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introduction.

1 However, it is curious to note 
how their titles often include 
that phrase: “Fairfax Towne 
Center,” “Town Center Plaza,”  
“Kingstowne Town Center,” or 
“Springfield Town Center,” 
to name a few. The phrase 
becomes so quotidian that 
it loses meaning (not least 
because these are never the 
center of any town). When 
one pauses to consider it, 
the bastardization is almost 
comical.

In 2014, as part of a writing class 
about place, I read a selection from 
a book by Andrew F. Wood, called 
City Ubiquitous: Place, Communication, 
and the Rise of Omnitopia. In it, Wood 
discusses the sameness of place in 
America, in that the same coffee shops, 
restaurants, stores, and hotels exist 
all across the country—and that one 
might drive hundreds of miles only to 
arrive someplace very much like the 
place of departure. This reading was 
pivotal for me; it was inescapable.

I began to see it everywhere, 
in the world and in my memory. 
The Thanksgiving road trips of my 
childhood, the seven hour drive from 
college to my parents’ new home, or 
simple trips to the grocery store—these 
journeys were littered with places like 
those Wood had described. Known 
quantities. Stretches of highway lined 

with the same familiar stores and 
brands. Even places with nothing to 
them outside of the gas stations, fast 
food chains, and big-box stores—no 
homes, no center of town1, no visible 
inhabitants. 

I didn’t know what to think, what 
judgement to pass. I had spent the 
entirety of my life up to that point not 
thinking anything of it. Not ‘enjoying’, 

not resolutely ‘accepting’ it—there 
was simply no consideration of it at 
all. I also questioned if what Wood 
said was true. Of all the places I 
have lived within the United States—
in east coast suburban sprawl, in a 
small college town in rural Virginia, 
in coastal New Jersey just outside of 
New York City, or in a rust-belt city 
in the Midwest—were they victim to 

Figure 02. (Top) “The 
Waterfront” in Pittsburgh, PA.

Figure 03. “Capital West 
Shopping Center” in 
Tallahassee, FL.

Figure 04. “Kingstowne Town 
Center” in Alexandria, VA.

Figure 05. “Town Center Plaza” 
in Middletown, MD.

Figure 01. (Previous 
page) Satellite view of 

Harrisonburg, VA.
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this homogeneity or not? And if they 
were, I tried to imagine what it might 
mean if this were not the only way. 
What it would mean if our landscapes 
were not littered with these strip malls 
and identical houses; flat pavement, 
meeting flat faces. 

Enter Keith Krumwiede—an author 
I found many years after this initial 
revelation—but one who takes the 
liberty of imagining an alternative 
future of place in America (or 
rather, in ‘Freedomland’) to solve 
these issues, or perhaps to expose 
them. His prospective text, written 
in 2016, Atlas of Another America, 
is a satirical proposal for a not-too-
distant future, one that multiplies the 
sameness to an absurd scale—in a 
way that is ridiculous and at the same 
time disturbingly plausible. Through its 
strangeness, the book frames many of 
the issues I had been grappling with 
since reading City Ubiquitous.

Atlas of Another America proposes 
an organizational system for Amer-
ican towns because, as its introduction 
states, “our current settlement patterns 
are both unlovely and unsustainable,” 
an observation which immediately, 
though indirectly, calls into question 
our current ways of life (7). The pro-
posal follows after the Jefferson grid 

system, implemented in 1785, which 
in Krumwiede’s plans methodically 
divide and subdivide land into a 
checkerboard of neatly ordered 
towns. Krumwiede goes further than 
the historic Land Ordinance did in 
prescribing what elements each 
square contained—all the way down 
to the plans for multi-family houses 
and how they would be demolished 
and rebuilt over time “in a manner 
similar to crop rotation” (8). 

Essentially, each ‘township’ is a 
six-mile square, divided into thirty-
six smaller squares, the center four 
of which are used for town purposes 
(waste, water, energy, and market) 
and the remaining thirty-two are 
quartered again into self-governing 
‘farm estates’. Most of that land is left 
open, with only a quarter occupied by 
a large, multi-family home in a kind 
of multiplicative version of typical 
suburban houses. The introduction 
concludes with its signature tongue-
in-cheek humor, by noting that this 
“sublime structure” is reflective of 
“its natural and rightful connection 
to the foundational principles of our 
great country, and its superiority to 
our current modes of settlement” (8). 
This points out two key foundations 
that the book rests upon: that there 

Figure 07. One township, 
divided into the 128 farm 
estates (three-quarters open 
land, one-quarter multi-
family housing).

Figure 06. A six-mile square, 
subdivided into thirty-six plots, 
numbered boustrophedonically 

as prescribed by the Land 
Ordinance of 1785.
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is something inherently undesirable 
within the current mode of living, 
and that a connection to the past 
is particularly important to the 
establishment of meaningful place 
within the United States.

The proposal also speaks to the 
homogeneity of America today: these 
sprawling homes are comical in their 
extremity, and unnervingly self-similar 
despite Krumwiede’s 128 unique 
plans. Their many gabled roofs and 
white clapboard siding duplicated 
again and again, set absurdly into 

romantic agrarian scenes, become 
ridiculous in this quantity. The scale is 
comical, which calls into question its 
very existence. Do we want this future? 
Or perhaps more disarming—despite 
its strangeness, is this any different to 
how we live now?

The book also frames the notion of 
the role of history in place. It is not 
Krumwiede’s proposed architecture 
that is deeply historical itself—except-
ing the argument that McMansion-style 
homes are an amalgam of various 
historical styles. Instead, history 

Figure 08. The Mowers at 
A Chateau, Freedomland, 

after The Mowers, 1887 by 
Grigoriy Myasoyedov. 

Figure 09. (Top) The New Era 
Union; 8 houses; 63, 240 f2. 

Figure 10. Bastide de Buck; 24 
houses; 58,128 f2. 

Figure 11. Happy Valley; 16 
houses; 38,752 f2.

Figure 12. Atypical Plans; 20 
houses; 122,440 f2.

Figure 13. La Grande Place des 
Petit; 16 houses; 51,568 f2.

appears in other manners, as a way to 
legitimize the idea itself—to establish 
a meaningfulness in these designs. 
The reliance on Jefferson’s system, the 
formatting of the text, even the lang-
uage used fosters a patriotism, an 
authority, and a nostalgia in readers 
that lends credibility to Krumwiede’s 
imagined future. His use of history as 
the basis of the book demonstrates 
that the past has a valuable role in the 
place-making of the future; it helps 
develop an emotional connection—a 
meaning and significance—in the 
places we inhabit.

Finally, the text ventures into 
implications about identity. The text 
describes this repetitive sameness as 
providing a “cohesiveness of identity 
and consistency of character,” but at 
the same time questions what the result 
of such sameness is (8). Is the same 
identity a strong identity? Or a lack 
thereof? In fact, the proposal is almost 
stripped of identity; the people shown 
do not exist—they are hundreds of 
years out of place. So who inhabits 
the homes of Freedomland? What do 
they stand for? 

The book calls into question 
many aspects of American life—the 
American dream and consumerist 
behaviors alongside the priorities 
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of ‘place’. It is an imaginable prop-
osition, which at the same time reveals 
insidious issues within American life 
and culture today. It is critical and 
ambiguous all at once, which reflects 
the greater conversation surrounding 
‘place’. Critical voices abound, but with 
them, apologists—and Krumwiede’s 
approach to blending the two informs 
the sometimes paradoxical discussions 
which follow in this essay. At times, 
words and images end up at odds 
with each other, poetic and strange.

