres away from one of the busiest public transit 
hubs in Argentina. Directly north-west of the Retiro Bus Terminal lies Villa 31, a 
squatter community of 15 hectares. In 2009, The Economist1 estimated it housed 
40,000 people. Like many such communities around the world, Villa 31 has been 
since its foundation during the great depression the subject of repeated eradication 
efforts. The military government of the 1970s almost eradicated the site when 
forty-six families refused to leave and eventually won court orders preventing 
their removal2. Since then, fuelled by the poverty caused by Argentina’s 2001 
economic crisis, the community has grown to unprecedented numbers. Today, 
Villa 31 remains a contentious issue in city politics. Wedged between a major 
intermodal public transit hub, the city’s port, and the city’s financial district, it 
occupies some of the city’s prime real estate.

As I pursued my interest in the phenomenon of squatter communities 
in the third world, I was naturally drawn to the city my family migrated from to 
Canada. Buenos Aires also happened to be one of the few third world cities I had 
experienced first-hand. My early investigations into the squatter communities of 
Buenos Aires took me to that day in May, ten years earlier.  Here begins my story; 
back at the Retiro Bus Terminal, ready to embark on a two month investigation of 
Villa 31 and its relationship to the Buenos Aries I remembered.

I arrived in Buenos Aires on a Wednesday afternoon in early October, 2009. I 
had two months to photograph, sketch, and study the squatter community and its 
relationship with the city. Claudio, a family friend, picked me up at the airport. We 
took a taxi back to his apartment, where I would stay for the next few weeks. From 
his apartment on Calle Lima, running parallel to the exceptionally wide Avenida 9 
de Julio, I would conduct my research into Villa 31.

Over the first few weeks I tried my luck with people I already knew in Buenos 
Aires: an old friend from high school, some friends of my dad’s, and my second-
cousins living in the city. The common concern was the imminent danger of 
visiting a villa miseria, or misery town, like Villa 31. They all warned me of the 
threats of kidnapping, armed robbery, and escalating dangers all brought on by 
lawlessness and the drug trade. The newspapers and television only reinforced 
these concerns, on an almost daily basis; headlines including ‘Kidnapping for 
Ransom Networks Operating Out of Villa 1-11-14’, ‘Armed Robbery at Retiro Ends 
in Stabbing.’ I noticed some projects involving Villa 31 on the University of Buenos 
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Aires’ website. After several attempts, getting through to someone there seemed 
unlikely. I eventually found a guide. Claudia was a friend of my dad’s, whose 
student, Julia, was from González Catán, an established informal community on 
the city’s south-western edge. One month after embarking on my research trip, I 
found myself in a car with Julia heading towards González Catán.  We made the 
one hour drive out along Avenida Independencia and Ruta 3. In my two months in 
Buenos Aires, that day in November would be the closest I would get to entering a 
place like Villa 31. With the exception of the view from a train, I was unable to see 
Villa 31 with my own eyes. All I had was a sum of personal accounts and opinions 
regarding the place. 

In 1965 Gay Talese’s first assignment with Esquire was to profile Frank 
Sinatra. Talese spent three months trying to speak with Sinatra.  Countless hours 
of observing Sinatra’s activities and speaking to his extensive entourage only lead 
to dead ends. At the end of his assignment, Talese wrote a letter to his editor, 
Harold Hayes, concluding that “I may not get the piece we’d hoped for — the real 
Frank Sinatra, but perhaps, by not getting it — and by getting rejected constantly 
and by seeing his flunkies protecting his flanks — we will be getting close to the 
truth about the man.”3 Talese’s story, “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold”, was published in 
the April 1966 issue of Esquire and has since been named the “Best Story Esquire 
Ever Published.”

Visiting Villa 31 proved impossible. Although the experience, at the time, 
seemed unfruitful, it illuminated an invisible barrier separating the formal and 
informal cities on both social and physical levels.  It became clear that a story of 
my personal experience of Villa 31 would constitute evidence of its relationship 
to Buenos Aries. 

Working almost as a journalist on an architectural investigation, I asked 
myself how to tell the story. I recorded field notes every day throughout the trip, 
but had no idea how to turn those into a coherent body of work.

The comic book brings the reader into the story as I experienced it. During a 
March 2011 lecture at the University of Toronto Joe Sacco, an American Cartoonist/
Journalist made the case for the medium. Sacco compared his preferred medium 
of comic books to a notable 1968 photograph by Eddie Adams and to Francisco 
Goya’s iconic Third of May 1808, each relating to separate conflicts.

In a gruelling war, Eddie Adams’ Pulitzer Prize winning photograph of South 
Vietnamese General Nguyen Ngoc Loan executing a Vietcong prisoner was a 
game-changing image. It stirred contempt for the General, making him a cold-
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blooded killer. That contempt followed the General for the rest of his life, haunting 
not only him, but Eddie Adams as well. After the photograph was taken, the AP 
assigned Adams to follow General Loan, where Adams learned that he was not a 
cold-blooded killer but rather a hero in Vietnam. Adams later expressed regret at 
having taken the photograph, writing “The general killed the Viet Cong; I killed the 
general with my camera. Still photographs are the most powerful weapon in the 
world. People believe them, but photographs do lie, even without manipulation. 
They are only half-truths. What the photograph didn’t say was, ‘What would you 
do if you were the general at that time and place on that hot day, and you caught 
the so-called bad guy after he blew away one, two or three American soldiers?’”4 
Photographs catch a fraction of a second, and sometimes that moment, frozen in 
time, misleads viewers. Photographs lack subjectivity. 

