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SUBJECT

A traveler is trying to go somewhere else, to a different place, an-other place. The dilemma is immediately apparent – as soon as she’s somewhere else it ceases to be anywhere but here. Whatever’s strange is soon familiar. You can see the problem; how to de-familiarize a place, or how to extend its strangeness, or how to return place’s original strangeness to it. 

Her strategy - she tries using the experience of others. Because they are not her own experiences, she reasons, they should maintain a degree of strange(r)ness. To aid in this endeavor, the experiences she’s after should be out of the ordinary, not of an everyday kind. These stories must be of the strangers’ own experiences of the strangeness of places.

To recap – in an attempt to find somewhere else, a traveler seeks the extra-ordinary experiences of others. Through encounters with the un-usual others tell her about, she hopes to arrive elsewhere. 

Places. 

“I would like there to exist places that are stable, unmoving, intangible, untouched and almost untouchable, unchanging, deep-rooted; places that might be points of reference, of departure of origin:

My birthplace, the cradle of my family, the house where I may have been born, the tree I may have seen grow (that my father may have planted the day I was born), the attic of my childhood filled with intact memories…

Such places don’t exist, and it’s because they don’t exist that space becomes a question, ceases to be self-evident, ceases to be incorporated, ceases to be appropriated. Space is a doubt: I have constantly to mark it, to designate it. It’s never mine, never given to me, I have to conquer it.”
 

Place is multiple and varied. In contemporary French ‘place’ requires three distinct terms to refer to the range of concepts encompassed by the single English word. Place is a particular geographical locality such as a town, country or region. Place is the house or other type of accommodation where somebody lives, it is a building or area where something in particular happens or is located, it is a particular point in something, for example, a book, film, or story, it is the position or location where somebody or something belongs, it is an opportunity to study at school or university, it is somebody’s social position or rank in an organization, it is somebody’s responsibility or right, especially one arising from who the person is or the status he or she has, it is a job or position, it is somewhere for somebody to sit, for example, at a table during a meal or in the audience of a theater, it is the position of somebody or something in a rank, sequence, or series, it is second position in a race, especially a horse race, it is the relative position of a particular digit in a number.

Here is a place. This particular place has black marking and a white surface. A mark made by a finger tapping a sequence of keys on a computer keyboard.  These keys have been tapped at a desk before a window in a flat in the northwest of London. All of these places; the place of the mark, the place at the desk, the flat, London, and on and on, they all exist right now. Simultaneously. Or perhaps you, at your office are looking here at the black mark and white surface, while at your house your cat sleeps on a chair, and the number 55 bus stops on Oxford street, and a wave rolls ashore at a beach, and on and on. Place lies within spheres of contemporaneous plurality.

Place is a process, and it is a process we actively engage in making.

Place is an area, a position, or a portion of space that somebody or something can be in. Even if the idea of place were limited to this one definition alone, complications would still be present. For as straightforward and simple as this may seem, it leads to contested ideas surrounding political territory and ownership, borders and authority, conflicting desires, wills, and ideologies. Place is always under construction, unfixed, ever changing. We change the names of places, we redraw borders, abandon sites, re-invent them, etc. We write places into being. Our interpretations of places new to us becomes a form of writing them, we fashion fiction through amateur anthropology, reconstructing as we go.

At this place in the text here is a map. 
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Place inherently implies borders. Place initiates an inside and an outside, interior and exterior, it sculpts space. There is Mark Wallinger’s installation Zone 
, at the Sculpture Projects Muenster 07, in which he installed a five-kilometer-long white thread that reached heights from four and a half meters to fifteen meters in the sky. Wallinger’s Zone, like many boundaries, was not recognizable as such. When walking through town, passers-by crossed the thread many times but only noticed it if they looked up. 

Traveling - moving from one place to another.

The experience of traveling creates a sense of dis-location and dis-placement
. The prefix dis negates – it makes place not-place, it opposes, absences, deprives, removes. In Latin the prefix dis signifies being apart, and di, dis’ origin, refers to two. The experience of displacement then describes not a place but two places – separated from each other, not each other. These shifts in our sense of reality lead to experiences of confusion. Travel creates conditions that encourage a literal manifestation of this experience.

Traveling from one place to another place is already partly an imaginative venture. It is a process of moving through world-views: differing sets of social values, cultural habits, and laws. In moving from one place to another we loose our footing, become off balance. And the length of time the ‘correction’ takes, the period of adjustment, is indeterminate – it may last moments, hours, days, or years. These are episodes of being externally in one place and internally elsewhere. It is an extended delay of this unfamiliarity and strangeness that this traveler is after.

As inherently strange as this experience of simultaneous and multiple realities sounds, as much a part of a cyber or virtual technology it may seem, it is of course an activity we commonly engage in. Watching movies, talking on the phone, daydreaming, reading books, listening to music, all transport our minds to places our bodies are not. Of course an elementary form of this experience occurs as memories.

A classic literary example of this experience is the story of the memory-triggering-madeleine in Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time.
 