The repetitive places that exist in 
America do seem to be a problem—a 
marring of the townscape, a con-
sequence of newly invented places 
and homes. But they are easy, fast, 
and economic; they are not without 
reason. Of course, none of these 
criticisms are new. Not long after 
the beginning of this way of life in 
America, when suburbia became the 
epitome of the post-war American 
Dream, and highways, fast food, 
and supermarkets were celebrated, 
modern conveniences—people began 
to turn a critical eye upon it. Yet 
some seventy years later, seemingly 
not much about these places (or our 
attitude toward place-making) has 
changed.

This essay therefore seeks to ex-
amine the state of place in America as 
a series of conflicts, and how they are 
represented through photography. 
Using images primarily from the past 
two decades, questions of place will be 
explored, particularly to understand 
the difficulties of the problems of 
homogeneity, history, meaning, and 
identity in America today. 

Figure 14. Satellite view of 
Plains, TX, evidencing the fact 
that the Jefferson grid is still 
visible in the landscape today 
and that Krumweide’s plans are 
not that far-fetched in reality.
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Although place is depicted in all 
kinds of artistic media—including film, 
paintings, and music—photographs 
are the primary subject of this 
investigation. Photography offers 
a level of veracity which is useful 
for understanding the appearance 
and experience of place. Unlike 
film, photographs can be consumed 
quickly and in higher quantity, which is 
important because no single image can 
convincingly represent such a broad 
topic as ‘place’. Surveying a group 
of images is also ideal for identifying 
broader themes across various artists’ 
works—therefore, multiple images 
are considered, to establish themes 
and broader questions. Each section 
consequently opens with a discussion 
of the underlying conflict, and then 
examines a set of images to explore 
how the two act in conversation: what 

we say about place, paired with how 
we see it. 

Most of the photographs analyzed 
come from 2000 onward, as they are 
best for representing contemporary 
America; however, it may be of use 
to consult older photographs as well. 
Images from the recent past can be 
useful in establishing change over 
time, or lack thereof—in particular, 
recording various attitudes towards 
place over time. As is explored, 
photographers sometimes capture 
similar subjects with different ideas 
or intentions behind their work, which 
illustrates the nuanced relationships we 
have with place, and how that may or 
may not evolve over time. That is not 
to say that a photographer’s intended 
meaning is the only message one can 
draw from an image, but it will be 
considered so as to not misrepresent 
the work. 

The works selected also feature 
a range of subjects—small towns, 
houses, gas stations, shopping centers, 
etc. This variety is important because 
these crises manifest in many types 
of place, and the discussion thereof 
is not limited to any single one. 
Before drawing comparison, however, 
it is important to understand the 
basic discourse about place, and its 

methodology. associated antonyms, because that 
classification (of the presence or 
absence of place) is at the heart of 
the following conflicts. 

Figure 15. (Previous page)  A 
Traveler Approaches Elysian 
Fields, Freedomland, after 

The Road in the Rye, 1881, by 
Grigoriy Myasoyedov
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At the heart of these concerns is the 
fickle title of place. It is a deceptively 
simple word that contains many 
complexities and very few absolutes. 
This is also why it is a challenging 
conundrum to tackle. Even basic 
assumptions about place, upon exam-
ination, turn out to be more nuanced 
than expected. For example, one 
might assume the most basic attribute 
of place to be a location. Edward 
Relph, in his seminal 1976 book Place 
and Placelessness, a foundational 
text on the subject, writes that while 
location is a “common condition,” it is 
“neither a necessary nor a sufficient 
condition of place” (29). This indicates 
that a place might have no location, a 
changing location, or many locations 
at once. Instead, it is better to 
consider place as being “bounded 
and non-contiguous,” with an inside 

and out (Freestone 1). Although the 
boundaries sometimes overlap or blur, 
a place requires an edge. 

To complicate things further, boun-
daries of place are not universally 
identified. They might exist for an 
individual, they might be imagined, 
or they might only exist in memory. 
Indeed, places are not “experienced as 
independent, clearly defined entities 
[…], they are sensed in a chiaroscuro 
of setting, landscape, ritual, routine, 
other people, personal experiences, 
care and concern for home, and in the 
context of other places” (Relph 29). 
This layered understanding comprises 
an assortment of characteristics, which 
authors place in varying degrees of 
importance: identity, authenticity, 
meaning, culture, action, tradition, 
intention, simulation, and history, to 
name a few. 

Relph also introduces the apparent 
opposite of place: placelessness. 
While this might be assumed to be 
the areas outside the bounds of 
place, or perhaps locations which are 
absent of human intervention—that 
is not how Relph defines the term. 
Instead, he describes placelessness 
as the “weakening of distinct and 
diverse experiences and identities of 
places,” and the waning influence of 

meaning and intention therein (6). In 
other words, they are places, but with 
less of the qualities of place. He also 
describes the pervasive propagation 
of placelessness as a “flatscape,” 
writing that “civilization is moving 
away from localism and variety, 
toward an expansive spread of 
continuity, monotony, and ‘a universal 
wasteland’” (79). 

The phenomenon is not, of course, 
wholly new. Relph points out that the 
spread of uniformity has existed for 
almost as long as humans have—and 
that to criticize it is “neither wise nor 
accurate” (80). Instead, that contrast—
between somewhere placeless and 
somewhere with place—can be useful 
(80). Furthermore, Relph asserts that 
placelessness is subjective; a place 
that seems entirely uniform to some 
might be nuanced and meaningful 
to others. This claim crops up in many 
texts on this topic—that it is not correct 
to categorize these types of places as 
any kind of absolute. They are not ‘all 
bad’ or ‘all meaningless’. Relph states: 
“what is important is to recognize 
that placelessness is an attitude and 
an expression of that attitude which 
is becoming increasingly dominant, 
and that it is less and less possible to 
have a deeply felt sense of place or 

understanding place.

Figure 16. (Previous page) 
Roadside signage photograph 

by William Eggleston. 1984.
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create places authentically” (80). Less 
possible—but not impossible; neither 
is it irreversible. 

It is also important to pause and 
acknowledge the way that Place 
and Placelessness has aged since its 
publication some forty years ago. 
When released, it transformed the 
way that the concept of place was 
treated within the disciplines of geo-
graphy and the built environment, in 
recognizing and itemizing the many 
characteristics that give rise to ‘place’ 
(Freestone 1). However, it is not without 
criticism. The primary complaints in 
the years since are that it too heavily 
emphasizes a dualism of ideas  
(i.e. “authentic/inauthentic, insideness/
outsideness,  place/placelessness”) and 
that its own criticisms are overly 
focused on suburbia (Freestone 8, 4). 
Nevertheless, Relph’s original ideas 
underpin the key concepts surrounding 
place and therefore support much of 
the basic understanding of the conflicts 
of place today. 

One of the alternative categori-
zations to Relph’s ideas would be 
that of a ‘non-place,’ as defined by 
Marc Augé. In the second edition 
of his 1995 book Non-Places: An 
Introduction to Supermodernity, he 
states that “a space which cannot be 

defined as relational, or historical, or 
concerned with identity will be a non-
place,” (Augé 63). Augé also notes 
“the distinction between solitary and 
collective contractual obligation” as 
a distinguishing factor between place 
and non-place (Freestone 3). For him, 
these are places of mass circulation, 
consumption, and communication; the 
airports, train stations, highways, 
hotels, gas stations, and strip malls—
all of which are constantly growing 
and spreading due to globalization 
(viii–ix). Here we see an overlap 
with Relph’s term ‘placelessness.’ Both 
ideas speak to a disappearance 
of diversity of place, as well as 
a lack of meaningful, significant 
place. Importantly, and perhaps in 
response to the criticisms of Relph’s 
work, Augé does clarify that the 
dichotomy between place and non-
place functions as a spectrum2, stating 
that the “pairing is an instrument for 
measuring the degree of sociality and 
symbolization of a given space” (viii). 
He later remarks that “the possibility 
of non-place is never absent from any 
place,” indicating that the two exist in 
a constant state of friction (86). 