Francisco Goya’s Third of May 1808 captures the Spanish resistance to the 
Napoleonic army’s invasion of Madrid. Contrary to Adams’ photograph of the 
General, Goya painted this image over six years, not completing it until 1814; 
Goya had control over the composition of the image that simply is not available to 
a photographer in 1/500th of a second. Goya’s painting leaves little objectivity. He 
tells us, by lighting and the orientation of rifles, to look at the victim. He  hides the 
soldiers’ faces, keeping them as anonymous figures. And Goya places us in the 
victim’s position, showing us despair in his face and his posture.

Comparing these two very different pieces, Joe Sacco explained the advantage 
of non-objective journalism. In his cartoons, Sacco places himself directly in his 
story. Safe Area Goražde follows Sacco’s experience with Bosniaks trapped in 
the town of Goražde towards the end of the Bosnian War. Creating a narrative, he 
interviews several people, letting them tell their stories while keeping the main 
cast of characters rather concise. He also records his own observations, and at 
moments, becomes part of the story itself. Sacco is in a privileged position: as a 
journalist he can travel between Goražde and Sarajevo, a privilege not granted to 
the Bosniaks at the time. Sacco becomes a sort of messenger; people in Goražde 
give him packages to send to their relatives in Sarajevo and vice versa. With the 
comic book, Sacco is able to place himself in the story and clearly state his 
position, a privilege not easily granted to other journalists. The reader is able to 
experience the conflict through Sacco’s story.

Much like Joe Sacco, my story takes the form of a comic book.  There was 
no doubt that there is an inherent subjectivity in my findings. I arrived in Buenos 
Aires with a set of biases. As you read, you will be subjected to my experiences 

Facing page:

1.1 Eddie Adams’ Pulitzer Prize winning photograph depicts General Nguyen Ngoc Loan 
executing a Vietcong prisoner.

1.2 Francisco Goya’s Third of May 1808 iconically depicts the Napoleonic Army’s invasion 
of Madrid.
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1.2
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throughout those two months in Buenos Aires. The images record real places, 
while the conversations are all based on my field notes. In this comic book, I 
record my experience of the barrier between the city and the squatter community.

Facing page:

1.3 An excerpt from Joe Sacco’s Safe Area Goražde.
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_________________________________________

1. “Misery in their Midst.” The Economist, January 8, 2009, http://www.
 economist.com/node/12891027?story_id=12891027

2. IBID.

3. Talese, Gay. “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold.” Esquire, April, 1966, http://www.  
 esquire.com/features/ESQ1003-OCT_SINATRA_rev_

4. Adams, Eddie. “Eulogy: GENERAL NGUYEN NGOC LOAN.” Time Magazine, 
 July 27, 1998, http://www.time.com/time/magazine/   
 article/0,9171,988783,00.html
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INVISIBLE BOUNDARIES: A Comic Book
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I arrive in Buenos Aires on a Wednesday afternoon in early 
October. A family friend, Claudio, picks me up at the airport 
and we take a cab back to his apartment on Avenida 9 de 
Julio, where I will be staying for the next few weeks.



14

The next day I call Daniel….

Hello? Daniel?
Yes?
This is Brian calling, Eduardo told 
you I was coming?
Oh yes! Brian! Are you in Buenos 
Aires?
Yea I got in yesterday, I’m 
actually near your office, do you 
have some time for me to come 
by?
Yes yes, of course, I’ll be here 
for another hour or so, come 
over…
Ok see you soon.

Hola Brian, tanto tiempo….
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Carlos is away today, he’s in La 
Plata… Eduardo told me you’re 
here to research slums?

Yea, that’s right, I’m 
researching Villa 31.

About 2 months.

Coffee?

Hopefully I can go to the slum and 
talk to some of the people who live 
there… I want to understand how 
they live, and what their relationship 
is with the formal city you know? I’m 
proposing a sort of formalization 
of Villa 31 for my master’s thesis; 
the idea is to basically break down 
stigmas through means of social 
integration, probably through a 
new football club.

So Villa 31? That’s a 
difficult subject, what 
is it you want to do?

I see… how long 
are you here for?



16

Well it’s the most central 
slum, so it has the most 
immediate relationship with 
the formal city being right 
behind the central train 
terminal, bus terminal, 
and next to the port. 
Politically, it’s also under 
a lot of pressure, since it 
lies on some of the city’s 
prime real estate.

Ok… maybe you should 
come back tomorrow, 
Carlos will be here, and 
he might be able to help 
you out a bit more.

Sounds good, I’ll 
give him a call.

So why Villa 31?

Is there anything else?