“Many years had elapsed during which nothing of Combray, save what was comprised in the theatre and the drama of my going to bed there, had any existence for me, when one day in winter, as I came home, my mother, seeing that I was cold, offered me some tea, a thing I did not ordinarily take. I declined at first, and then, for no particular reason, changed my mind. She sent out for one of those short, plump little cakes called ‘petites madeleines,’ which look as though they had been moulded in the fluted scallop of a pilgrim’s shell. And soon, mechanically, weary after a dull day with the prospect of a depressing morrow, I raised to my lips a spoonful of the tea in which I had soaked a morsel of the cake. No sooner had the warm liquid, and the crumbs with it, touched my palate than a shudder ran through my whole body, and I stopped, intent upon the extraordinary changes that were taking place. An exquisite pleasure had invaded my senses, but individual, detached, with no suggestion of its origin.”

The narrator then engages in a great deal of struggling to reconnect the physical sensation caused by tasting the biscuit to its origin. He tries to force his mind back, to force the association to manifest. He lets go and allows his thoughts to wander where they will, hoping the memory will pop up of its own accord. Finally, five paragraphs later:

“… And suddenly the memory returns. The taste was that of the little crumb of madeleine which on Sunday mornings at Combray (because on those mornings I did not go out before church-time), when I went to say good day to her in her bedroom, my aunt Léonie used to give me, dipping it first in her own cup of real or of lime-flower tea.”

The protagonist’s encounter with the madeleine sums up the book’s overall theme of memory – an experience of being transported in the mind from a physical present to another time, thereby inhabiting simultaneous places.

Gilles Deleuze considers traditional notions of space and time as unifying forms imposed by the subject. He concludes that pure difference is non-spatio-temporal; it is an idea, what he calls ‘the virtual’
. The coinage refers not to the ‘virtual reality’ of the computer age, (in fact Deleuze’s ideas have become part of our common usage of ‘virtual reality’) but to Proust's definition of what is constant in both the past and the present, in two separate and different places: 

"real without being actual, ideal without being abstract."

Deleuze's ideas here are the conditions of actual experience, the internal difference in itself. 

"The concept they [the conditions] form is identical to its object."
 

A Deleuzean idea or concept of difference is not a wraith-like abstraction of an experienced thing, it is a real system of differential relations that creates actual spaces, times, and sensations.

Distance. 

Walter Benjamin quotes a German saying: 

“’When someone goes on a trip, he has something to tell about’”
 

The distance between places is analogous to the distance between an experience and the memory of that experience. The outward manifestation of this occurs when the experience is relayed to another, when the story of that experience is remembered and told.

Whether imparting that which has been lived and is in the moment being remembered, or that which is being remembered from moments of previous telling, or a combination of these things, remembered experience lies at the heart of storytelling. Storytelling mediates experience. It points to the fact that the place-we-are-remembering is the place-we-are-not.

Gerhardt Richter makes the claim that gaining distance from an experience allows for a greater perception of what is presented.


“Only by so doing can we can we begin to fathom the 


truth of that idea or object, that is, the way in which it is 


en route away from us. This procedure asks that we remain


close to the presented object or idea by departing from it.”

What Richter refers to is the invisibility of what is familiar. In order to truly look at something we distance ourselves from it so that it becomes strange. Distance then connects that which is unusual with that which is recognizable, that which is ordinary with that which is different.

If distance is a straight line, at one end lies what is familiar and at the other what is strange. Yet, these notions are not as diametrically opposed as they may seem, rather they form an oscillation of opposites in continual motion.

Sigmund Freud’s ‘uncanny’
 is the concept of an instance where something can be familiar, yet foreign at the same time, resulting in a feeling of it being uncomfortably strange. The German word used by Freud, unheimlich, is centered around the word heim, in English ‘home’, coming from heimat meaning roots or homeland. This uncanniness then is described as not-home-like. In the midst of that which is strange and unfamiliar there is that which is the most familiar, home or heimlich. 

Translating heimlich into English produces two definitions; firstly belonging to the house, not strange, familiar, tame, intimate, friendly, and secondly concealed, kept from sight, so that others do not get to know of or about it, withheld from others. As often as un (the negation of) is used in the first instance it is never used in the second. Among its different shades of meaning the word heimlich exhibits one, which is identical to its opposite unheimlich. What is heimlich then comes to be what is unheimlich.

“On the other hand, we notice that Schelling says something which throws quite a new light on the concept of the Unheimlich, for which we were certainly not prepared. According to him, everything is unheimlich that ought to have remained secret and hidden but has come to light.

[...]

It may be true that the uncanny [unheimlich] is something which is secretly familiar [heimlich-heimisch], which has undergone repression and then returned from it, and that everything that is uncanny fulfils this condition.”

On the uncanny experience then, Freud suggests that what is experienced is in reality nothing new or alien, but something already established in the mind - old and familiar.