Augé’s book also emphasizes the 
role of technology in place, which 
he cites as one of the main factors 

in a problem he calls ‘decentering.’ 
Decentering is the loss of a social 
‘center’ at a variety of scales: the 
city, the home, and the individual 
(vii). In his view, technology is a kind 
of non-place contributing to this loss, 
as a “space for the purposes of a 
communication so peculiar that it 
often puts the individual in contact 
only with another image of himself,” 
removing our connection to each other 
(64). Technology and the internet, 
Augé says, develop a sense of an 
“omnipresent center,” reducing the 
difference between urban and non-
urban places and playing a leading 
role in the diminishing sense of distinct 
place over all (xv). 

In both accounts, Relph’s and 
Augé’s terms imply that despite a loss 
of diversity, these are still multiple 
places. Andrew F. Wood, in his book 
City Ubiquitous: Place, Communication, 
and the Rise of Omnitopia, redefines 
this type of place—the flatscape 
or the consumption space—as an 
‘omnitopia.’ With this term he argues 
instead that we should not think of 
these as multiple places. Rather, 
they are the same place in multiple 
instances, which function as “nodes 
to an enclave that is designed to 
resemble the real world, but not so 

accurately as to hinder consumer 
behaviors” (Wood 13). He describes 
it as a kind of meaningless “agora,” 
a place with little substance, in great 
proliferation (2). In contrast to what 
Augé describes, Wood claims that 
“omnitopia is not about the alleged 
homogeneity of globalization,” and 
that it “does not concentrate on 
discrete non-places” (12). Instead it is 
about understanding these places as a 
simulated space that can be accessed 
from many places, rather than one.

Writing in 2009, his is the updated 
term for the internet age, “a period in 
which all peoples, places, and things 
become accessible from any point in a 
global network” (8). In the introduction, 
Wood explores omnitopia in America 
and how its connection with technology 
impacts communication by executing 
a cross-country road trip on which he 
endeavors to speak as few words as 
possible. In the end, he accomplishes 
the trip with only five words spoken 
in total—incredibly, all on the first 
day. Of his trip, he writes “across 
3,000 miles of interstate over some 
108 hours, I have bypassed America 
even as I have crossed its length,” by 
digitally checking in, checking out, 
ordering, and navigating all without 
human interaction (8). This speaks 

2  Interestingly, the difference 
in semantics complicates 
this distinction. Relph’s term 
functions as an attribute of 
place, indicating that the 
subject may still be a place 
but with an affliction of 
placelessness, while the term 
‘non-place’ functions as a 
title, lending itself more to a 
dualistic categorization.
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to the pervasiveness of this type of 
place, as well as the implications it 
has for communication and culture in 
America.

Even in the briefest overview, it 
is clear that place is a multi-faceted 
concept, and one in constant tension 
with itself. All three books point out 
the negative impacts of the so-called 
non-place—yet they tiptoe around 
making any overt condemnations. 
This is where the conflict comes in. 
Clear evaluations are hard to come 
by, but there seems to be an implicit 
disapproval throughout. In order 
to unpack this incongruity, to make 
sense of this oddity, it is necessary to 
examine several of the qualities of 
place in finer detail.



conflict 01 //
HOMOGENEITY
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At the root of these concerns about 
place, placelessness, non-place, and 
omnitopia, sits an apprehensiveness 
toward the homogenization of place. 
There is no disputing that homo-
geneity exists within the United States; 
we are all too familiar with these 
places because they are the ones we 
frequent most. Yet while their ubiquity 
is unsettling—because the places we 
shop and the places we live are the 
places we spend much of our time—it 
is also understandable. 

Writing in the 1950s about a his 
own concern for the UK, architectural 
critic Ian Nairn feared that the pursuit 
of a perfect suburbia was resulting 
in a problematic homogeneity, pre-
dicting that eventually “the end 
of Southampton will look like the 
beginning of Carlisle; the parts 
in between will look like the end 

of Carlisle or the beginning of 
Southampton” (368). He goes on to 
state, “that is not to say suburbia has 
no place in the scheme of things,” but 
that it should not “drift like a gaseous 
pink marshmallow over the whole 
social scene” (369). This becomes 
difficult to avoid, however, as theorist 
and educator Antoine Picon observes 
in his essay “Anxious Landscapes: 
From the Ruin to Rust.” He notes the 
continual “blurring of the boundary 
line” between city and countryside as 
the world modernizes and globali-
zation presses on (Picon 72). The 
boundaries—again, one of the key 
criteria of place—are constantly 
weakening and everywhere becoming 
the same. 

Of course, as Relph, Augé, 
and Wood have stated, these 
homogeneous places cannot be written 
off as wholly bad. For one thing, they 
are economical and efficient for com-
panies and consumers alike—and that 
appeal is inescapable in a capitalist, 
consumerist society. Nor are its origins 
without reason, in that the geography 
of America alongside the post-war 
development of suburbia meant that 
this kind of suburban landscape was 
extremely appealing and easy to 
propagate when first introduced. 

These places became a driving force 
of American culture for decades—the 
shopping mall, strip mall, fast food 
chains, highway-side restaurants, gas 
stations, and hotels. 

These places are also valuable 
beyond purely economic, historic, 
and cultural reasons. In 1960, urban 
theorist Kevin Lynch promoted the 
value of ‘legibility’ in city planning, 
arguing that neatly organized towns 
contribute to a stable framework 
and lived experience for residents, 
as well as to the beauty of the city 
(5). Lynch asserts that this “clear 
image” allows for choice, information 
acquisition, and can even be “a useful 
basis for individual growth” (5). How-
ever, this does not require that all 
places become the same—in fact, 
Lynch cautions that legibility does not 
mean “fixed,” “regularly ordered,” 
“patent,” or “plain” towns—but it is 
clear how its application might tend 
towards sameness out of convenience 
(10). 

Furthermore, segregated shopping 
areas and predictable layouts do 
create navigable townscapes and 
familiarity for visitors. Relph stresses 
the importance of familiarity, in that 
it creates attachment, which in turn 
“constitutes our roots in places” (37). In 

homogeneity.
THE DISSOLUTION OF DIVERSITY
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Figure 17–25. (Figure 18 also 
on previous page) tFigure 
26–34. Photographs from the 
series New Industrial Parks near 
Irvine, California, and and The 
Prototype Works by Lewis Baltz 
during the late 60s into the 70s.
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a way, familiarity forms a connection 
between places as well as between 
the people who live there, which is 
arguably a valuable trait in a country 
of such great distances. In this view, 
homogeneity offers continuity of 
culture—not the eradication of it.

Finally, there is the defense that 
these self-similar places are not truly 
placeless. Augé, Relph, and Wood all 
claim that this can be true. Augé says 
that non-place, as with place, “never 
exists in pure form” (64). Relph states 
that “what appears from the outside 
to be homogeneous and placeless, 
is from within closely differentiated 
into places,” although with degrees 
of meaningful depth (71). And Wood 
agrees that “undoubtedly, all places 
are real and meaningful to someone” 
(12). But in practice, is this true? Here, 
we compare images from Jesse Rieser 
and those of Lewis Baltz to examine 
how these places are portrayed, 
in order to understand how this 
homogeneity of place is perceived. 