Actually, do you 
mind if I use 
your computer? 
I haven’t been 
able to check my 
e-mail in a few 
days….
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I leave Daniel’s office and walk towards the centre of 
the city along Florida Street, orienting myself among 
the banks, government buildings, shops and informal 
vendors, all just a fifteen minute walk south of Villa 31.
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As I walk across Avenida 9 de Julio, 
a protest begins to assemble in 
the avenue’s central plaza.

A group of masked boys appear 
and block both pedestrian and 
vehicular traffic across the wide 
avenue.

Not even budging for the blaring 
siren of an ambulance stuck in 
traffic.
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After two more protests, I finally 
make it back to the apartment.

Over dinner, Claudio explains that 
the protests are leading up to a 
larger protest tomorrow night in 
support of a proposed media law.
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The next day, I wake up and go back 
to the office to meet Carlos.

Bien, bien 
y vos?

Hola Brian como 
te va?

Bueno, bueno.

So Carlos mentioned you’re 
studying Villa 31?

Yep, that’s right.
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I used to do some 
work in the villas….

Yea Daniel was telling me you 
might be able to help me?

Hm, unfortunately no…. I 
haven’t been in touch with 
them in years, I can try to 
find them for you though.

But there might be other ways.

How?

You would need someone to 
take you there, to the villa, I 
don’t suggest you go alone.

The Catholic church is very 
active in Villa 31, you might 
be able to get in touch with 
the local father through 
the UBA*. If they are doing 
some work there, they 
likely know the priest.

*UBA: University of Buenos Aires
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Yea I’ll be going to UBA 
next week actually.

Ok, well thanks 
for your help.

Yea that sounds good, tell 
them what you want to 
do and I’m sure someone 
there will help you.

But don’t go to 
Villa 31 alone. 
Unfortunately, 
it is dangerous… 
it’s not policed 
right? So it has 
become a drug 
trade hub.
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I leave the office and walk north along Reconquista 
Street through Plaza de Mayo and the city’s 
financial centre, ending at Plaza San Martin.

calle floridacalle florida

av
en

id
a 

d
el

 l
ib
er

ta
d
o
r

av
en

id
a 

d
el

 l
ib
er

ta
d
o
r

calle reconquistacalle reconquista

plaza san plaza san 
martinmartin

retiro train retiro train 
terminalterminal

retiro bus retiro bus 
terminalterminal

Villa 31Villa 31

A
v
e
n
id

a
 c

o
r
r
ie

n
t
e
s

A
v
e
n
id

a
 c

o
r
r
ie

n
t
e
s

A
v
e
n
id

a
 c

o
r
d
o

b
a

A
v
e
n
id

a
 c

o
r
d
o

b
a



24

Recoleta neighbourhood

plaza San Martin

avenida del libertador

Villa 31 beyond retiro train & bus terminal

port
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plaza San Martin

sheraton hotel

financial & political centre
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As I turn back towards my 
apartment on Avenida 9 de Julio, 
another protest blocks traffic.

When I get home I receive a 
text message from Claudio.

So I go back out along Avenida 9 de 
Julio toward the Congress building.

I’m going to Congress 

to a march in favour of 

the media law… if you 

also want to come.
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Saturday morning and Avenida 9 de 
Julio is eerily quiet. The absence 
of business people, students, and 
tourists on weekends make the 
wide central avenue deserted.

I also notice a couple of men 
who have taken shelter under 
a highway overpass across the 
street from my front door.

A few doors down, in a fenced-
off abandoned lot on the 
corner, another group breaks 
through the fence and erects 
some makeshift shelters.
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One cold, cloudy night, while 
passing through the miserable 
city of Juanito a radical change 
in my vision of reality and its 
interpretation occurred…. I had 
just discovered, in the unpaved 
streets and the waste ground, 
scattered, abandoned materials 
which composed the authentic 
surroundings of Juanito Laguna 
– old wood, empty bottles, iron, 
cardboard boxes, metal sheets, 
etc., which were the elements 
used for the construction of 
shacks in misery city.1

On Sunday morning, Claudio 
and I walk though the San 
Telmo market on our way 
to a bus stop in La Boca.

On a quiet residential street in La 
Boca we wait for the bus to the 
MALBA*, whose collection includes 
the work of Antonio Berni.

*malba: Museum of Latin american art of buenos aires
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A couple of days later I walk 
over to Avenida Corrientes to 
meet an old friend.

Jon, que tal?

Bien, tanto tiempo.

Villa 31? The one 
at Retiro?

I think you’re nuts.

Yea, what do you think?
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haha... yea you 
think so?

i don’t know man... i can just 
say, from my experience, be 
careful. you know i was robbed 
there? they put a knife under 
my arm and held me up while 
they took all my things.

yea it seems like 
everyone is telling 
me the same thing.

alright man, so i’ll see 
you soon, take care.
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The next day, my cousin Martin 
comes in from Burzaco to 
meet me over a coffee.

Sounds good, I’m looking 
forward to it.Yea, definitely.

The family in Burzaco would 
really like to see you, do you 
think you can make it out on 
the weekend?

Great, so I’ll come pick you 
up on Sunday and we’ll take 
the train out… it’s about a 
40 minute ride.
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A couple days later I’m taking a walk through Puerto 
Madero, the former industrial port of Buenos Aires 
and the city’s newest urban renewal project.
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RUBEN CALLING:

8864 4737

As I walk around Puerto 
Madero, I receive a phone 
call from a family friend….

