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Two men in three-piece suits stand beside a wrought
iron fence enclosing a white marble obelisk, perhaps
double or triple their height in a barren landscape
[Fig.1]. To locate these men and describe the scene
in which they preside, I ask myself a simple question, “Where are they?” But is this simple question, in
fact, rather presumptuous?
1.

On the left side of a wrought iron fence
enclosing an obelisk, perhaps double or
triple their height, surrounded by a
barren landscape.

2.

On a page in this essay.

3

32° 32’ 59.58” North by 7h° 48m 21.1s
West of Greenwich.

In the first statement, location is determined in
a relative manner through a series of objects and
spatial relationships with varying distances, adjacencies, and directionalities. The power dynamics of
this mode of spatial description—of locating—can
be revealed by analyzing which objects are mentioned as well as the frequency and order of their
mentioning. For example, the fence and obelisk are
mentioned first and the landscape last, whereas
the sky and wooden posts in the background are
not mentioned at all. The obelisk—a stationary
landmark—is foregrounded as a central means of
locating the two figures. In the second more oblique
statement, location is determined in a direct manner
that foregrounds the essay, which while definitive is
also variable: there are multiple copies; digital and
printed forms; it is a copy of an image from another
manuscript; the original photographic negative
may or may not still exist; it is in front of you—the
reader—or me—the author—or us both simultaneously. Further analysis would reveal less about the
figures, objects, and landscape depicted than the
spatial power dynamics of its circulation in published
form. The third answer, however—with its precision
and signification in a system of planetary geocoordinates—starkly contrasts with the first two statements.
The geocoordinate seems to run straight
through the image and overwhelm it with spatial
validity. No matter where the image is—a
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reproduction in a manuscript that can be located
anywhere or an original negative in a dusty
archive—and no matter how the location of two
figures in the image are described—beside a fence,
below a sky, etc.—it seems to definitively indicate
a single point in space. The distance between
these two representations of space—the image
“here” (with us right now) and the geocoordinate
“there” (definitively in some specific place)—reveals
a tension in how space is being produced. In
other words, the way in which this simple question—“Where are they?”—gets answered is loaded
with spatial power dynamics.
This tension may not come across as
surprising; the geocoordinate and the photograph
could not seem further apart. One is an abstract
point in a mathematical system of spatial description, the other in a record of light at a given moment
in time. However, both split from their respective
reference systems and index reality in similar ways.
An analogue to the tension just described may be
found in Roland Barthes’s opening discussion of the
semiotic conundrum of photography in his book
Camera Lucida:
Photography is unclassifiable because
there is no reason to mark this or that of
its occurrences; it aspires, perhaps, to
become as crude, as certain, as noble as
a sign, which would afford it access to
the dignity of a language: but for there to
be a sign there must be a mark; deprived
of a principle of marking, photographs
are signs which don’t take, which turn, as
milk does. Whatever it grants to vision
and whatever its manner, a photograph is
always invisible: it is not it that we see….
The referent adheres. And this singular
adherence makes it very difficult to focus
on Photography.1
The aspiration of photography, in Barthes’ view,
is to operate semiotically on the level of language
i.e. just as a pipe is a pipe linguistically, an image
of a person is that person photographically. But he
knows there is something strange about this, which
is why he says that photographs, as signs, “don’t
take” but rather “turn, as milk.” He later gives the
example of looking at photographs of his mother
and “recognizing” her, seeing not the photograph
as such but his mother herself as he remembers her.
In other words, the identity of the person, place, or
thing represented in the photograph overwhelms the
image—it makes it “difficult to focus on”. Identity
validates or overwhelms the photograph in a manner
not dissimilar from the geocoordinate as described
above. Barthes reference to milk “turning” implies

Figure 01. Boundary Monument No. 258, first published in “The Report of the Boundary Commission Upon the Survey and Re-marking of the
Boundary Between the United States and Mexico West of the Rio Grande 1891-1896” (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1896).