The photographs of Jesse Rieser 
come from his 2015 series, The Retail 
Apocalypse: The Changing Landscape 
of American Retail, in which he 
documents “the shift from traditional 
brick-and-mortar locations where 
we once socialized and interacted 

with our community to the stark and 
generic structures that house shipping, 
fulfillment, call, and server centers, 
now essential for e-commerce” (Rie-
ser). He states that it is “an exercise 
of looking to the past and peering 
into the future,” albeit the recent 
past, and that his concerns—similarly 
to the concerns that incited Wood’s 
road trip—“are rooted in our recent 
pattern of isolationism and shrinking 
human interaction” (Rieser). His por-
trayal of shopping places also has a 
somewhat kind gaze, because of the 
sentimentality he feels toward these 
places of his youth (Rieser). This can 
be felt in the pastel hues of each 
scene; it lends a rosy, dream-like 
quality, but also a stark emptiness—a 
mix of emotions which correspond to 
the complexity these places represent. 
Although he emphasizes a shift away 
from in-person shopping as online 
retailers become more commonplace, 
the traditional non-places are neither 
fully disappearing, nor would their 
disappearance render the new types 
of spaces irrelevant to the discussion 
of physical place. After all, the new 
fulfillment centers still inhabit our 
landscape and Rieser’s images still 
represent the way commercialized 
places are seen. 

These images are paired with those 
of Lewis Baltz, a photographer of the 
New Topographics movement of the 
1970s, which was a style of landscape 
photography that focused on “the 
ubiquitous environment of strip malls, 
gas stations, motels, and suburban 
homes” (Statzer 7). Baltz’s work is 
“characterized by deserted and 
frequently devastated peripheries,” 
in close-cropped shots of industrial 
buildings or tract housing, often as 
single walls, which “highlight[s] the lack 
of humanity and grace in the design” 
of such places” (“Lewis,” “Welcome”). 
Many of the included images come 
from his series entitled New Industrial 
Parks near Irvine, California, captured 
from the late 60s into the early 70s. 
Interestingly, the title indicates that 
Baltz was photographing a similar 
moment to Rieser, capturing new 
places that facilitated commerce, 
and despite the almost fifty-year 
difference, the sameness between the 
two sets is undeniable. 

The tones of these images speak 
to the consequences of this kind of 
homogeneity, in the blandness that 
they produce. Baltz’s photographs are 
higher in contrast, but the choice to 
shoot in black and white illustrates the 
monotony of the scene, disallowing 

color to disrupt the otherwise bleak 
façades. Many of the images, shot 
straight-on, are dominated by a 
wash of a single tone of gray, flat 
and purposefully uninteresting (Fig. 
33). Rieser’s images, on the other 
hand, are in full color—yet they hold 
the same message. During his cross-
country roadtrip, Wood described this 
phenomenon exactly, writing, “tonight I 
will sleep within a maze of office parks 
with tinted glass, a culture colored 
beige” (6). Rieser’s images capture 
this truly homogeneous color palette 
(Fig. 17), which demonstrates how 
washed out, literally and figuratively, 
these places are. The palette is almost 
unbelievable; this is not the reality 
most of us occupy, therefore the range 
of hues also speaks to the disjointed 
reality these places create.

Figure 17. Buildings outside of 
Phoenix, AZ. 2015.

Figure 33. South wall of an 
unoccupied industrial building in 
Irvine, CA. 1974.
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 In Figures 18 and 27, we are 
shown plain walls and empty parking 
lots, conveying a sense of empty 
isolation; the emptiness conveyed by 
the vacant parking spaces, and the 
isolation by the tight cropping. This 
kind of framing removes any sense of 
surrounding, expressing an alienation 
from whatever is beyond this place. The 
only identifying feature that remains 
are the trees—a weak indication at 

best of whatever place they are in. 
Picon writes that the “preponderance 
of artifacts” which monopolize the 
natural landscape make “nature 
itself [seem] fabricated,” indicating 
a kind of removal from reality, from 
real places (72). And in both images, 
the presence of the trees does seem 
unnatural. Once again, in Rieser’s 
case, the tonal quality of his images 
creates a sense of disbelief; this 
place is not real—it is too pristine, 
too perfect. We cannot locate these 
places in reality, which in turn reflects 
their lack of individuality. 

Picon also cites the idea that 
contemporary photography and film 
depicts a “territory of emptiness,” 
a world that appears to “exclude 
humans,” a theme which is pervasive 
throughout these images (74). This 
can be seen most clearly through 
Rieser’s and Baltz’ wider shots. Figure 
21 depicts a series of buildings—a 
sizable operation, yet the scene is 
sterile and without life, save for a 
few bushes at left. Similarly, Baltz 
showcases the desolate corner of a 
building (Fig 30), allowing the viewer 
to see more than his usual scene, and 
at the same time showing that there is 
nothing more: the plain façade (right) 
turns a corner to an even more plain, 

washed-out wall (left). Throughout 
Baltz’s images, the buildings dominate 
the frame, eliminating humanity, while 
in Rieser’s work, the wide shots instead 
heighten the emptiness these places 
create. 

In the 50s, Nairn took offense at 
this “perverted” agenda of making 
“every square mile indistinguish-
able” (Nairn). However, there is little 
sign of change over time between 

Figure 21. Industrial buildings 
outside Phoenix, AZ. 2015

Figure 30. South corner 
of a building in Costa 
Mesa, CA. 1974.

Figure 18. Parking lot outside 
Phoenix, AZ. 2015.

Figure 27. Parking lot near 
Irvine, CA. 1974.

the images of Baltz and Rieser. In 
his book America, French theorist 
Jean Baudrillard describes America 
as a hologram, “in the sense that 
information concerning the whole is 
contained in each of its elements” 
(29). Wood, too, describes omnitopia 
as a synecdoche (193), implying that 
these photographs might already 
represent America as a whole—and 
if that is the case, what does it say? 

There is no marked shift 
over time, no fondness, 
and little differentiation 
overall. It is, instead, a 
resounding rebuke of 
these lukewarm places, 
and a call for some-
thing more.
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Another important conundrum 
of place in America is the role of 
history. Relph cites the 1964 writing 
of geographer F. Lukermann, who 
states that places are necessarily 
“emerging or becoming,” which for 
Relph implies that place must have a 
“distinct historical component” (Relph 
3). This accumulation of time develops 
a strong attachment to place, though 
not simply from the existence of older 
buildings3. “The persistence of the 
character of places,” which is palpable 
through places with age, is “related 
to a continuity both in our experience 
of change and in the very nature of 
change that serves to reinforce a 
sense of association and attachment 
to those places” (31). Therefore, as 
Lukermann postulated, a place must 
be cognizant of its past but also in a 
perpetual state of change. 

Interestingly, there is a lot of 
evidence to suggest that this is what 
Americans want. Historic preser-
vationist Stephanie Meeks, in her book 
The Past and Future City, cites figures 
showing that the current persuasion 
in America is toward places with 
history. She notes that eighty percent 
of Americans live in urban, mixed-use 
environments—the kinds of places 
which tend to have some age—and 
that millennials are actively flocking to 
those types of places (Meeks 8, 11). 
This is due to the atmosphere this kind 
of environment affords: “Time and 
again, when asked why they moved 
to the city, people talk about the 
desire to live somewhere distinctive, to 
be some place rather than no place” 
(12). They desire “exactly the kind of 
distinctiveness, character, and sense 
of place that older buildings provide” 
(14). Although her figures are oriented 
toward cities, it is not hard to imagine 
that the people who want to live in 
non-urban environments likely have a 
similar attitude, just toward a different 
kind of place. 

However, there is a key problem 
with this need for historic places. 
As Baudrillard observes, “America 
[...] has no past and no founding 
truth. Having known no primitive 

accumulation of time, it lives in a 
perpetual present” (Baudrillard 76). 
Although this statement is dramatic—
and indeed, many Americans would 
take issue with it—there is truth to the 
fact that comparatively, the history 
of the United States is quite shallow4. 
Baudrillard goes on to quote Mexican 
poet and diplomat Octavio Paz, 
saying “[he] is right when he argues 
that America was created in the hope 
of escaping from history, of building 
a utopia sheltered from history, and 
that it has in part succeeded in that 
project, a project it is still pursuing 
today” (80). In many ways, America 
did emancipate itself from history 
in its inception; this is at the heart 
of its founding truths—despite what 
Baudrillard thinks. So no matter how 
valuable history may be in the tapestry 
of place, there exists a fundamental 
problem with its relative absence, 
particularly in the built environment, 
given that by the early nineties, eighty 
percent of the built environment in the 
United States had been created in the 
last fifty years (Meeks 10). 