Hola Brian

Hola Ruben, como estas?

Good, I was just talking to Claudia… 
we were wondering if you wanted 
to come over to our house for 
dinner tonight?

I’d love to.

Great, so I’ll pick you up at 9… 
you’re on Lima right?

Yep, that’s right, see you then.
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Dame la mochila!!!

I make my way to the subway 
as the evening approaches. It’s 
rush hour and 9 de Julio Station, 
where three of the city’s six lines 
meet, is just as busy as you’d 
expect for a city of 13 million.

As I get off the train, I 
shuffle slowly with the crowd 
to make my transfer to the C 
line towards Constitucion.
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Dame la mochila!!!

Dame la mochila!!!

Dame la mochila!!!

Out of nowhere, a 
random passenger is 
tackled against the 
subway tunnel’s wall.

I turn with the crowd 
to see the violence.

A young man has 
been thrown to the 
floor, while another 
kicks him and tries to 
remove his back pack.

An older lady swings 
her purse at the thief 
while yelling phrases 
I can’t understand.

The section of the 
crowd in which I’m 
shuffling finally 
reaches the door.

Dame la mochila!!!

A police officer makes 
his way through the 
crowd, baton in hand.

Dame la mochila!!!



38

I tell Claudio about the subway 
incident and he’s not surprised. 
Ruben picks me up, and I don’t 
bother to mention it again.

Good… I haven’t had 
much luck with my work 
yet, but there’s time.

So how has your 
visit been so far?

Brian, tanto tiempo.
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Yea can I have some 
water please?

Dinner will be ready 
soon, do you want 
anything to drink?

Yea, I’m writing a master’s thesis and 
I wanted to study the informal cities 
of the third world. I’m fascinated by 
the development of slums; how they 
construct and organize themselves 
and how they relate to the city, 
both as a source of workers and 
as an almost unknown territory to 
the formal city dwellers.

Villa 31 is so close to the 
centre of Buenos Aires, and 
yet so largely ignored by 
the general population. I’m 
very interested in exploring 
that boundary between Villa 
31 and the rest of the city. 
I can hopefully go to Villa 
31 myself and go home with 
enough field work to be 
able to produce a project 
that exposes and breaks 
down that boundary.

So you’re here studying 
Villa 31 right?

So why Villa 31?
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Do you think Anna 
can help him?

Anna…? Maybe….

That would be great 
actually.

I have a friend… Anna… she 
works at UBA in the FADU* 
building. I can call her for 
you and ask if she knows 
anyone working on Villa 31…. Ok, I’ll give her a call on 

Monday and let you know.

*fadu: faculty of architecture, design & urbanism
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A couple of days later Martin came to pick me up and 
we went together to Tia elida’s house in Burzaco.
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Discos compactos de cumbia 3 pesos!

Empanadas! Masitas de dulce!

42
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Lapiseras! 3 por un peso!

As we take the train south from Constitucion, passing 
through the suburbs of Avellaneda, Lanus and Adrogue, the 
city slowly changes from the dense apartment buildings of 
the capital to the low-rise homes of the outlying suburbs.

43
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The next day, back in Buenos Aires….

Hola?

Hola Brian habla Claudia.

Como estas?

Bien, y vos?

Bien.

I just got off the phone with 
Anna… my friend at UBA.

Yea?

She said there are actually a 
few professors doing work 
on Villa 31. She doesn’t know 
any of them because she 
works in the administrative 
office, but she did say you 
should go to FADU, if you ask 
around, you will be able to 
find someone to help you….
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Ok, yea I’m likely going 
to UBA tomorrow.

Ok good. I was also 
thinking, if you want, 
I can pick you up one 
day and we can go 
drive around Villa 
Lugano*, that way 
we’ll pass by Villa 
1-11-14* on the way…. 

Yea definitely that would be great.

And one more thing… Ruben wants to ask if 
you want to go out for dinner on Saturday 
night. Are you free?

Yep.

Ok, great, there’s a little 
restaurant near our house, but 
Ruben will call you later and 
you guys can arrange a time.

Sounds good.

Ok, see you later.

*villa lugano: A housing development built during the 1970’s in a south-western neighbourhood; Originally intended to house low-
income families, it is now occupied by the middle-class while the low-income families live in neighbouring slums.
*Villa 1-11-14: A slum neighbouring Villa Lugano. Composed of Villa 1, villa 11, and villa 14, it is one of the city’s largest and most 
dangerous informal communities.
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The next day, I take the northbound train 
out of Retiro station on my way to UBA. 
From the train’s window, I get a clear view 
of Villa 31 as it sprawls along the tracks.
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They clustered in the liminal zones or “in-between” spaces: between the 
Riachuelo and the railroad lines leaving Estacion Buenos Aires; between 
Avenida Coronel Cruz and Avenida Roca, major thoroughfares running 
southwest to Avenida General Paz; between the Autopista General Dellepiane 
running southwest to the airport, Avenida del Trabajo, and railway offshoots 
from the Buenos Aires line; and between the multiple railroad lines leading 

west out of Retiro Station and Avenida Juan B. Justo that crosses them. 
Situated far away from subway lines leading to the downtown area, the 
villas in the Federal Capital provided little access to other parts of the city, 
except on circuitous bus lines. Their location within the Federal Capital 
underlined the relationship of their residents to the larger society. Living in 
the middle of the city proper, these villeros were isolated and immobilized 
despite their proximity to multiple transportation arteries.247
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I arrive at the UBA’s Ciudad 
Universitaria by bus.