a disjunction between the sign and its referent, one
that changes over time, ferments, as a fresh glass of
milk will remain forever fresh in a photograph, but
the same glass of milk will be completely sour and
covered in bacteria a few weeks later. 32° 32’ 59.58”
North by 7h° 48m 21.1s West of Greenwich marks
the initial point of boundary between the U.S. and
Mexico on the coast of the Pacific Ocean between
San Diego and Tijuana, so perhaps given the divisive
contemporary rhetoric around borders in the U.S.
there is something to be said about fermentation,
souring, and the “turning” of milk.
I would like to first take a detour to another
image [Fig. 2], which was produced around the
same time (1880s) and is strikingly similar in both
composition and content but contextually rather
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different. There are two figures standing beside
a wrought iron picket fence enclosing a pillar-like
monument with a globe-shaped capital. The figures
hold a disproportionately large bucket between
them and wear baggy clothing, suggesting along
with their body proportions that they are 6–12
years old. The fence is at least twice the height of
the taller figure (8–10 feet), and the monument is
perhaps double that (16–20 feet). The monument
in the image consists of a massive, cut-stone base
supporting a polished marble pillar with an inscription down its length. This, in turn, supports a
bronze sculpture of a sphere atop a square capital
ornamented with molds of faces on all four sides. A
line of relief runs around the globe’s circumference,
and a thin spike protrudes from the top of the globe
at an angle, the two together referencing the tilt
of the earth and its equator. The landscape is not
barren. There is a large boulder, a dirt path, what
might be lush green patches of grass, several double
gabled roof houses in the background, as well as a
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Figure 02. Meridianstotten Postcard, Norway c.1880. Photo from the author’s collection.
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large body of water, and treeless mountains in the
distance. Text appears on the bottom left corner
“HAMMERFEST: Meridianstotten.” Hammerfest
is Norway’s northernmost municipality, and
“Meridianstotten” translates from Norwegian to
“Meridian Support” or “Meridian Pillar,”—referring
to a Meridian or circle of constant longitude passing
through a given place on the earth’s surface and
the terrestrial poles. A name, “A. Kallands Forlag
Hammerfest,” is printed in smaller font on the
bottom right side of the image. Internet searches for
A. Kallands Forlag return other images of northern
Norwegian towns that appear on postcards from the
late nineteenth century.
The monument is now designated on the
UNESCO World Heritage list as part of the Struve
Geodetic Arc, a transnational series of trigonomical
stations that stretches over 2,820 kilometers—
through 10 countries from Hammerfest to the Black
Sea. According to the Arc’s UNESCO nomination
document, the inscription on the pillar reads in both
Latin and Norwegian:
The northern end point of the Meridian
arc 25 degrees 20 minutes from the Arctic
Ocean to the Danube River commissioned
by Oskar I, Alexander I, and Nicolai I, for
the tracing of three nations from 1816-1852,
Latitude: 70° 40’ 11” 2
This inscription and the monument’s globular form
allude to the motivations for its erection. The point
at which the Meridianstotten is erected—70° 40’ 12”
North by 23° 39’ 48” East—marks the northernmost
historic trigonomical station of the Struve Geodetic
Arc. The Arc was developed from 1816–1855 by
scientists and land surveyors, led by the Russian astronomer Friedrich Georg Wilhelm Struve, in order
to create one of the first accurate measurements of
a Meridian and determine the exact size and shape
of Earth.3 The stations were established and utilized
in a series of land surveys to create a triangulation
network, a set of mathematically determined points
and distances crucial for accurate mapmaking.4
Support for the UNESCO designation was argued
primarily along scientific lines, citing significant advances in science and technology used in the fields
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of astronomy, geodesy, and cartography, which were
made possible by the Arc as well as its importance
as an example of international collaboration for a
scientific cause.
However benign these scientific intentions
and collaborations seem, they are never without
political context, and in the case of the Struve
Arc should be viewed in relation to the height of
European nation-building and colonization. Triangulation is itself a relational technique of spatial
determination: a distance is established between
two known points which form a baseline, and
this information is used to calculate the location
of any third point in space with a line of sight to
the baseline using basic trigonometry. The points
that comprise the Struve Arc are largely arbitrary
relative to any land or human formations, instead
deriving location from the ability of surveyors to
establish reliable lines of sight. 5 The abstract aims
of triangulation as a land survey technique/method
produce unintuitive conditions on the ground. The
Meridianstotten bears little or no relation to the
place in which it is situated. Its location is in tension
with its overbearing form and intimidating fence.