To complicate matters further, 
these problematic places—the non-
places with “no awareness of his-
tory”—are often discussed as existing 
separately from time (Relph 33). 

history.
THE NEGLECT OF TIME

3 Although, overwhelmingly, 
people do prefer older 
buildings. In one study, 75% 
of respondents preferred 
the appearance of older 
buildings, and even architects 
agree (Meeks 16, 17). Author 
Stewart Brand notes in the 
book How Buildings Learn that 
“something strange happens 
when a building ages past 
a human generation or two. 
Any building older than 100 
years will be considered 
beautiful, no matter what” 
(qtd in Meeks 17-18). 

4 To be clear, this is not to 
diminish or erase the history 
of the land and of Native 
Americans—but as their 
history is woefully absent 
in place in contemporary 
America, I am predominantly 
referring to the history of 
the United States as former 
colonies of the British Empire.
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Figure 35–43. (Figure 35 also 
on previous page) Photographs 
by Gregory Crewdson from 
the mid-2000s (except Fig. 42, 
which is from 1998).

Figure 44–52. Photographs 
from the 2015 series America 
in a Trance by Greek-
American photographer Niko 
J. Kallianiotis.
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Augé writes that in non-places “there 
is no room for history, unless it has 
been transformed into an element 
of spectacle,” instead, there is only 
room for the present (83). In other 
words, non-places have no history—
nor can they. Baudrillard similarly 
notes that while Americans nostalgize 
the history of Europe, Europeans look 
at our modernity as something they 
can never quite reach (79). He feels 
that both conditions “[refuse] to cross 
the ocean,” implying that neither can 
coexist: history in modern places nor 
modernity in historic places (79). Of 
course, time marches onward—and 
history is being generated. But it 
does create a dilemma, considering 
the relative importance and seeming 
desire for history within place and the 
fact that there is very little, or none, in 
the places which dominate American 
life.

In order to examine the role of 
history in contemporary American 
place, we examine how older pla-
ces are portrayed photographically 
through the work of photographers 
Gregory Crewdson and Niko J. 
Kallianiotis. Crewdson’s highly-staged 
photographs, particularly from the 
early 2000s, create unsettling scenes 
of American towns, which explore the 

“psychological anxieties, fears, and 
longings” of their subjects (“Gregory”). 
His photographs capture interiors and 
exteriors, the latter of which are the 
focus of this investigation, that frame 
Midwest towns in wide shots with dim, 
eerie lighting and a subdued palette. 
People appear small within the frame, 
often caught in peculiar moments, 
strange and interrupted—sometimes 
by extraterrestrial encounters. 

Kallianiotis on the other hand, a 
former newspaper photographer, 
captures incidental scenes of daily 
life in Pennsylvania towns in his 2015 
series America in a Trance, with candid 
shots often in vibrant colors and 
natural daylight. The images range 
from medium to wide shots, typically 
with one subject near the center of 
the frame. Of this series, Kallianiotis 
writes “this project is an ongoing 
observation of the fading American 
dream so typified in the northeastern 
Pennsylvania landscape but wide-
spread across the United States” 
(Kallianiotis). Unlike Crewdson’s work, 
the tone is more positive, combining 
“desolation” with hope and the 
“yearning for survival” (Kallianiotis).

However, both sets of works convey 
a similar message about aging places 
in America; they are depicted as 

isolated, forgotten places, falling into 
disrepair. In Figure 35, we are shown 
a wide street lined by older buildings. 
The three cars visible are decades 
old, even though the image was taken 
in 2004, and the only active car in 
the scene is shown driving away. This 
arrangement creates a vacuum in the 
image, a central void framed by the 
peripheral aging buildings. There are 
only two people in the image besides 
the driver of the car—a woman in 
the thrift store seen at right, and an 
old man standing stationary in the 
middle of the road. He is positioned 

in the center of the wide expanse, 
captivated by some activity just out 
of frame within a building whose light 
spills out onto the pavement toward 
him—or perhaps by the glowing neon 
sign of the liquor store, which is notably 
the only warm tone in the image. The 
tone is otherwise cool and bleak. 
Although the relationships of all three 
are unknown, at the instant we see 
them the old man is alone, the driver 
is alone, and the woman is alone. The 
old man is further diminished by his 
drab-colored clothing which blends 
into the pavement, and unlike the 

Figure 35. Old man standing in 
empty street. 2004.
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other two people, there is no action 
coming from him; he is stagnant and 
isolated and small. 

The image creates an unflattering 
portrait of aging towns in America, 
and similar themes appear across 
Crewdson’s work. Old cars in empty 
streets (Fig. 37, 39). Lonesome figures 
looking into the distance (Fig 39). Mist 
obscuring the background, suggesting 
that this is all there is (Fig 39). Traffic 
lights perpetually yellow, signalling 
movement approaching a standstill 
(Fig 37, 39). Empty buildings, de-
marcated by darkened windows and 
for-rent signs (Fig 39). The mood is 
depressing, neglectful, lifeless. And of 
course, there are the occasional images 
which suggest that these sad figures 
have been distracted by otherworldly 
interference (Fig 42). This indicates 
many things, among them the desire 
to escape to someplace else and the 
notion that the only thing that could 
interrupt the monotony of these dying 
places is something truly unnatural. 

The message is clear: people do 
not want to be here—nor is there 
anything here for them. There is no 
fondness, no sunny optimism. The tone 
is cynical, and the repetition across 
images demonstrates a permanence 
of this fact. For Crewdson, places with 

some accumulation of time are not, 
in practice, desirable places to be. 
However, his intent is probably not to 
disparage historic places but rather 
to portray the inevitable timeline for 
places as they age, if they resolutely 
remain the same. The takeaway, 
instead, is that it is the stagnation of 
time which leads to unhappy places 
and unhappy people.

In Kallianiotis’ images, there is 
a truthfulness to the shots, and it 
is unclear how much is staged or 
candid. Despite this difference to 
Crewdson’s work, the images capture 
similar themes of aging towns, as 
seen in Figure 50. In this image, 
the background is dominated by a 
single building, falling into disrepair. 
The open garage clearly shows that 

some portion of the building is still 
in use, but there are weeds growing 
out front and vines starting to creep 
across the brick. There is also no 
signage—literal signs of life—stating 
that the building is still actively in 
use, excepting, of course, the sign in 
support of Donald Trump in advance 
of the 2016 election. As in Crewdson’s 
images, the mid-ground of the photo 
is taken up by an old car and a white-
haired man standing in front of the 
open hood. Although the car is clean 
and in good condition, the separation 
between the man and the car removes 
action from the encounter; the car is 
not actively being cared for, but is 
frozen in a state of needing repair. 
A third man occupies the foreground: 
aging, in need of a wheelchair, and 

Figure 39. Street scene with 
single woman. 2003.

Figure 37. Snowy street scene  
with car on untouched  

snow. 2006. 

Figure 42. Man standing in 
driveway looking up at  

strange spotlight. 1998.

Figure 50. Man in wheelchair 
observing scene. 2015.
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similarly suspended in 
inaction, observing the 
scene. 

