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In the opening scene of Michelangelo Antonioni’s 
1975  film The Passenger, Jack Nicholson, a well-
known journalist making a documentary on Chad’s 
civil war, is in the Sahara. After a botched shoot, 
he returns to his hotel room and discovers that the 
Englishman with whom he had a brief friendship has 
died. Attempting to escape his marriage, career, and 
unfulfilled life, he steals the Englishman’s identity 
and departs into what makes up the rest of the film. 
Best known for its penultimate scene in a different and 
yet similarly evocative desert landscape, The Passenger 
is a beautiful, lush, and desperate excavation of the 
existential implications of the loss of identity—at 
least as experienced by an American man wandering 
around Europe. Just three years earlier, Nicholson 
appeared on a different sandy landscape, the beaches 
of Atlantic City, as the depressive brother of Bruce 
Dern, a con man with flawed real estate prospects, in 
The King of Marvin Gardens. In both films, the characters 
are perpetually on the brink of collapse, aided by, 

and in collaboration with, the landscape they inhabit. 
Beaches and deserts, albeit quite different in the social 
imagination, are linked by their physical makeup. Both 
are comprised of sand. 
 Sand is infinite, and miniscule. This is well known 
by members of the International Sand Collectors 
Society, who devote their time to sampling, sorting, 
and classifying their acquired collections. As their 
microscopy advisor Thomas J. Hopen writes, “A sand 
sample can be described in terms of grain size, color, 
composition, morphology (angularity and shape), 
and surface texture. Grain size is a result of several 
factors, including composition, durability, severity of 
weathering conditions, transport distance from its site 
of origin, and physical sorting by wind and/or water 
currents.” These arenophiles, or sand lovers, point out 
that sand is a microcosm of geological transformation 
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over time—a remnant of thousands of years of erosion 
and of the earth’s perpetual changeability. Sand offers 
evidence of prehistoric volcanic explosions and points 
of meteoric impact, as well as traces of military conflict; 
it tells a prehistorical story and of a recent past. The 
sand on the beaches of Normandy now contains tiny, 
corroding fragments of shrapnel as well as glass and 
iron beads created by the heat from mortar explosions. 
The Allies’ assault on D-Day is literally inscribed in 
its earth. Then there are the milk jugs, water bottles, 
diaper liners, toys, and Tupperware that not only 
litter our oceans and wash up on its beaches, but 
also have transformed into microscopic morsels now 
indistinguishable from the grains of sand we call 
“natural.” Sand bears witness to the transformation of 
plastic utensils into coastline. 
 But think of the discomfort it may cause at a 
seaside resort on an aggressively windy day. On a 
recent trip with friends to the beach at Jacob Riis Park 
in Brooklyn, violent gusts of wind carried sand into 
every crevice of my bag, sandwich, and body. We had 
to leave the beach early, after only an hour. I wondered 
what effect the queerness of the beach might have on 
the physical makeup of the sand I rinsed out from 
between my butt cheeks later that day— perhaps on the 
straight beach, just south of Riis, you might encounter 
(unbeknownst to you) diaper or fecal particulate, while 
here at Riis beach your skin is more likely to come into 
contact with latex or a dislodged piece of body jewelry. 
But as is the case with all landscapes, the boundaries 
that differentiated these minerals from any others are 
ephemeral at best. Sand travels indiscriminately, and 
lines that get drawn in it are lost with the water or the 
wind. While on this journey, it may become ruinous; 
populating bike chains, iPhones, camera shutters, 
and eyeballs. It is, after all, its quality of perpetual 
mobility from which its symbolic power derives. 
“The sands of time,” the hourglass, a footprint: each 
evokes the passage of time and suggests that we are 
but brief insignificant events in an infinite expanse 
(though these metaphoric associations seem remote 
when chewing an unwashed piece of lettuce). The 
desert, as told by Antonioni and Nicholson, is equally 
complex. Depicted in films as a lawless space—and as 
the setting for, and spur to, psychological unraveling 
or psychedelic experience—the desert is off the grid, 
where one goes to get outside of oneself, voluntarily 
or not. It has been primarily white men, driven by 