Its extra-human scale overcompensates for the
nothingness of what is essentially a mathematical
point in space. The pinnacle, globular form of the
monument suggests that its significance extends
outward. It is both a symbol of the Arc’s ambition—
to measure the Earth—as well as an implication
that its meaning is global. The Meridianstotten
monumentalizes the rational location of a point in
space to emphasize its operation within a global
system. This point can be located, it can be pointed
to, and it can be used to point to any other point
on the planet. In his seminal thesis on nationalism,
political scientist and historian Benedict Anderson
sums up the historic significance of rationalizing
space through a totalizing global system:
European-style maps worked on the basis
of a totalizing classification, and led their
bureaucratic producers and consumers
towards policies with revolutionary consequences. Ever since John Harrison’s 1761
invention of the chronometer, which made
possible the precise calculation of longitudes, the entire planet’s curved surface
had been subjected to a geometrical grid
which squared off empty seas and unexplored regions in measured boxes. The
task as it were, ‘filling in’ the boxes was to
be accomplished by explorers, surveyors,
and military forces.6
As elaborated further by Anderson, the task of
“filling in” signals a particular form for situating
power over space that develops in tandem with
colonialism, the rise of nation states, and a cultural
view of land as commodity. The bilingual inscription
on the Meridianstotten is suggestive in this respect.
In using Latin—the language of science—and Norwegian—the national language—the point 70° 40’
12” North by 23° 39’ 48” is encoded as a dual referent
of both science and state, which work to legitimize a
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particular system and mode of spatial description.7
The relations of framing and view in the postcard
of the Meridianstotten reveal that this encoding
has ontological implications. The monument is
surrounded by an octagonal iron fence topped with
sharp arrows and perhaps 10 feet high; it appears
to have no entry gate. The two figures are blocked
from entering the space of the Meridianstotten, and
it would be dangerous to climb the fence because of
its height and sharp spikes. The distance between
the camera lens and the two figures obscures their
features, making them less immediately recognizable as children and exaggerating the height and
prominence of the Meridianstotten. Moreover, the
Meridianstotten is uphill from the houses in the
background; the ridges of their roofs appear at
or below the monument’s base making the pillar
by far the tallest appearing element in the scene.
This framing literally embodies a representational
tension—the Meridienstotten exists at a scale in
proportion to the human figures wherein the two
are unable to be represented in detail simultaneously. A clear relationship is established, the space
of the Meridianstotten can neither be occupied by
the human subject nor represented with the human
subject simultaneously.
To characterize this relationship in
different terms, the means by which location is
determined has been divorced from the perspective
of the human. This may seem like an exaggeration
without further situating the postcard within a
broader viewing context. The trigonometrical
stations of the Struve Geodetic Arc—of which the
Meridianstotten is but one example—were used for
nineteenth century mapmaking and are forerunners to GPS technology, where the mechanical eye
dominates the method of view without the aid of
the human hand.8 The outward zooming view from
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which the postcard starts and Google Earth continues is a cultural view wherein humans quite simply
become dots, abstract byproducts of the viewing
technique itself. The interpolation of space with
this view—with cartography so to speak—creates a
condition of spatial alienation. This condition is one
of constant pointing: “I am here, you are there.” The
human view itself is no longer an agent in the means
of spatial production but rather a passive subject.
This is made most clear when thinking of the
graphics that populate various transportation maps.
“You are here.” In absorbing that information, recognizing oneself as “here” in accordance with that
pointing, embodying it, one performs the “totalizing
classification” of the map described by Anderson.
The ontological implications of this
condition can be clarified through consideration
of historical techniques of land surveying. The
so-called Beating of the Bounds, for instance, was a
medieval English tradition in which boys were led
by a churchwarden around the perimeter of their
parish to boundary stones and landmarks, which
they would beat with tree branches. The boys would
also be whipped by the clergy to impress upon
their memories the geographic (and also spiritual)
bounds of their parish.8 Even through just a brief
analysis, it becomes clear that this practice utilizes a
radically different means of spatial production, one
that propounds the subjective human view and experience on both individual and collective registers.