Hi I was wondering if you can help 
me out… I’m a graduate student in 
architecture from Canada, and I’m 
here doing some independent research 
on Villa 31, is there anyone I can talk 
to who would be working on that?

You’d have to go up to 
the fourth floor, get off 
the elevator and go left, 
then right, and you’ll 
see the foreign graduate 
students office.
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Hi, I was directed up 
here from downstairs. 
I’m a graduate student 
from Canada doing some 
independent research on 
Villa 31, is there anyone 
I can talk to who would 
be working on that?

Hi, I’m looking for 
someone who can 
help me with research 
regarding Villa 31, 
I was told to come 
here from the office 
down the hall.

Hi, Alejandro?

Oh, do you know when 
he’ll be back?

Yea… I think so… try 
going to the end of this 
hall, that’s the graduate 
office, someone there 
would know more….

Yea, go down to the 
office over here, third 
door, that’s Alejandro, 
he’s the director of 
graduate studies.

Nope, he’s out right now.

Probably around 
1:30, maybe 2:00?
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It’s only noon, so I go back downstairs and 
grab a coffee and a sandwich in the building’s 
atrium while I wait for Alejandro.
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Alejandro?

No no, I just want to 
speak with someone 
working on Villa 31. I 
want to see if I can get 
someone to visit the 
villa with and if I can 
see what kind of work 
is being done there.

Perfect… just tell him 
to get in touch with me 
any time… I’m really 
looking forward to it.

I was asking around earlier today 
and was told to come see you. I’m 
a graduate student from Canada 
and I’m here doing independent 
research on Villa 31. I was told 
you can get me in touch with 
someone working on that?

Yes?

So you want to enroll here?

Ok… ok, let me take 
down your contact 
information… I’ll pass 
it along to one of 
the professors here 
who has his students 
working on that.
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The following evening, as I wait 
for a cab in the pouring rain….

52



5353



5454



55

No tengo.

No, no tengo.

Una monedita?

Seguro? Una monedita por favor?

Bueno, esto es un asalto, tengo un 
martillo entonces dame la billetera 
o te r-r-r-rompo la cabeza.

BOY: Do you have any change?
ME: No I don’t.

BOY: Are you sure? Do you have any change?
ME: No, no I don’t.

BOY: OK, this is a robbery, I have a hammer so give 
me your wallet or I’ll break your head.

55
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taxi?

No....

56
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Ruben picks me up 
at my apartment 
the next day…

We’re going to meet Claudia 
and the kids at a restaurant 
near Parque Centenario….
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How is your 
stuff going?

It’s going ok… I’ve seen 
a few places from the 
train, including Villa 31 
when I took the train 
to UBA. I also went 
to Burzaco to visit my 
cousins a few days ago.

Yea… I’m really looking 
forward to going to 
Villa Lugano and Villa 
1-11-14 with Claudia.

Oh did you?

Yea, that should be 
interesting… ok, the 
restaurant is just 
up here.
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Ok, can we just get a Parilla… do 
you want any wine? Ok, a bottle 
of red… and maybe… what’s your 
salad? Just a regular house salad? 
Yea, ok, let’s get one of those….

So how are things going?

It’s going ok, I was just 
telling Ruben on the way 
here, I saw Villa 31 from 
the train but that’s the 
closest I’ve been… and I 
didn’t tell him this, but 
I was actually mugged 
last night, it was pretty 
scary….

Bah! Now you’re 
a real porteno!
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Julian! That’s terrible 
Brian, are you ok?

Oh, yea that’s ok. I forgot 
to ask you the other day 
actually… do you know 
about Gonzalez Catan?

It’s a town, about an hour outside of the capital. One of the far west 
suburbs… anyways, back in the 1970s, a priest from Italy settled there 
and, back then, it was a poor area, one of these informal parts of the 
city, like Villa 31 right? He wanted to build a church there, and raised 
money and got the help from many people in the area to build it. But once 
it was finished he went on and kept building other places in the community 
that have turned the place around. They actually really left it quite 
nice, there is an elementary school, high school, and they’re building a 
post-secondary school now, and there are also several offices and a 
communal kitchen… His name was Padre Mario, so the place now is called 
the Fundacion Padre Mario. Although the area is still poor, they managed 
to bring in services that otherwise would not have been there.

Oh yea, I’m ok, it wasn’t actually a big 
deal, I only had about 90 pesos on me….

No what is that?
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But, anyways, one of my 
former students is from 
Gonzalez Catan… she is now 
giving back and running 
some physical education 
programs there. I was 
thinking we can go with her 
one day soon so you can 
see the place.

Ok, I’ll see what her 
schedule is like, and 
I’ll let you know 
when we can go.

How about we go to San Telmo 
for a couple drinks?