an insatiable wanderlust, inexplicable necessity, 
or pre-existing social and economic conditions—
Lawrence of Arabia, John Wayne, Clint Eastwood, 
Werner Herzog, Mad Max, Ralph Fiennes, and Daniel 
Day Lewis—who have perpetuated this understanding 
of the desert landscape through the lens of the West. Its 
tacit danger is an existential device.
 Undisciplined as it is, sand also disciplines. It is 
a useful tool; manipulated with the utmost control, it 
shapes the objects that populate our surroundings. It 
smooths facades, polishes surfaces, finishes furniture, 
removes rough edges, and otherwise helps to disguise 
the unruliness and irregularity of other materials. On a 
job recently, I noticed an unusual scar on my coworker’s 
arm. When I inquired about it, he explained that, with 
the guidance of a YouTube tutorial, he had spent forty-
five minutes sanding off the skin that bore the marks 
of his first tattoo. For him, sandpaper was used to erase 
what would otherwise be a clear and possibly painful 
marker of the past.
 Appropriately, sandpaper emerged at the moment 
that mass production, and the regularization that it 
entails, arose as an organizing social force. Despite 
recorded cases from as early as the first century ad of 
sharkskin, Coelacanth skin, and crushed shells and 
seeds glued with natural gum to parchment being 
used as abrasives, sandpaper is largely a product of the 
Industrial Revolution. It was in 1834  in Springfield, 
Vermont, that Isaac Fisher Jr. patented the first process 
for the mass manufacture of sandpaper. It is now made 
in jumbo rolls by a standardized process that supplies 
countless industries with the product. Despite its name, 
most coated abrasive products are made from neither 
sand nor paper. Rather it is comprised of three parts: 
the abrasive, the adhesive, and the backing. Modern 
abrasive materials, although they share some of the 
characteristics of those found on the windy beach, vary 
depending on their application and include garnet, 
emery, aluminum oxide, silicon carbide, chromium 
oxide, and diamond grit, among others. Such material 
is industrially attached with resin-based adhesives; in 
some cases, the material is electrostatically charged 
so that all the abrasive particles line up in the same 
orientation. The backings are a variety of cloth, fiber, 
Mylar, and rubber, and are characterized by their 
flexibility, strength, and durability. As technologies 
continue to specialize, new customized approaches 
to production are used for burgeoning industries. As 
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a result, sandpaper gets increasingly remote from its 
semantic origins. 
 The conventional narrative that industrialization 
follows a simple trajectory from the natural toward 
the artificial is complicated by the production of sand-
paper. Though approximately 99  percent of abrasives 
used in the industry are industrially manufactured, 
the remaining 1  percent is mined from the earth. And 
synthetic abrasives are produced through processes 
that have been designed to simulate the chemistry of 
geological activity, specifically those processes that 
occur over extremely long periods of time. Despite 
the names that these minerals share with their real 
cousins, their origins and the economies through 
which they pass are very different. While African 
diamond mining operations exploit child laborers, 
General Electric employs chemists to experiment with 
nanotechnology and high-powered kilns to produce 
synthetic diamonds. In addition to its value as a 
rarefied commodity, diamond is the hardest mate-
rial in the world and comes in handy in the abrasive 
industry. Today, used as a starter, a penny-sized natural 
diamond can be infinitely multiplied by simply adding 
methane and carbon dioxide within a hydrogen plasma 
reactor. This insane machine replicates the process that 
powers the sun.
 Like the nomadic tendencies of sand, industrial 
materials travel (although we have yet to create 
universal metaphors that trace their paths). Instead of 
the wind or geological movement, sheet abrasives move 
through the world according to the logic of the global 
economy. Producing a standard abrasive requires 
several stages: extraction, production, distribution, 
consumption, and disposal. Take, for example, the 
mineral emery. Historically mined on the Greek Island 
of Naxos, it is now often produced in a sintering 
furnace that can be purchased and transported 
globally. Once produced, it is sent to the German 
company Festool and manufactured into a pristine 
sanding disc with materials and products originating 
from different parts of the world (plastic, rubber, metal, 
etc.). It is then purchased by a construction company 
in Los Angeles. After the discs have been unpacked, 
assembled, and employed, they are used for a few 
days and discarded, moving on to either a waste-to-
energy facility or a landfill for disposal. Maybe it will 
contribute to the famous island of trash in our Pacific 
Ocean, decomposing through its exposure to saltwater, 

