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to translate physical into epistemological space

Introduction

Instead of a neutral container to be “explored” or “inhabited,” space is produced according to how it is used, surveyed and invested with symbolic significance. Space is not an a priori given, nor is it simply a physical phenomenon in that it does not consist solely of practico-sensory activity accompanied by the perception of “nature.” It also consists of logical and formal abstractions, social practice, and products of the imagination, rendering “space” into “place.” Place, as opposed to space, is epistemological. It is what is understood: it is brought into being through bodies, bodily movements, social relations, and individual and collective memory.

This essay describes and explains my project-in-progress, titled Townplace, as a means of elucidating upon these concepts discussed above. On one level, Townplace is about my relationship to a particular space (Lancaster, a small town in Ohio) over a specific period of time (from August 2002 to the present) and how I have used digital imagery and locative technologies to record, investigate and elucidate this relationship. On another level, the work is also about identity as it relates to space and place, as I struggled with the adjustments I had to make having always lived as an urban dweller prior to becoming a small-town denizen. Put another way, this project is about the process of making cognitive and psychological adjustments as a result of moving to a place much different than the places I have lived previously: Chicago, Pittsburgh, and Columbus, Ohio. 

Producing Identity, Producing Place

There is no doubt that place, especially a place where one has grown up or spent a significant amount of time, shapes one’s identity in a most powerful way. I had always considered myself an urbanite, and was deeply invested in what I considered the social and cultural markers of urbanity: sophistication, street smarts, appreciation for diversity, and so on. All this I had positioned in opposition to what I believed to be the social and cultural markers of small town or rural life: slavish adherence to tradition, provinciality, conservatism, etc. In other words, I had constructed a strict dichotomy between what it means to live in an urban place and what I thought I knew about life in a rural setting or small town, comparing my own reality to that of people living (or having lived) in rural or small town settings as depicted on television (read: Beverly Hillbillies) and the movie screen.  My attitude toward rural and small town life was certainly one of ignorance and prejudice; when I moved to Lancaster, it was not just a matter of relocating my physical self and possessions from one location to another. In my mind, this move represented a downward mobility of sorts, a compromising of a core component of my identity.

Not surprisingly, my relocation to Lancaster was highly disorienting and alienating; I felt completely like a fish out of water, having been uprooted and placed within a cultural milieu I perceived as significantly different from the ones I knew. In addition, once I was able to step back and critically reflect upon my prejudiced attitudes toward small town life and small town residents, they began to vex me a great deal. As a result, I became very conscious of the notion of place, having been put in a situation where I was no longer able to take it for granted. I wanted very much to feel a certain degree of belonging with my new location; I wanted to feel at home instead of an interloper, I wanted this lingering psychic uneasiness to go away, I wanted to turn Lancaster into a place instead of a geographical location I wouldn’t normally visit, much less inhabit, unless I absolutely had to. Apparently this is not unusual – according to Cohen (2002), in contexts of change and mobility the production of place is often intensified. 

While I knew it would simply take time to develop a relationship with Lancaster, I became very conscious of the process of becoming familiar with this particular space via establishing a personal geography in order to transform it from “space” to “place.” My immediate solution to this problem was to take walking explorations – lots of them, whenever I had the time. I started jogging around the neighborhood, too. I wanted to establish spaces of familiarity, along with routines that permitted me to experience my surroundings physically and to create a mental map of Lancaster that had some semblance to those I created when I had lived in various cities. I made a point of visiting the two small art galleries in town, municipal buildings, the antique stores and art supply stores, the lone record store, the parks, the farmer’s market, and meandering through the side streets containing old historic homes, the last vestiges of Lancaster’s Old Money. I made an effort to get to know certain people on my walks (or runs): Nettie, an elderly African-American woman whose barky, slobbery Irish Setter would always bound into the street to greet me (and I marveled every time at how that dog always managed to avoid getting hit by a car); a trio of middle-aged men who would sit on beat-up lawn chairs in front of their apartment building every evening when the weather was warm enough; and, of course, my immediate neighbors.  

Over time, I did not have to go looking for ways to transform Lancaster into a place, as certain events and certain people triggered my movements through town to specific locations for specific reasons. In other words, this process of place-making began to unfold on its own. During the first year in Lancaster, my husband, a naval reservist, was called up as a result of the Iraq war. We were lucky in that he was posted in Sicily for a few months as opposed to somewhere in the Middle East, but it was still difficult. My parents came from Chicago for a visit while he was gone, and my mother, an avid runner, located the Fairfield county fairgrounds as a place to exercise.  At her urging, I began running around the racetrack inside the fairgrounds instead of running through my neighborhood. Although these feelings have mostly dissipated, for a long time I associated the fairgrounds with abandonment and isolation. Shortly thereafter, when the weather improved, a little boy named Phillip began coming around my house with increasing frequency, probably because I was his only neighbor who was willing to play with him instead of shoo him away. Although he was only four years old, his mother and stepfather permitted him to roam the neighborhood at all hours (some neighbors once found him jumping on their trampoline in their backyard at ten o’clock at night), and I would often walk him back from my house, through the alley, to his apartment in order to let his parents know where he was. He moved away with his parents a little less than a year after I first met him; the move was sudden, quick, in the middle of the night. My neighbors and I speculated that our phone calls to Children’s Services precipitated their disappearance. I still think about Phillip, even when I am not walking past his apartment on my way to somewhere else. Even though another family lives in that apartment, it reverberates as if it were haunted. On January 17, 2004, my next door neighbors were victims of a violent car accident: they were driving back from the funeral of an elderly relative when their car hit a patch of black ice and spun across the median, slamming into an oncoming truck. The husband, Jim, died on the way to the hospital. His wife, Diana, was in a coma for several weeks. Their son was treated for a collapsed lung, and their young daughter, fortunately, was not physically harmed. Consequently, the funeral home down the street was no longer just another building I passed on my way to the YMCA; it was where Jim’s visitation was held and it was where I saw a dead body for the very first time. Shortly after the accident, when it became apparent that Diana was going to live, her sister Suzanne - with the help of a local attorney looking to make a few bucks - placed Diana and her daughter under her guardianship. Because Diana was bedridden for many months, I regularly walked to the local courthouse to obtain copies of all documentation pertaining to their guardianship, doing whatever I could to help her escape the Kafkaesque situation in which she had been placed against her will. 