Yea that sounds great.
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So I was thinking I might want to move to another part 
of the city… I might start looking for a temporary 
place and see if anything comes through.

Hm… ok let me think about 
it, I’ll let you know.

Oh yea? I actually have 
another apartment that I 
stay at in Nunez… it’s near 
my office, so I stay there 
when I work late. But 
it’s a nice place in a good 
neighbourhood, maybe we 
can work something out 
if you want?
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Ok, sounds good.

A few days later, Claudia comes to pick me up. 
She is helping me move from my apartment 
on Calle Lima to Ruben’s Nunez apartment.

So I was thinking we 
could drive over to 
Villa Lugano now, 
and pass by Villa 
1-11-14 on the way….
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This on your right is Villa 1-11-14… 
wow, it has really grown since 
the last time I’ve been here. It’s 
a dangerous part of the city, so 
we won’t get off the car here….

And coming up here 
is Villa Lugano. This 
whole neighbourhood 
is called Villa Lugano, 
but the complex 
of buildings here 
is actually Barrio 
Savio, or something 
like that.

The apartment blocks were 
built throughout the 1970’s 
for low-income families, 
but it’s mostly middle-class 
people living here now....
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So you can see how massive 
the blocks are. Over there, 
you see the second floor? 
That’s all retail space.

And this is the premetro… it’s an lrt 
that connects to the subway, so it 
services this neighbourhood. Ok, we 
have to go home and pick up the kids, 
they have practice tonight at the club.
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Yea, sure 
let’s go.

Do you want a mate 
while we wait?

Ruben will usually get 
home around 8 or 9, so 
do you want to come 
to the club with us?

The club we go to is 
Gimnasia y Esgrima de 
Buenos Aires. You’ll see, 
it’s one of the oldest in 
the city. We don’t have 
a professional soccer 
team anymore, but we 
have amateur teams in 
all sorts of sports.
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So this is the entrance 
here… we actually have 
ID’s to get in, we’ll 
just tell them you’re 
my nephew visiting from 
Canada and then I’ll show 
you around a little bit….

This is our swimming pool. It’s 
used by our swim teams, but there 
are also free times for all other 
members… It will be filled next 
week for the start of the summer.

This is one of our 
big soccer and field 
hockey fields. We 
have a couple of 
these throughout 
the grounds… one 
of the other fields 
is where we host big 
concerts, I think 
ac/dc will be coming 
in a few months?
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Shortly after leaving the club, we pass through a park as the sun 
begins to set. The street is lined with prostitutes and transvestites. 
I’ve heard Buenos Aires has liberal views towards sexuality. As if this 
was expected, nothing is mentioned in the car and we drive off.
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TV: An emotional exit... naturally for the stadium... 
because we see... various historical idols....
RUBEN: Shall we order a pizza?... The game is about 
to start.

TV: The cross from Mareque, there is Silveraaaaa, 
goaaalllllll!!!!! Independiente is beating Colon! 1 to 
0 in 12 minutes!

TV: Here come Gomez! Here comes Gomez! Nieto 
for the tie, Nieto for the tie! Goal! Goaaalllllll!!!!!

pedimos una pizza?... que 
ya empieza el partido.

una salida emocionante... 
naturalmente por el estadio...
porque salieron...
varios idolos historicos....

EL CENTRO DE MAREQUE, 
ALLI ESTA SILVERAAAAA, 
GOOOOLLLLL!!!!! INDEPENDIENTE 
LE ESTA GANANDO A COLON! 1 A 
0 EN 12 MINUTOS!

SE VIENE GOMEZ! SE VIENE 
GOMEZ! NIETO PARA EL EMPATE, 
NIETO PARA EL EMPATE! GOL! 
gOOOOOLLLLLLL!!!!!!

We get back to the apartment and Ruben is already home, sitting 
attentively in the kitchen with the tv tuned to the match between 
Independiente and Colon de Santa Fe.
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TV: Silvera is waiting, number 22 Piatti takes it, will 
it be the second? Yes! Goaaaalllllllll!!!!! Indepen-
diente!!!

TV: Ladies and Gentlemen here comes Piatti! Here 
comes the third! Goaaalllllllll!!!!! Independiente 3 
Colon 1!

TV: Ladies and Gentlemen Independiente has just 
won!!!

esta esperando silvera, se 
la lleva el 22 piatti, sera el 
segundo? si! goooollllllll!!!!! 
independiente!!!

senoras y senores se 
viene piatti! se viene el 
tercero! gooolllllll!!!! 
independiente 3 colon 1!

senoras y senores acaba 
de ganar independiente!!!
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Yea I did.

Here let me show you 
around quickly, then I 
have to go. This is the 
kitchen; help yourself to 
whatever you want. We 
have a maid here, Marta, 
she comes on Tuesdays 
and Thursdays, so just 
leave your dishes there 
and she’ll take care of 
it. The laundry room is 
back there, so she can 
do that for you too.

You can set up your computer 
here… Mine is there and it’s 
connected to the internet, 
so you can just disconnect 
that one and plug yours in.

did you sleep well?

This is the living room. 
The balcony door is 
over there. We have a 
satellite connection 
here, so you can watch 
whatever you want… 
I think we have ESPN, 
so they will carry the 
World Series… I don’t 
understand baseball, 
but you like it right?