The parish churchwarden’s memory can be likened
to a map containing a distinct series of points, the
outline of which is an image of the parish boundary.
This spatial knowledge is transmitted to the boys
not as passive, objective knowledge, but through an
active subjective performance; the boys’ memory
earns both spatial agency and validity through the
act of flagellation.9 This particular example along
with other historical and indigenous or non-Western methods of surveying space may constitute a
productive counter-narrative to the map in how site
is conceived, described, and experienced
Critical theorist Homi Bhabha’s concepts of
the pedagogical, the performative, and ambivalence
elucidate the political dimensions of this ontological
disjunction between objective and subjective means
of spatial determination, which can be explored
through further analysis of the photograph [Fig. 1]
and number 32° 32’ 4” North by 117° 7’ 19 ” West at
the beginning of this essay. The document in which
this photograph was first published, “The Report
of the Boundary Commission Upon the Survey
and Re-marking of the Boundary Between the
United States and Mexico West of the Rio Grande
1891–1896,” is a thick volume of land descriptions,
photographs, astronomical charts, and triangulation
data produced in conjunction with the erection
and reconstruction of monuments demarcating the
post-1848 boundary between the U.S. and Mexico.10
Its purpose was to give greater precision to the
boundary that was established through a similar
survey completed in 1853 in accordance with the
1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo following the
war between the United States and Mexico.11 On the
bottom left corner of the photograph is an inscrip-

tion that reads “MON. NO. 258” in white letters.
There is an inscription on the monument in both
English and Spanish which reads:
Initial point of Boundary between the
United States and Mexico, established by
the Joint Commission 10 October, A. D.
1849 Agreeably to the Treaty dated at the
City of Guadalupe Hidalgo. The destruction
or displacement of this monument is a
misdemeanor punishable by the United
States or Mexico. Reconstructed August
1894, by the International Boundary
Commission created by the Conventions
of 1882 and 1889.12
In contrast to the globular capital of the Meridianstotten, Monument 258 is a traditionally shaped
obelisk cut from white marble. It has a square base
and a concrete footing and rests upon a concrete
foundation. Like the Meridianstotten, Monument
258 is surrounded by a wrought iron picket fence.
The fence forms a square outline, and its sharp
pickets are bent inward toward the monument.
Shadows from the fence and monument are cast
directly left, suggesting that the photograph was
taken in the afternoon, the photographer’s lens
looking southeast. Thicker spikes occupy its four
corners and lockboxes are located on the north
and south sides of the fence. The two men in the
photograph stand posed several feet apart from
one another on the north side of the fence looking
directly at the camera lens. They are dressed in
formal attire, three-piece suits with ties and flared
collars, both wearing full-brimmed hats with
rounded tops. The figure on the right is bearded
and stocky, and he wears a thigh-length jacket and
a pocket watch across his midriff. The figure on the
left appears younger, thinner, and taller. The men
are not identified in the document or photograph,
however, judging from their looks they might be
colleagues. The surrounding landscape is barren;
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there is a little if any vegetation; there are small
rocks and sticks scattered about; the earth looks
infertile, sandy. At least two wooden posts are
planted in the ground behind the fence structure.
Behind the posts there is a horizontal frontier that
stretches across the photograph, suggesting that the
land rises in grade then drops. Behind that there is a
larger horizontal bar, a plateau or sand dune.
Boundary monuments like Monument 258
can be found throughout the world during the same
period. They are analogous to the triangulation
stations that comprise the Struve Arc and take on
the additional function of physically demarcating
a boundary, most commonly national or property
bounds. These together constitute a material record
of the cumulative process of rationalizing land and
natural resources correlated to mapmaking, global
exploration, colonization, nation-building, and
privatization.13 The construction of monuments
across purely mathematical lines, such as those that
were used to define the boundary between the U.S.