The components of Townplace

In late 2004 I began writing vignettes and short stories based on my place-making experiences and in early 2005 I began accumulating GPS track logs and digital image sequences based on these vignettes. Regarding the criteria I used for inclusion in this work in progress, I selected the experiences that shaped my individual geography(ies) of Lancaster in a meaningful way.  For example, I chose walks associated with particularly memorable mental states and emotions, notably singular events that made a significant impact, such as my next-door neighbor’s death. I also chose routines I established as a result of unusual circumstances, such as my establishing a jogging route around the Fairfield county fairgrounds while my husband was mobilized. Furthermore, I chose my initial walking explorations through Lancaster to specific locations that, over time, enabled me to feel a semblance of belonging, along with my walks to the places I frequented (and continue to frequent) on a routine basis. Finally, I chose to include routes to places I would walk to as a result of personal relationships I forged, such as the route between my house and the duplex apartment where Phillip lived.

Next, I began retracing these routes, GPS receiver in hand. I generated GPS “drawings” of these walking routes by converting the GPS track logs I had generated into GPX files using GPSBabel, and uploading these GPX files into the online shareware program GPSvisualizer (which can be found at http://www.gpsvisualizer.com). These GPS “drawings” represent my movements relative to a central location, i.e., my house, throughout a particular environment. In other words, one can see where I went, beginning and ending with my house, in terms of the specific streets and alleys I traveled. On one level, these drawings answer the question, “where did I go”? However, I perceive GPS drawing as not being about navigation through place, but rather about navigation through space. I perceive these GPS track logs as representing space through latitude and longitude, with a singular objectivity, and thus by extension they represent space as a veritably empty void. As a result, place is transformed into pure position, located within the XYZ axes delineating the dimensionality of space as construed in Cartesian analytic geometry. While GPS is a powerful tool and possesses considerable potential for artistic practice, I would argue that by itself, it strips place of its power, its inherent qualities, specific material and regional properties. This is why I concluded that simply creating a collection of GPS drawings to represent my memories and experience is insufficient because the actual “where” I am trying to convey is ultimately subordinated by the representation of my actual movements. Furthermore, there is nothing particularly unique about these drawings as such - another person could hypothetically re-enact these movements through space in another location, and create similar if not identical GPS drawings. The question then becomes, what have I done to address this? In other words, how have I chosen to situate and ground these GPS drawings?

I wanted to build upon these GPS drawing because my goal was to represent my walks as a bodily, kinesthetic experience, a more complex, qualitative whole. The reason for this is that I believe lived body and bodily movement cannot be reduced to simple location, just as the qualities of place cannot be reduced to direct idealization, e.g., quantifiable, mathemetized space. In other words, I wanted to supplement the GPS drawings, these representations of “bodiless space,” with another layer of representation of my walks that demonstrates how place (as opposed to space) is qualitatively experienced through one’s body. Beyond that, I felt it necessary to visually portray the “placefulness” of these memories and experiences. How did I go about doing this? I retraced the same walking routes I represented as GPS drawings, this time taking a digital photograph of the scene in front of me every few steps. When these images are juxtaposed in a linear sequence, the result is something akin to a filmstrip. These sequences, just as the GPS tracks, are relational to my house: the “start point.” In addition, I retraced these routes at the same time of year and at the same time in the day as the original event. For example, I took a photo sequence of my walk to the funeral home down the street around 7:30 pm, on January 22nd 2005, because the visitation for my neighbor took place at the funeral home on January 22nd, 2004, and I left the house to attend the visitation around 7:30pm. As another example, to represent my first jogging route, I took a photo sequence on August 23rd, 2005, three years and a day after I had moved to Lancaster on August 22nd, 2002. I also began my photo sequence around 4pm, when I usually went jogging during the summer months.

However, the GPS tracks and the digital image sequences do not explain these walks by themselves. In other words, presented without a context, the viewer does not know purpose of these walks, nor would s/he know the story behind them. The vignettes and short stories I mentioned earlier in this essay, therefore, provide this context. They involve memory work in that I did not record in a diary or journal particular events as they were occurring in the present. Instead, I made the choice to record events and describe people and places in retrospect, gauging their significance according to the mental states and emotions they triggered, along with their long-term impact on my understanding of the world. The vignettes provide a context for the GPS track logs and digital image sequences in that they explain to the viewer why I walked to the fairgrounds, courthouse, funeral home, YMCA, hospital, music store, etc.; the viewer knows why my walks to these places are being represented, rather than of seeing them arranged like a series of souvenir postcards on a wire rack. In addition, the vignettes are necessary for inclusion because there are obviously things I am much better able to express and explain through writing than through imagery, such as what I was thinking, hearing, and smelling while traversing through Lancaster. Furthermore, the vignettes provide the navigational structure for the work, rather than allowing the viewer to choose the images or track logs at random. Finally, using these vignettes as a navigational device via textual aesthetics allows me to convey the degree of interrelatedness between these walks.
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