Kallianiotis’ images, 
though atmospherically 
different to Crewdson’s, 
point out many of the 
same themes. We see 
an older town full of 
solitary, older people, at 
a standstill rather than in 
flux (Fig. 47). Again, for 
Kallianiotis, these themes 
can be observed across 
many of his images: 
buildings in disrepair, 
aging people (Fig. 47), 
isolated people (Fig. 44), 
vacant streets (Fig. 51), 
and vacant buildings. 
The colors are more 
cheerful than the muted 
tones of Crewdson’s 
images, but the images are bleak 
nonetheless. Older places, which are 
purportedly of greater significance to 
us instead appear forgotten—though 
they are pleading for change (as 
seen in the support of Donald Trump 
and his pre-2016 promise to “Make 
America Great Again”). Yet again, 
places with history—little though it 
may be—are shown to be fading from 

memory, stuck in a past which has long 
since come and gone, and with it our 
apparent care for these places. 

Meeks asserts that places with 
history are valuable because they 
connect us to the human experience, 
helping us “understand that the lives 
we lead are not insignificant—[and] 
that what we do will have an impact 
on the future” (6). However, there is no 

recognition of this in these depictions of 
aging places. What is shown instead is 
what Antoine Picon categorizes as the 
difference between ruin and rust—
the former being a natural, beautiful 
process, the latter a frightening one. 
“The ruin,” he says, “restores man 
to nature. Rust, on the other hand, 
confines him [...] as if within a prison, 
a prison all the more terrible since he 
is its builder” (Picon 79). These places 
do not ‘mature’. They decay.

In some ways it is true what 
Baudrillard says of America—we 
are a “primitive society,” still very 
near to our own birth (7). What we 
see, though, is not that we do not 
have history, but perhaps that we do 
not want it. We do not care for it, in 
both senses of the word. In a way, it 
reflects that aforementioned founding 
truth: we cast history aside when it no 
longer serves us, and in so doing, strip 
a place of its very necessary quality 
of ‘becoming’ anything at all. 

Figure 47. Older man reclining 
in the sun on his porch. 2015.

Figure 51. Empty street and 
aging buildings. 2015.

Figure 44. Woman walking 
alone in empty street. 2015.
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Another important attribute of a 
strong sense of place is meaning—a 
significance, value, and intentionality 
which bonds people to a place. 
Places are, as Relph describes, “a 
center of action and intention,” which 
must possess some inherent meaning 
(Relph 42). Of the source of meaning, 
he writes:

The basic meaning of place, its essence, 
does not therefore come from locations, 
nor from the trivial functions that places 
serve, nor from the community that 
occupies it, nor from the superficial and 
mundane experiences—though these 
are all common and perhaps necessary 
aspects of places. The essence of place lies 
in the largely unselfconscious intentionality 
that defines places as profound centers of 

human existence. (43)

Although “rooted in physical 
settings and objects” (47), it is inten-

tional human experiences that make 
meaning. Wood agrees with this 
sentiment, stating that “meaningful 
places require human interaction, 
not just the passing of dollars for 
things” (2). While this might seem to 
render all non-places meaningless, 
the problem is that it may not entirely 
be true. Wood himself counteracts 
his own assumption by later stating 
that despite its problems, omnitopian 
places are “meaningful to those 
people who [claim] them” (154). This 
reveals the conflict between what 
makes a place meaningful and what 
precludes it from having meaning 
at all: are non-places permanently 
meaningless, as superficial spaces 
for transactional exchanges, or can 
meaning be invested into them?

To examine this contradiction, we 
examine images from Seph Lawless 
and, again, Jesse Rieser, both of whom 
photograph abandoned non-places in 
America. Lawless is a pseudonymous 
photographer who captures forsaken 
places in America: theme parks, 
theaters, schools, and shopping 
malls. He writes “I’m proud to be an 
American but I’m not always proud 
of my country”—and that through 
his work he tries to expose forgotten 
places and listen to the stories of those 

who still occupy them (Lawless). For 
him, this is a kind of activism, bringing 
awareness to inequalities and 
injustices within the United States. The 
other images come from Rieser’s same 
2015 series The Retail Apocalypse: 
The Changing Landscape of American 
Retail. Of particular interest, though, 
are the subset of images which depict 
abandoned big-box stores. 

 In Rieser’s images, the empty 
storefronts are usually large and 
prominent in the frame; in wide 
shots, we see them from eye level—
the perspective of a shopper. To 
borrow from Wood, this “renders the 
familiar to be profoundly strange 
and therefore worth our attention” 
(11). We have been here, but not 
quite under these conditions, which 
leaves the small details to impart the 

meaning.
THE EASE OF ABANDONMENT
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Figure 53–61. Photographs 
from the series The Retail 
Apocalypse: The Changing 
Landscape of American Retail, 
by Jesse Rieser, c.2015.

Figure 62–70. (Figure 70 
also on previous page) 
Photographs from the series 
Black Friday, by Seph Lawless 
from 2016 or later.

Figure 58. Boarded-
up storefront and empty 
parking lot. c.2015.
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irregularity of the scene. In Figure 60, 
the store windows are boarded up, a 
single traffic cone lays forgotten on 
the asphalt, and an unmanicured tree 
sits out front, overgrown with weeds, 
communicating to the viewer that this 
place is no longer cared for. More 
prominently, it is the empty parking 
lots that convey the desertion of the 
scene; this is the element that is truly 
unfamiliar and “profoundly strange” 
(11). Overall, the pristine quality of 
the images tells the story of some 
abrupt halt, as though these stores 
closed their doors and everyone 
walked away—stating that these 
places are so meaningless they can 
simply be vacated and forgotten.

Lawless’ 2016 images, on the 
other hand, explore the interiors of 
shopping malls from the 70s and 80s, 

which have sat empty 
for far longer than the 
strip malls in Rieser’s 
photographs. This is evi-
dent within the images 
themselves—plants are 
sometimes completely 
wilted, glass is smashed, 
ceilings and columns 
crumbling (Figures 67, 
69). What we see are 
scenes that confirm the 

little lasting importance these places 
have. Here again, they seem to be 
abruptly vacated and left behind; 
however, now it is evident that this 
evacuation is not temporary and 
there were no plans carried out to 
revitalize these shopping malls. The 
images also portray far more angst; 
the tone is dark, often with only the 
moody natural lighting to brighten the 
empty interiors. There is a violence 
to the images, as well: holes punched 
into walls, debris strewn where it 
should not be, items pushed down 
stairs, orange road markers and fire 
extinguishers dumped into empty 
pools, plants toppled over by force. 
These are signs of past action, but 
the only life left are the green weeds 
which occasionally appear, watered 
by rain coming through the open roofs 
(Fig. 68). 

What these images demonstrate 
is a kind of animosity towards these 
spaces: on the one hand forgotten, 
on the other hand loathed. While, 
yes, the damage was likely done 
by people with no specific ill-intent 
towards consumerism, the meaning 
shifts through Lawless’ lens. Suddenly, 
we see what becomes of these places 
(both in Rieser’s images and here). The 
lack of lasting worth is evident; these 

Figure 69. (Below) Smashed 
glass and mirrors inside an 

empty mall. c.2016.

Figure 60. (Right, top) 
Boarded-up storefront with 

tree and traffic cone out 
front. c.2016. 

Figure 63. (Right, bottom) View 
down an escalator of a mall 
court with toppled trees and 

road markers. c.2016.
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are places of economic value, not 
cultural value. So to Wood’s point that 
these places do earn some meaning—
it would seem that that meaning is 
short-lived. 

Finally, it is worth revisiting Kalli-
-aniotis’ images, which demonstrate 
that this kind of abandonment exists 
in a variety of empty, run down 
buildings in small town Pennsylvania. 
In particular, Figure 49 looks through 
the glass of an attendant’s stand to 
survey the deteriorated interior—and 

beyond that, the main building and 
attached car wash. The glass reflects 
a hazy view of what exists behind 
the camera, but the gaze lingers 
instead on the patinated empty 
buildings. Additionally, on a far wall 
at the center of the image are two 
payphones whose handsets hang 
limply by their cords, another symbol 
that no one is here and no one cares. 
The opportunity for human connection 
is rendered inert by the phones being 
left off the hook. Although Kallianiotis’ 

work also shows vacant buildings of 
other kinds (Figs. 45, 48), a theme is 
formed across all three photographers’ 
work: omnitopian places, in particular, 
have little significance to us.