or to the digestive enzymes of fish after being ingested. 
Like the formation of sand through the breakdown 
of mineral deposits within rocks, the harder aspects 
of these products remain intact after separating from 
their softer counterparts. By chance, the miniscule 
synthetic minerals will find their way to the beaches of 
Howland Island in the center of the Pacific, the site of 
Amelia Earhart’s disappearance. Or maybe our emery 
particulates travel to a place without a name, sinking to 
the bottom of the ocean, later to appear on the surface 
of a desert in a spaghetti Western ten thousand years 
from now.
 In the economy and in culture, real minerals 
continue to reign superior over their artificial 
counterparts. Not only because of their scarcity and 
the laborious process of their extraction, but precisely 
because their origins can be traced to the inside of 
the earth itself—they are the geological miracles of 
mineral metamorphosis absent human intervention. 
Exemplified by the likes of Queen Victoria’s Koh-i-Noor 
diamond, in culture (and in the economy) exchange 
value is not always determined by use value. In 
industry, that is not the case; it’s good if it “gets the 
job done.” This ideological hierarchy has particular 
relevance when we look closely at what actually 
composes the real in our material world. The more 
we use the environment, the more it is transformed 
into a by-product of that which once stood for its very 
opposite. The nature-culture dichotomy is no longer 
applicable. Rather, the picturesque pastoral becomes 
the fiction that hides the scars of industrialization, a 
seductive attempt to alleviate the cultural guilt that 
accompanies the violence of progress. Furthermore, 
that same bygone aesthetic admiration of landscape 
is what enabled Jack Nicholson to indulge in his 
untethered self in the remote Sahara. Our onscreen 
arbiters of individualized liberation embody the 
Western fetishization of the nomad. Historically 
mythologized by and in the figures of the pioneer and 
the lone explorer, these archetypes are characterized 
by a rejection of modern identities defined by global 
connectivity. And yet their real is equally mired in a 
misrepresentation of the spaces they inhabit. These 
places have names, political climates, social dynamics, 
and histories, most of which are eclipsed by the image 
of the white man alone on a dune. 
 This ideological manifestation of colonial enterprise 
does not stop on Earth. One of the most commonly 
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applied abrasives is silicon carbide. Moissanite is the 
name given to this mineral in its naturally occurring 
state, named after the inventor Henri Moissan, who 
discovered it in the 1890s while examining rock 
samples from a meteor crater located in Canyon Diablo, 
Arizona. (He also designed the very first electric arc 
furnace to produce synthetic diamonds.) Despite its 
common use, moissanite is rarely found on earth. Yet 
it is incredibly abundant in space, found in meteorites 
and in the stardust surrounding carbon-rich stars. 
Recently, scientists have discovered that this free-
floating cosmic dust contains remnants of complex 
organic compounds produced by stars. Like sand, 
stardust is inscribed with the events of its formation; 
once a part of a comet or meteorite or earth’s ancient 
atmosphere, this stuff meanders across the universe 
and contributes to the creation of new stars. To 
explore this matter, the nasa mission Stardust sent 
a spacecraft to Comet Wild 2  on a seven-year journey 
that ended in 2006. Its goal was to trail behind Wild 
2  and, using an ultralight substance called aerogel, 
gather the material that the comet left behind. The 
mission yielded a sample of comet dust stored in 
aerogel that can fit in the palm of your hand. These 
intergalactic arenophiles hope to learn something about 
the origins of the universe. Meanwhile, on Earth, using 
industrial furnaces and small atomic explosions in 
isolated chambers, we are recreating this cosmic sand 
in order to polish the surfaces of our furniture and 
automobiles. Inscribed in its surface lie the unwieldy 
stories that we are constantly generating as writers and 
actors of Western mythologies. Like Jack Nicholson in 
The Passenger, we’re on the run, flanked by the guilt of 
our privilege, dogged by an existential drive to wander, 
driven to do more, and see more, changing, degrading, 
and regenerating ourselves all the while. The camera 
slow pans across the empty desert landscape.

•   •   •

Since 2011, I have been collecting sand from beaches 
and deserts. Using jade glue (a pH-neutral glue often 
used in bookbinding processes) as the adhesive, this 
sand is flocked to the surface of individual sheets of 
paper that are painted the beige color of sandpaper. 
On the verso is a simulated screen-printed image 
of the back of a manufactured sheet of sandpaper 
manufactured by 3M, including company logo, 
trademark, place of origin (often, Made in Canada), 

and grit size. Each sheet is labeled in pencil with the 
date and location of the sand’s acquisition. The project 
began as a re-creation of this utilitarian object, a play 
on the semantics of its constituent materials (a true 
semantic equivalent, you might say), as well as a way 
of documenting a given site. It has become an ongoing 
personal travelogue of sand-based landscapes. The 
sheets live in a box reminiscent of the sandpaper 
storage bin of a craftsman, with each slot labeled by 
year (rather than grit number). The box speaks to 
my own history; a full 2013  slot is evidence of the 
extensive traveling I did that year. The empty slot 
has recorded the fact that I visited not one beach or 
desert in 2015, a blank entry in this sculptural diary. 
One noteworthy piece of sandpaper was made on the 
beaches of the Salton Sea and is covered in sand made 
up of thousands of ground-up fish bones, the remnants 
of a deadly man-made environmental disaster. I often 
wonder how many plastic bits might have blended 
into the sands and are now stored in the box. This 
project will continue indefinitely, with new boxes built 
for new decades, subtly documenting the physical 
transformation of our landscape.
 This project would surely offend the committed 
arenophile; the details of the sand have been stripped 
of their physical and geological qualities and 
contextualized as utilitarian bits. The record of the 
site remains, imported into the form of this industrial 
object whose tacit wanderlust is inscribed in its identity 
as a global flâneur. The labeled names of these sites are 
but a microcosmic representation of the places from 
which the sand is collected. They replace the complex 
identity of the site—its politics, geography, sociological 
attributes, etc.—with a flattened version of itself, one 
that reflects the collector’s projected desire; albeit 
metaphorically, this collection underlies a colonialist 
ideology of spatial expansion and domination. One 
day I may be a proud owner of the sand of a Bermuda 
beach! Insofar as this project documents the loss, 
substitution, and change in identities that are occurring 
in the world at large, the poetic pessimism of this 
transformation is written in the sand in the shape of 
an Adidas footprint. How long will it take for me to 
recognize that the footprint is my own?
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Acadia, Maine, 2013 (recto and verso).

Avalon, New Jersey, 2014 (recto and verso).
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White Sands, New Mexico, 2016 (recto and verso).

Grand Canyon, Arizona, 2016 (recto and verso).