... police this morning raid a 
kidnapping ring in villa 1-11-14....
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Ruben and Claudia are taking me for a day trip to 
La Plata today. La Plata is the provincial capital, 
about an hour drive east of Buenos Aires.

We just have to 
pick up Claudia and 
the kids and we’ll 
be on our way.
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For nearly the entire drive to La Plata 
the city appears alongside the highway as 
small pockets of informal communities.

Sometimes you see newly constructed 
formal housing directly behind them; 
perhaps intended to re-house the 
slum dwellers?

Finally after about 45 minutes on the 
highway we reach open Pampas land.
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After about an hour long 
drive, we enter La Plata.

We drive by the new 
Estudiantes de la Plata 
stadium as a group of 
young men are about to 
start a match outside.
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Then we briefly get lost. La 
Plata is laid out in a square 
grid with diagonal streets 
crossing here and there. It 
sounds simple enough in plan, 
but gets very disorienting 
on the ground.

Finally, we find the central square with its cathedral. 
By this time it is starting to rain and getting quite 
late, so we make our way back to the capital.
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A couple days later I hop on the 
bus and go back to the UBA to 
try my luck at their library.
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I sign out a few books on Villa 31….

But no luck here.
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This is the day I’ve been waiting 
for. I’m going to meet Claudia 
at her apartment, and we’re 
driving out to Gonzalez Catan.

We stop by the Universidad 
Nacional de la Matanza on 
the way to pick up julia, 
Claudia’s student. 
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After about an hour drive west, julia directs 
us to turn off the highway at one of the many 
unnamed exits just before a pedestrian bridge.

Claudia maneuvers the car 
through some narrow dirt 
roads and we park just in front 
of a basketball court in some 
sort of fenced compound.

What is this 
place?

julia has to go set up, so let’s 
go, I’ll show you around.

This is a Sociedad de Fomento, 
we’ll come back here soon.
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This is the secondary school… 
apparently they’re just letting 
out class right now.

And these are the administrative 
offices and primary school….

Now we’re at the entrance to 
the Fundacion Padre Mario. 
When he passed away, they 
built a small mausoleum and 
he’s now buried there… he is 
considered somewhat of a 
saint in this community. And 
back there you can see the 
original church that he built.
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We get to the post-secondary school building that is 
under construction. A lady tells me I can climb up to the 
second floor if I’d like a view of the neighbourhood.
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As we walk back to the Sociedad de Fomento, 
Claudia advises me to only snap photos 
when there is no one really around.

By the time we get back 
there are children playing 
on the basketball court and 
loud music is coming from 
inside the main building.

I follow Claudia inside. 
While Julia teaches 
her dance class, I 
meet a woman who is a 
representative of the 
neighbourhood in the 
Sociedad de Fomento.
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So has this program been 
ongoing? does it have 
anything to do with the 
fundacion padre mario?

no, no not really... the sociedad 
de fomento was set-up by the 
government years ago... but 
we’ve only just opened again.

do you see how the kids 
love it? sometimes we 
get people of every age 
in here... from 4 to 80!

with julia’s dance program... 
then we have the basketball, 
and of course the soccer 
matches.

but they’re going 
to shut us down 
again... they say 
there is no more 
money.

claudia told me, a few weeks 
ago, come january, we’re done.
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you know... it’s a 
shame. So many 
people in this 
neighbourhood 
have no work.

the men can’t work, they 
have to support the kids.

but they turn 
to the alcohol 
and the drugs... 
you know?

but this program, it’s incredible, 
it just gets people away from 
their trouble.

and it gets 
the kids off 
the drugs... 
that’s a big 
p r o b l e m , 
you know?

but i know you’re interested 
in the fundacion padre 
mario... here is Yolanda’s 
card, she’s the architect 
at the moment. You can 
give her a call....
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After the weekend, i call Yolanda.

ok, your project sounds really interesting... i’m 
actually in rosario, where my office is. let’s see 
my schedule... yea i won’t be back in buenos aires 
for another two weeks, the weekend of the 28th.

oh no that’s too bad. either way, 
i can help you learn more about 
gonzalez catan, but with villa 31 
i can’t do too much. from what i 
understand, it is a tricky site, you 
know, because of it’s centrality.

yea i’ve had a lot of 
difficulty with it.

ok, well i wish you 
luck brian, and have 
a safe trip home.

oh yea?... hm, ok, i’m actually 
going back to canada at the 
end of this week....
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I leave buenos Aires on a warm november 
morning. after two months of failed attempts, 
i leave without making it into villa 31.
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EPILOGUE

Emanuela Guano made the above observation during her field work in 
Buenos Aires in the late 1990s, and it has hardly lost relevance in the decade 
since. The once largely middle class society of Buenos Aires, unwilling to let go 
of its European identity, has had difficulty accepting the new influx of immigrants 
at a time when the country’s economic failures have driven large numbers of the 
city’s population below the poverty line. Looking back on my first visit to the 
Retiro Bus Terminal, at around the same time as Guano’s visit to the city, I can 
now understand why it was that Villa 31, only a few metres from where I would 
have been standing, went completely unnoticed. I was standing at the edge of a 
social boundary, where the vacationing ‘middle class’ porteños (as Buenos Aires 
residents are known) would turn a blind eye to the urban blight that formed a 
largely unknown part of their city.