Picon identifies this abandonment 
as obsolescence. He writes that “func-
tionality goes hand in hand [...] with 
that of obsolescence,” in that these 
functional spaces are not granted a 
“progressive and dignified death,” 
as truly meaningful places are (76). 
Instead, they are “relegated to ob-
solescence, a bit like the living dead 
who endlessly haunt the landscape” 
(77). This is very much present within 
the aforementioned images. What 
is left behind is not “reintegrated,” 
it is waste (76, 77). Furthermore, the 
phenomenon of abandonment is not 
unique; it happens at various scales 
and in many places, but in particular 
to the commercialized spaces of non-
place. Wood writes that “we err when 

assuming that omnitopia’s toxicity is 
life threatening,” and that sometimes, 
people “find myriad pleasures” or “a 
sense of ownership of these places” 
(153). However, it would seem that 
even so—our bond with these places 
is thin at best. No one is rushing to 
preserve these places, to reinvigorate 
these places, or even to remove them 
when the commerce within ceases. It 
seems that any fondness is invariably 
not about the place itself, but the 
objects these places provided—easily 
found elsewhere, and therefore easily 
forgotten. 

Figure 45. Dis-used 
store front in small-town 
Pennsylvania. 2015.

Figure 48. Boarded up 
windows at an old industrial 
building. 2015.

Figure 49. View through an 
empty attendant’s stand at an 
out-of-use gas station. 2015.
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One of the main reasons that 
understanding and studying place is 
important is because of its relationship 
to identity. However, there are two 
kinds of identity involved: that of 
the place itself, and of the people 
therein. As Relph explains, one begets 
the other; places develop an identity, 
and in turn “are the sources of security 
and identity for individuals and for 
groups of people” (6). As a result, the 
opposite is also true—the lack of a 
strong identity of place might result in 
the lack of identity within people.

There are several opinions about 
what gives a place identity, but as with 
all facets of place, the subject is multi-
dimensional. Kevin Lynch, for instance, 
attributes the identity of a place to 
“its recognition as a separable entity,” 
or its uniqueness and identifiability 
(8). However, Relph counters that the 

the identity of omnitopia is somewhat 
feeble (6). Baudrillard remarks of a 
similar phenomenon. Of the western 
United States, he writes “their towns 
and cities have taken on the structure 
and color of the desert,” describing 
it as “a radical absence of culture” 
(Baudrillard 99, 86). The appraisal 
overall would seem to be that the 
identity of non-place is bland, if not 
non-existent. 

Before consulting the imagery, 
however, it is important to call 
attention to the way that images can 
convey the identity of place. After all, 
identity is nuanced, individualized, 
and it results from intangibles such as 
action and meaning, not just physical 
appearance. Therefore, it could be 
argued that it might be impossible 
to assess identity through an image 
alone. However, Relph argues that 
images can, in fact, clarify and 
communicate identity effectively. He 
states that “artists, photographers, 
and novelists may even compress 
identity into one small feature which 
somehow captures the essence of a 
place,” indicating that a narrative can 
be formed even by singular elements 
(Relph 48). Furthermore, he writes 
that “images are not just selective 
abstractions of an objective reality 

identity.
THE MISDIRECTION OF SELF

identity of place “refers not only to 
the distinctiveness of individual places 
but also to the sameness between 
different places” (44). Therefore, 
individuality can play just as much 
a role as fitting into a larger group. 
Citing philosopher Albert Camus, 
Relph also offers that identity is a 
composite of several elements: the 
physical setting, the activities, and 
the meaning of a place (47). Our 
individual experiences of a place 
are what “governs our impressions 
of the uniqueness, strength, and 
genuineness of the identity of those 
places,” indicating that, as ever, this 
characteristic exists on a spectrum 
rather than in absolutes (45).

To complicate matters, Relph 
asserts that “there are no places that 
have no identity,” but this opinion is 
highly contested (45). Augé, to the 
contrary, writes that “the space of non-
place creates neither singular identity 
nor relations; only solitude and 
similitude” (83). Whereas Wood might 
argue that the identity of omnitopia 
would be the same everywhere, Augé 
quashes this altogether. To him, there 
is none. Although Wood might not 
argue that there is an absence of 
identity, his observation of “a culture 
colored beige” indicates at least that 

Figure 71–80. Photographs 
by William Eggleston between 
1965 and into the 80s.

Figure 81, 84. Photographs 
from the series The Retail 
Apocalypse: The Changing 
Landscape of American Retail, 
by Jesse Rieser, c.2015.

Figure 82. Photograph 
from Andrew Phelps’ 2012 
series “Haboob.”

Figure 85. (Also on previous 
page) Photograph from Andrew 
Phelps’ 2012 series “Higley.”

Figure 83, 86. Photographs 
by Gregory Crewdson 
from the mid-2000s.
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but are intentional interpretations of 
what is or what is believed to be” 
(56). 

Consequently, it is interesting to 
note the way that cars feature in the 
photography of America. It is a sing-
ular, pervasive element which speaks 
both to the origins of omnitopia and 
to its effect on identity. After all, cars 
were one of the catalysts for the 
types of spaces that now dominate 
the American landscape—the massive 
parking lots, the highway-side clutter, 
the drive-thrus, the wide, expansive 
roads. Because it is such a prominent 
feature in American life, cars appear 
in the work of nearly all of the 
photographers previously introduced. 
This section considers images from 
those aforementioned (Crewdson and 
Rieser) as well as selected images from 
photographers William Eggleston and 
Andrew Phelps.

Eggleston is of an older generation 
of photographers to those previously 
discussed, who revolutionized the use 
of color in photography in the 1960s 
and 70s, and whose inclusion here 
serves to demonstrate the tenacity 
of this identity. His work focuses on 
capturing mundane aspects of life in 
America—the “fast-food wrappers, 
fading billboards, anonymous store-

fronts, and cracked highways”—with 
a critical but not unkind eye (Cain). 
Notably, he was “deeply influenced 
by the burgeoning suburbs and its 
accompanying car culture,” and would 
sometimes even shoot pictures from a 
moving vehicle (Cain). His was a “new 
way of looking at America—and a 
new way of looking, period” (Cain). 

Eggleston’s images portray many 
facets of daily life, but much of 
his work depicts a world centered 
around automobiles. Typically, the 
car does not appear in its entirety, 
but rather it enters the picture from 
the edge, framing the other elements 
within view. This has the effect of 
contextualizing everything to the car, 
demonstrating how the world has 
been bent to meet it. For example, in 
Figures 75 and 79, we see buildings 
that seem to wrap around a car. In 
Figure 71, the sight line of the car 
leads to a gas station, perhaps one 
of the most literal instances of a place 
built for cars. Figure 77 features a 
parking lot full of cars but absent of 
people, as another image of a car-
centric place in the built world. Figure 
74 depicts a car parked ironically 
underneath an advertisement for one 
nearly identical to itself—reducing 
the world to these colors, and placing 

Figure 75. A car parked 
within the corner of a 

brick wall. 1974.

Figure 71. View towards a 
Citgo gas station. 1976.

Figure 74. Green car against 
green wall, underneath 

a billboard for a similar 
green car. 1974.



• 64 65 •

this vehicle in strange conversation 
with itself. Finally, Figure 80 shows 
a service station surrounded by cars 
and tires; the cars simultaneously box 
it in and prop it up. All speak to a 
strange relationship between the 
built environment and the vehicles 
themselves, one which excludes human 
places in favor of those which serve 
the automobile.