and Mexico west of the Rio Grande, was a practical
corollary to the more theoretical exercise of cartography. Boundary monuments work from multiple
locations and vantage points in tandem with
cartography to procure an image of the nation as
whole, cohesive, and continuous, both spatially and
temporally.14 This image is an aspect of what Homi
Bhabha describes as a “pedagogical” narrative of the
nation, the “instruments used to inculcate a sense
of national identity” and that which “represents
people as a homogeneous body, an undifferentiated
mass.”15 Border monuments embody intersections
of multiple and often contradictory forces. They
are simultaneously local and national, native and
foreign, tangible and abstract, substantive and
representational, real and imagined, historical and
fictional, Mexican and U.S.-American. They physically demarcate the boundary as per their original
intent. They are historical artifacts of specific circumstances. They also operate as representations of
territories and of nations. They operate collectively,
knowledge of their existence and meaning shapes
their experience and understanding as they appear
to the senses, yet they are only perceptible as a
group via maps or satellite imaging—there is no
way to experience them simultaneously. At the same
time, they are physical spaces and absorb local
people and processes.
Bhabha situates the pedagogical narrative
of the nation in tension with the “performative” or
simply “the entire set of [heterogeneous] actions . . .
carried out by people in their everyday life,” which
effectively forms “a counter-narrative of the nation
that continually evokes and erases its totalising
boundaries—both actual and conceptual.”16 The
fence surrounding Monument 258 in Fig.1 is illuminating in this respect; a passage in the survey report
explains the original reasons for its erection:
No. 258 is the old initial monument of the
original [1849–1855] survey. It had become
so mutilated by visitors that its outlines
were nearly destroyed and its inscriptions
partly obliterated. Chippings from the top
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and corners had been carried away, and
so much of the base had been removed
that the monument was becoming insecure
on its foundation. It was decided to have
it entirely remodeled . . . . It was then
returned to its site and re-erected upon
a new concrete foundation. A steel picket
fence to protect the monument from injury.
. . . The pickets of these fences curve in at
the top, making access to the enclosure
extremely difficult.17
The monument’s status as the marker of the furthest extent of the two nations and a symbol of
Manifest Destiny made it both a nineteenth century
tourist attraction a target of vandalism. There is a
connection with respect to view here that relates
to the Meridianstotten. After all, the image of the
Meridianstotten comes from a postcard, the quintessential medium of the nineteenth century tourist
for communicating “I am here.” The chipping away
of the monument by visitors noted in the passage
functions in very much the same way. Bringing
a piece home—a souvenir—acts to reaffirm the
statement “I was there”; likewise, acts of destruction
express a right to space—“to be there.” In those
chipped fragments are remnants of what might
be a previous means of locating oneself. The act
of chipping away embodies the tension between
locating oneself “somewhere” and being an agent
in the means of spatial production, of location. It
is a direct confrontation between the pedagogical
and the performative, where people collide with
abstract representation, where the “nation” meets
the “nation” at its very edge and stakes a claim over
representation. The recutting of the monument
and the erection of the fence around it represent a
reassertion of the pedagogical over the performative, an assertion that has been anxiously repeated
over time through fences, fortifications, walls,
surveillance, paramilitary forces, and maligned
phantasmagoric rhetoric that have occupied the
border ever since.
The tension thus illustrated between pedagogical and performative narratives constitute what
Bhabha calls an ambivalent space, which he argues
is the site of cultural production itself.18 To make a
rather direct spatial interpretation of this concept,
Monument 258 and the Meridianstotten are ambivalent spaces that work to create representations of
nations and of Earth in and through the geocoordinate. Bhabha echoes some of the representational
issues raised earlier in reference to Barthes when
articulating issues of identity and ambivalence:
The image—as point of identification—
marks the site of an ambivalence. Its
representation is always spatially split—it
makes present something that is absent—
and temporally deferred: it is the rep
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resentation of a time that is always
elsewhere, a repetition. The image is only
ever an appurtenance to authority and
identity; it must never be read mimetically
as the appearance of a reality. The access
to the image of identity is only ever
possible in the negation of any sense of
originality or plenitude; the process of
displacement and differentiation (absence/
presence, representation/repetition)
renders it a liminal reality. The image is
at once a metaphoric substitution, an
illusion of presence, and by that same
token a metonym, a sign of its absence and
loss. [This is] the edge of meaning and
being . . . this shifting boundary of
otherness within identity.19
Just as the image of Barthes’s mother is rendered
emotive through the transference of identity and
memory onto the photograph, representations
of the nation and Earth are rendered with spatial
authority in and through the geocoordinate. Geocoordinates maintain a mathematical image of the
Earth irrespective what is, was, or will be “there.”
