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(1)
A landmark, whether natural or manmade, is first and foremost a tool
for orientation and for the control of
space. Once the natural landmark
is found or chosen it can be named
and mapped, while the man-made
landmark has first to be designated,
designed, and built. Orientation
is familiarization and it often comes
hand-in-hand with disorientation.

mark exact locations of surveyed
points and lines’ in order to visibly
define property lines and boundaries
between territories. The U.S. Public
Land Survey System (USPLSS) began
measuring westward after the Land
Ordinance of 1785 using 37 ‘initial
points’ which over the years were added to and came to include: mountain
top, pile of rocks, tree, wooden post,
depression in rock, stone obelisk, USPLSS Registration, steel signpost,
bronze plaque, concrete stele, observation tower and GPS coordinates
amongst others. Often over time
natural landmarks were replaced with
man-made ones for fear of their
impermanence or mutability.

(2)
Driving along a straight rural road
surrounded by repetitive and undefined nature is impactful to the
urban eye. ‘Where am I?’ and ‘Where
am I going?’ are the first thoughts
that spring to mind. How the road
can be so straight in such a slippery
landscape elicits fear and disorientation. The occasional presence of
branches decked with car tires and
plastic bags positioned along the
road side feels like a relief, even though
their purpose is unclear. The most
logical conclusion is that these are
landmarks denoting access points
to properties and recognizable to
those who made them or know of their
existence. My urban eye perhaps
had never felt the importance of the
landmark before this moment, as
these rudimentary branches with hanging tires indicated human presence
and knowledge of the land.

Willis Bigelow and Danny Wills,
‘The Semiotic Landmark’ in CLOG
Landmark issue, 2015.

(4)
As the United States frontier was
pushed further and further west,
colonists began to occupy and farm
lands that had up until then been
grazing fields for the buffalo and other
livestock. Farmers were in search of
a cheap method to both keep animals
from destroying their crops as well
as fence off their land in the vast expanses of the prairie, perhaps affirming their ownership as newcomers in
a territory that was not theirs beyond
the gridded maps of surveyors and
the monuments that marked its
boundaries. Newly invented barbed
wire offered a way to physically implant the grid onto these lands and
control a territory that they did
not know.
Patented in the United States in July
1867. From Alan Krell, The Devil’s
Rope: A Cultural History of Barbed
Wire

(3)
Richard Sennett describes the birth
and development of the grid system
in the cities of the United States in
terms of the neutralization of space.
This rectangular system was extended beyond urban centers to measure
and map the U.S. territory – which
was simultaneously being explored
and colonized – and ultimately break it
down into equally sized lots to facilitate their commodification. Surveyors, starting in the late eighteenth
century used a system of monumentation or ‘on-the ground objects that

(5)
The way we use digital maps today
produces the same neutralizing
result on how we navigate cities, suburban and rural spaces. Your position
on a digital map relies on Global
Positioning System or GPS technology, developed in 1991 during the
Persian Gulf War, a technology that
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ultimatelychanged the war’s course.
The U.S. army was disoriented in a
landscape of ever shifting dunes void
of fixed physical reference points.
A landscape of dunes or badlands, for
example, represents chaos. A chaos
that only the GPS has succeeded
in transforming into cosmos because
before, its instability made it difficult
to map these places onto a twodimensional image. Mapping, like
naming, establishes the existence of
something and allows us to reach
it and return to it again and again.

(6)
The behavioral consequences of
outsourcing the problem of orientation and navigation of space should
be explored. In this light, GPS can
be seen as a descendant of the grid
– these are systems that curtail our
instinct (and those of animals) to
wander into wilderness. Inevitably, the
removal of the labyrinthine confusion
experienced in a city or the need to
‘spot the difference’ in a repetitive or
unfamiliar natural landscape, results
in the loss of a language of symbols
that is developed through the acquisition of navigational experience in
everyday life. The U.S. military is currently pouring millions into countering
its reliance on GPS technology.

(7)
Is the landmark in the form of a pile
of stones, a branch with tires on it,
an obelisk or more importantly the
personal and subjective landmark like
graffiti on a wall or a storefront no
longer necessary?

(8)
If the grid and GPS are on a steady
course to eliminate disorientation
from physical experience, we should
ask ourselves what this means for
our inner lives. These tools are easily
understood as the result of our need
to control space, define it, reconcile
the outer world with our inner one.
Our embrace of these tools amounts
nearly to a rejection of exposure to
the physical world veiled by the
illusion that we can be parachuted
anywhere on the map.
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