Another theme, as seen in Figures 
76 and 78, is that of everyday 
objects displayed on a car. The car 

becomes, quite literally, the backdrop 
for the world it has created. Figure 
76 looks adoringly at a Coca-Cola 
atop the hood of a green car, glowing 
red in soft, warm light. Meanwhile, 
Figure 78 examines an object on 
the red dashboard of a yellow car, 
an image whose background is yet 
another vehicle. The cheerful tones 
paint a favorable scene, but one that 
is made up of cars—and not people. 
When people do appear, they are 
secondary to the car: eyes, and 
therefore identities, obscured (Fig. 
72), or insignificantly small (Fig. 71). 
The America Eggleston portrays is one 
that is subservient to the automobile; 
in love with it, and unabashedly so. 

Comparing these images to those 
of contemporary photographers, we 
see interesting similarities as well as 
some notable departures. Rieser’s 
series The Retail Apocalypse only 
showcases one car—though nearly 
all of the other images feature car 
spaces, usually a parking lot (Fig. 84). 
The single image that does show a car 
(Fig. 81) obscures it both literally and 
tonally behind a low wall. This speaks 
to the way that the car-centric world 
has outgrown the object of its inception 
in the time since: the car gave us these 
spaces, and then they consumed the 

Figure 76. A Coca-Cola bottle 
atop the green hood of a 

car. c.1971–1974.

Figure 78. White object on the 
red dashboard of a yellow 

car. c.1983–1986.

Figure 81. Parked car obscured 
by wall. c.2015.

Figure 84. The rooftop of a 
parking deck, an entirely for-
cars structure. c.2015.
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country. Any personal identity would 
be doubly eclipsed in Figure 81, first 
by the car itself and then by the built 
world around it. 

Crewdson’s depiction speaks to 
the strength of our relationship with 
cars. As aforementioned, the cars are 
always outdated, and usually shown 
in moments of interruption (Figures 
83 and 86). In Figure 83, the driver 
appears to have been stopped 
en route, drawn out of the vehicle 
by the observation of something 
otherworldly. This speaks to the power 

cars have over the American identity. 
It is the same theme in Crewdson’s 
work as before—that it would take 
a powerful outside force to disrupt 
us from our monotonous, suburban 
lives—and from our cars. This paints a 
picture of a culture that is inseparable 
from its vehicles, an attachment which 
is difficult to break.

Finally, the images of Andrew 
Phelps help mark the way that cars 
are portrayed even more recently. 
The selected images come from 
Phelps’ 2007 series Higley (Fig 

85) and his 2012 series Haboob 
(Fig 82), both of which depict the 
Arizona town of Higley, which was in 
2007 “steadily losing ground to the 
exploding metropolis known as the 
‘greater Phoenix area’” (Phelps). The 
initial series mourns the rapid change 
in Higley, and notes the loss of land 
and history in “the battle against a 
homogeneous America” (“Higley”). 
Phelps then returned in 2012—after 
the unexpected crisis of 2008 to 
survey its effects. He notes that the 
later series exposes instability in this 
kind of American Dream, and that 
“as the façade of a once utopian, 
homogeneous vision fades [in Higley], 
its identity is again being reformed, 
reshaped” (“Haboob”). 

While both series capture various 
artifacts of identity within Higley, 
the two images of cars are worth 
noting. Both isolate a single vehicle 
as the subject, and in the 2007 
image (Fig 85), we recognize similar 
themes to previous images: an older 
car set within a car space, though 
noticeably battered and worn. This 
sets the stage for change in Higley, 
perhaps a departure from this older 
relationship to place (which resembles 
Eggleston’s). However, Phelps later 
wrote that his images turned out 

to be quite poor at predicting the 
future, given the downturn that took 
place just one year later (“Haboob”). 
Strangely, the single image of a car 
from the 2012 series seems to have 
gone the opposite direction (Fig. 82). 
The car has been updated, as has the 
car space it sits in. Yet this subject is on 
an actual pedestal within a parking 
lot—a kind of extreme dialling-up 
of the aforementioned themes. This is 
not a shift away from car places and 
car identity—it is a lean in. Suddenly 
there is more of everything (cars, 
lights, trees), kneeling at the altar of 
yet another car, and not a person in 
sight. 

Baudrillard wrote of America: 
““All you need to know about 

Figure 85. Beat-up red car in 
empty parking lot. 2007.

Figure 82. A light-colored car 
atop a plinth in a parking lot 
at night. 2012.

Figure 83. A person standing 
outside their car, having been 

drawn out by some sight behind 
the camera. 2002. 
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American society can be gleaned 
from an anthropology of its driving 
behaviour” (54). And indeed it might 
be true. Expressing place across 
much of America is inextricable from 
our relationship to the vehicles which 
dictate it. But is that what we want? 
An identity borne of the vehicles we 
travel in, rather than the people we 
interact with or the deeper significance 
of where we are? It is easy to say this 
is not the truth—after all, identity of 
place develops from many factors. 
But these are the settings, the actions, 
and the meaning (or lack thereof) to 
the spaces we surround ourselves with. 
It may not be the entire truth of our 
identity—but it is a large part.



conclusion//
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Contemporary critics of Place and 
Placelessness complained of Relph’s 
“traditional condescension toward 
suburbia” (qtd. in Freestone 4), yet 
that kind of criticism has only continued 
in the time since, as evidenced in small 
part by the writing of Augé and 
Wood. Yes, it is a common criticism—
but that makes all the more reason 
to pay attention to the problem. 
Furthermore, all three writers make 
concessions about this kind of place; 
it is not entirely negative, not entirely 
disliked, not entirely problematic—
but that does not mean that there is no 
cause for concern. After all, the need 
to state that it is not ‘all bad’ indicates 
that it is, in part, bad. 

We see across all categories 
an inherent tension. At its root, a 
dichotomy of ‘this or that,’ and an 
effort made to side with neither 

conclusion. one. Non-places are homogeneous 
and they are not homogeneous. It is 
a simultaneity, a non-appraisal, that 
becomes a distraction. It ends up a 
way to avoid taking action at all. And 
while it is true that no complex issue 
ever exists in black and white, the 
fact that the subject is contentious is 
proof enough that omnitopia is not an 
innocent feature of American life. 

This is further evidenced by the 
examination of how place is imaged, 
where the implicit disapproval 
becomes more apparent than in 
writing. It seems that spectrums exist 
in theory, but less so in practice. A 
picture says a thousand words, as 
they say, but in the case of these 
images, many of those words are 
the same. Decades go by, and 
photographers are still registering the 
same complaints and documenting the 
same problems. The photographers 
shown here only represent a fraction 
of the images captured of America, 
but commonalities are nonetheless 
apparent. In their eyes, America 
is faceless, empty, careless, and 
obsessed with consumerism. And while 
this may or may not be the lived 
experience of most Americans, these 
places certainly appear to contribute 
to a perpetual weakening of whatever 

variety, historical significance, mean-
ing, or identity there is.

While the general population 
frequents these places and grows 
fond of these places, what has been 
illustrated is the lack of staying power 
of those connections. We do not clamor 
for change, because we have no other 
frame of reference. It is not that 
change is not desired, but that desiring 
something else is not conceivable. 
What’s worse, these places create 
ugliness in our experiences—and the 
connection between people’s world 
and sense of self worryingly indicates 
that this must, somehow, manifest in 
our persons, too. 

The problems with place in America 
are many, that much is evident—and 
it is not as clear how to combat these 
issues. There is no singular solution 
because there is no singular problem. 
The centers of town are neglected, the 
edges of town are without substance, 
and the spaces in-between are slowly 
filling up with more of the same. In 
short, the issues are complex, yes—
but to carry on without question would 
be the worst course of action.Figure 87. (Previous page) 

Plan for a subdivision which 
combines the most popular 

houses from commercial 
homebuilders, from Atlas of 

Another America.
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