They are completely devoid of history and politics
and completely filled with it: they are at once
abstractions and multi-coded realities (physical,
cultural, historical, etc.). This ambivalence creates
a condition of spatial vulnerability at odds with the
apparent fixity of the mathematical system. Space is
vulnerable to the overlay of ideological narratives,
whose mappings (i.e. international borders, property, or other criteria of belonging) can have vast
political, social, and cultural consequences. The
counterpoints to such mappings are the occupation
of them by various subjects across time—the nineteenth century tourist or rancher chipping away
at the monument, the migrant crossing the border,
the Mexican or U.S. citizen, the indigenous peoples
that exist before and after. In pointing to specific
geocoordinates to determine the location of the
figures that occupy these photographs, the figures
themselves are negated and rendered absent as
forms of locating.
The power of the human subject as an
agent in the cultural production of space is at stake
in the historical instants at which these photographs
were taken, and the photographs provide evidence
of this through relations of gaze. The Meridianstotten appears on the left side of the frame (off-center),
the space between the fence and the monument
occupies the center of the frame, and the two children appear on the right side of the frame gazing
neither directly at the camera nor the monument but
rather outward to unknown points in space. To use
the technique of triangulation both diagrammatically and metaphorically, consider the establishment of
a “baseline” between the camera lens and the point
in space represented by the Meridianstotten. While
the positions of the two children can be theoretically
located using this “baseline,” they themselves do not
recognize it; their “lines of sight,” respectively, terminate at points outside of the photograph that can
only be known by the children themselves, signaling

an open/subjective system of spatial production
wherein subject positions are central yet variable
loci for determining location. In contrast, Monument 258 occupies the center of the photograph, the
men appear on the northeast (U.S.) side of the fence
looking directly at the camera, Mexican territory
occupying the landscape in the background. Using
the same diagrammatic logic, consider the establishment of a “baseline” between the camera lens and
the point in space represented by Monument 258.
The positions of the two men can be theoretically
located using this baseline and their gazes terminate
at the location of the camera lens, signaling a closed
system of spatial production that relies a definitive
object (Monument 258) in determining location. It
might be useful even to imagine that the children
in the photograph of the Meridianstotten grow up
and mature into the adults in the photograph of
Monument 258 along an axis of declining subjective spatial agency or increasing objective spatial
determinacy. In this formulation, the actual subject
or central focus of the Meridianstotten postcard,
the space in between the fence and the pillar can
be interpreted as the undefined, un-locatable site
of spatial culture production—Bhabha’s “shifting
boundary of otherness”—while the subject of the
photograph of Monument 258 is the monument
itself, a fixing or ossification of spatial culture.
The means of locating that present
themselves through these photographs signal both
the decay of relative subjective forms of spatial
production and the birth of the colonial subject, a
subject who is alienated from all points in space by a
condition of constant pointing, of “looking at” space
as something that is anything but oneself. That
“looking” occurs through and around the pedagogical narrative of the nation, hence one’s identification
with it or as other than it, its inherently political
nature. Yet, the ambivalence of space, the anxiety
of the fences in the photographs, and the broader
history of land surveying as demonstrated attest to
the fragility of such identifications and the narratives to which they refer. The politics of locating can
be made apparent by inverting the question set forth
at the beginning of this essay with respect to the
two figures posing with Monument 258—”Where
are they?”—and instead asking “What are they
surrounded by?” in the contemporary context.
The former question reproduces a geopolitical
construct authorized by the geocoordinate 32° 32’
59.58” North by 7h° 48m 21.1s West of Greenwich:
They are on the border between the United States
and Mexico. The latter negates the geocoordinate
through the subjective positions of the figures
themselves and produces an empathic space where
feelings of un-belonging, fear, being trapped, and
being watched all become intelligible and accessible
via the pervasive security apparatus. It is the fluctuating in-between of these two questions and the
constant ambivalence of their respective answers
that produces the conditions of site—whether as
spatial realities or subjective experiences—which
architects at one scale and eventually bureaucracies
on another must contend with in order to serve the
communities they represent.
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