A Freudian agenda towards the uncanny would seek to maintain an equal coexistence of the pathos and the logos of the uncanny experience. The experience of the uncanny and the repression behind it maintain the inseparability of the sickness and the cure. 

Jacques Rancier contends that Freud’s inheritance:
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This is the place the traveler finds herself – struggling to stay in the indefinite pathos of the strange in her search for elsewhere.

Take for instance a landmark place.

“… an uncanny effect is often and easily produced when the distinction between imagination and reality is effaced, as when something that we have hitherto regarded as imaginary appears before us in reality, or when a symbol takes over the full functions of the thing it symbolizes, and so on.”

The word landmark means easily seen and recognized from a distance. It also means a marking of an important stage or turning point. There is the idea of recognition by the viewer and there is the idea of a reference by which things may be identified. - a resonance with an understanding of a particular place.  They are a visual representation with wide recognition outside that place. One that elicits a sense of recognition in those not from that place, and as well, one that carries the weight of a long-term influence, an important stage or turning point, within that place. 

Part of the resonance of a landmark is based on its initial intended function. A structure may have been erected as a memorial, a building as a church, or a sign as advertising. The construction behind these functions are directly traceable, in these instances, to the state, the church, and the market, with their accompanying ideologies around power, desire, fear, etc.

For the landmark there is also the meaning that accumulates over time. As the city around the landmark changes and alters, the landmark itself may lose or take on new meaning. In the examples above a memorial may become reviled, a church may become a tourist site, and a sign may switch industrial allegiance. And of course the meaning accompanying an image of a landmark relays different things to different viewers. As solid and physical as the thing itself seems, the meanings it carries are as fluid as the flow of people in front of it. In this way the landmark becomes an event, an experience.

Landmark places are the sites of gathering, particularly for visitors and tourists, where different languages and cultures converge. They are places based on leisure, places where people aren’t busy on their way to or from work, where they may be more open to engaging with the world around them. They are places of pilgrimage for the landmark’s international visual recognition and signification, its iconic visual representation. 

Regarding the notion of pilgrimage, as a tourist destination the landmark site offers an opportunity for creating evidence of the visitor’s experience. Historically, visual representations of the landmark are traditional sources for art. In visually recording the landmark, or even better in recording the visitor’s own presence near the landmark, the fact of the visit is documented and the currency of the landmark’s international recognition comes into play. This visual proof becomes a document for future recognition. In this way the landmark site is a production space for multitudes of archives. As much as the landmark is an experience in the present, and the incorporation of stories from the past, it is also the location for the projection of future experience/stories.

The site of a landmark is often a relatively open area, a place where people come together. These sites, not necessarily the landmarks themselves but the area surrounding them - the places from which the landmarks are viewed, are publicly accessible. They are shared, common, and public places. The origin of ‘place’ in Old French from Greek, is plateia hodos meaning ‘broad way’ which refers to "open space in a city, market place, or square."
 There is still a contemporary English meaning of place that refers to a relatively open area in a town, for example, a public square. Landmark sites are a default public commons, in effect, global neighborhoods. 

On globalization, Geographer Doreen Massey writes:

“globalization is not an image of the world as it is so much an image in which the world is being made.”
 

The current configuration of globalization is based on very particular conceptualizations of time and space. It is an assumption that turns geography into history and space into time. Notions of ‘less developed’ nations that will eventually follow the path that the ‘west’ has led, amount to nothing more than positioning in a historical queue. One that asserts there to be only one narrative, one story, that all will eventually follow: one that refuses difference and disallows simultaneous coexistence. 

But space is not the opposite of time. Space is a cut through a multiplicity of stories going on right now – all coexisting simultaneously. Space is the dimension of multiplicity. To think of us as stories utterly connected; outwardly existing at the same moment creates a sense of wonder, what Massey calls ‘spatial delights’. It is this with which she calls for the need of a politics.

Massey proposes three hallmarks as ways of considering space; they are marked by the possibility of the existence of multiplicity, they are spheres of contemporaneous plurality, and they are always under construction, unfixed, and ever changing.
  For Massey the spatial is political in that 

“Thinking the spatial in a particular way can shake up the manner in which certain political questions are formulated, can contribute to political argument already underway, and  - most deeply - can be an essential element in the imaginative structure which enables in the first place an opening up to the very sphere of the political.”

But even in promoting the idea that all is process, doings not entities, there remains the question of identity, of what is a body? A body still exists and must be defined. You cannot be ‘unplaced’. You cannot be from nowhere. Massey asks where the identities that we chose for ourselves come from? There is a temporary, mobile place that we must deal with.

Space is inevitably striated and in some ways boundaries can protect and demarcate.  Massey calls for alternative ways to construct and take responsibility for boundaries. Referring to Derrida and Balibar she says, 

“It is better to recognize the exclusions we inevitably 

make than to pretend we are not making them.”
 

We must realistically engage with the flowing process of place and identity in order to allow us to live together in the world. In collecting the shared experiences of the strangeness of contemporary place, from an array of individuals, the traveler seeking elsewhere is doing just that.
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