For me, Villa 31 represented a fascination for the unknown, marginal parts of 
the city. Villa 31 was a community stigmatized by the crimes committed by just a 
few. It provided me the opportunity to reach the community, and to try and break 

When Maria saw the man, her broad smile immediately contracted into an 
expression of distress. “Did you see them?” she whispered as she dragged 
me inside her gate and quickly locked it behind us. Rumor had it that the 
condominium next to hers was housing a group of squatters. “Seven men,” 
she added. “All ladrones (thieves) who just came out of a penitentiary. All 
Paraguayans and Bolivians of the worst kind, didn’t you see their faces?” I asked 
her how she knew, and she replied that her neighbor had heard it from the owner 
of the small grocery shop across the street.1
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down the boundaries that bar them from enjoying the full urban experience.
My original intention was to dissect the boundary between Villa 31 and 

Buenos Aires, exposing its social infrastructure. I intended to produce a design 
project that would help to create an awareness of Villa 31; not only connecting it to 
the city through a social infrastructure, connecting the villa residents themselves 
to the social networks of the formal inhabitants of Buenos Aires. By designing 
a new football club to be based in Villa 31, and to play in the amateur football 
network of Buenos Aires football clubs, the invisible boundary might erode. It 
quickly became evident that in order to truly understand Villa 31’s place in the city, 
I would have to spend some time in Buenos Aires observing and documenting the 
presence of that invisible boundary.

After two months of field work, trying to cross over that boundary into Villa 
31, I returned home with empty hands. It was at this point that I realized that I had 
neither the knowledge nor understanding of Villa 31 to create an informed design. 
But I had newfound knowledge of the public’s perception of the slum, and that 
perception in turn gave me an understanding of the boundary that kept me from 
entering the slum, and sent me home with empty hands.

However, each day throughout those two months I had kept a journal of my 
activities. On my return, I set out to write a comic book to find out what prevented 
me from crossing over to Villa 31. The comic book converted my journal into 
something my audience, and I, could understand. It provided an opportunity to 
re-live the experience and, while meticulously composing each image, examine 
each aspect of the story. It was where the tension between the chaotic scenes of 
violence and the mundane scenes of everyday life became more apparent. The 
story of attempted robbery on a crowded subway platform or the story of the thief 
who stole my wallet, once illustrated, proved to be more than just another part 
of the story; they demonstrated the recurring tension within the city. Writing in 
first person, as the protagonist, also allowed me to remember the experience. 
This first person narrative seemed to be called for in order to grasp the situation 
of Villa 31 in Buenos Aries. The comic book provided not only a clear avenue for 
investigating the invisible boundary between Villa 31 and Buenos Aires, but a clear 
and consuming way of conveying that story to a larger audience.

Going to Buenos Aires in order to understand that invisible boundary was not 
enough. In order to offer a more informed opinion of the complexity of Villa 31’s 
relationship to the city I had to re-live the experience detail by detail. Looking back 

Facing page:

2.1 A view of Villa 31 with Buenos Aires in the background.
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2.1
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now, it is clear to me that the initial impulse - design a football club - is one of 
many possible interventions that could bridge the gap between the city centre and 
the urban slum. The football club would have provided not only the amenities of 
sport, whose benefits should by no means be downplayed, but would also have 
served as a beacon in the community. When porteños think of Villa 31, the images 
of police raids, delinquents, and crumbling buildings with inadequate services 
come to mind. An intervention would have to invite the city into Villa 31, with 
no fear. One of Emanuela Guano’s interviewee’s represents the general feeling 
towards these marginal areas: “‘if you stop at a traffic light [near a villa], they’ll 
come and mug you’.... ‘If you walk into a villa... you will never be able to walk 
out. It’s too dangerous for you to go there.’”2 Time and again, I heard this, as I 
discovered the full complexity of the relationship between the slum and the city.

Since I began this investigation, the city of Buenos Aires has taken more 
of an interest in the wellbeing of Villa 31. Recently completed projects include 
a new soccer field, opened by the mayor himself in January of 20113, as well 
as an ongoing project, painting the facades of the makeshift dwellings in bright 
colours4. As much as these projects may provide new services and improved 
appearances, they fail to sufficiently address one of the main issues that prohibits 
Villa 31 from becoming an accepted part of the city, and bars its residents from full 
urban citizenship. The current projects do not address the issue of that invisible 
boundary, the one that prevents interaction between the formal and informal city, 
that bars integration of the slum into the urban arena.

In order to do anything to include Villa 31 in city life, you must address 
its current integration within the city. The invisible boundary lies not in the 
space behind the Retiro train terminal, but rather in the collective mentality of 
porteños. The stigmatization of Villa 31’s residents is the biggest obstacle to the 
redevelopment  of Villa 31 into a legitimate city neighbourhood.

Facing page:

2.2 A new soccer field is opened in Villa 31.

2.3 The makeshift dwellings of Villa 31 are brightly painted.
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