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The term “space,” in a geographical sense, can be described as a number of  multi-faceted and deeply intricate dimensions that social, politi-

cal and cultural networks occupy and transition within. Space can refer to the physical or the imaginary. For example what we can physically 

see or experience and what we can only imagine or articulate through modes of  representation. Space in this context relates to the spatial 

in-betweenness, the physical and psychological areas that haven’t yet been pinned down and organised. In human geography, “place” has 

been defined as somewhere that offers “security” in contrast to the “freedom” that space provides,1 however this definition becomes 

broadly inaccurate when we consider the complexity of  networks that frame one’s engagement with landscape. An individual’s interpre-

tation of  place will differ greatly depending on one’s history, education, location, class, gender, race, profession or social group. Place can 

be abstract, psychological, emotional, temporary, present or absent. Thus, place can be defined as the intersections that allow these spatial 

networks to function, so that a “constellation of  social relations” form particular “meeting points” that can be uniquely experienced from 

differing perspectives.2 Essentially, notions of  place and space are individualised human constructs that shape one’s lived experience. This 

essay considers a woman’s perspective in order to explore these ideas, outlining an artistic method of  making that theoretically destabilises 

and subverts established societal structures. Through the act of  place-making and from a decidedly western perspective, digital technology 

is presented as a tool for renegotiating women’s social and psychological positions in place. 

PLACE PARADOX

Whilst on sabbatical leave in September 2015, I was driving through the vast open space of  Owen’s Valley in the Californian Desert. The 

journey was part of  a month-long academic research trip, in which I made and exhibited new work in response to specific tropes asso-

ciated with the desert. Quite by chance, I found myself  at the Alabama Hills, a rock formation that juts out of  a valley just east of  the 

Sierra Nevada and West of  the White Mountains. The Alabama Hills have been framed and immortalised by the Hollywood film industry 

in countless films spanning across the 20th and 21st Centuries. Westerns, horrors, road trip movies and science-fiction narratives have all 

taken place at this location. As I scaled the rocks, I envisaged the spectres of  mainstream culture framed by the televisual portal that first 

introduced me to this space. This dualism, a real space jutted up against the “scene of  cinema,”3  led to a slippage in my overall sense of  

1. Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of  Experience (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 2001), Originally published 1977.
2. Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), 154.
3. Burchill, Louise, “Derrida and the (Spectral) Scene of  Cinema,” Film, Theory and Philosophy, ed.  F. J. Colman (London: Acumen Press, 2009), 164.
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reality. Sat on the rocks looking out across the vast desert landscape, 

I was encountering the materiality of  the cinematic. My only desert 

encounters prior to September 2015 were the filmic representations 

screened in the UK. Through this preliminary research I found that 

female characters set in the desert were not only cast as secondary 

to the male protagonist, but were also controlled, dominated and 

manipulated by the male lead in different ways depending on the 

plot line. Films such as Wild at Heart (Lynch, 1990), Paris, Texas 

(Wenders, 1984) and Twentynine Palms (Dumont, 2003), misrepre-

sent psychological distress as a female trait rather than the conse-

quence of  an unhealthy, oppressive relationship. Female characters 

are portrayed as vulnerable if  left alone in the desert, susceptible to 

abuse, rape or death if  caught by the wrong man without a chaper-

one. In addition to this, these manipulated women are aggressively 

framed as sexual objects through the mechanics of  the film and 

through the direction of  the respective male “auteur.”4  As many 

feminist film theorists and semioticians have argued, Hollywood 

cinema is a “popular mythology” - a “patriarchal fantasy” or “sign” 

- that “does not reflect the reality” of  what a woman could be if  

presented on her own terms.5 According to Shohini Chaudhuri 

(2006), Teresa de Lauretis (1989) theorises that: 

...women are simultaneously absent and present in dominant cul-

ture. It is this paradox, de Lauretis remarks, that has been feminist 

thinkers’ first task to unravel - the paradox of  woman as ‘constantly 

spoken of ’ while she herself  remains ‘inaudible’, ‘displayed as spec-

tacle and yet unrepresented’... Women - as real social beings - are 

not the same as ‘the woman’, yet they are ‘caught’, experientially and 

conceptually, between the two.6

Thus, in relation to the female body in place, the Western woman as 

real social being is trapped between two layers of  reality, living para-

doxically as self  on her own terms and as the image of  self-as-other. 

In her book Technologies of  Gender, de Lauretis goes on to clarify that: 

4. Shohini Chaudhuri, Feminist Film Theorists: Laura Mulvey, Kaja Silverman, Teresa de 
Lauretis, Barbara Creed (Oxon: Routledge, 2006), 10.
5. Ibid., 8.
6. Ibid., 62.

...this constant slippage between Woman as representation, as the 

object and the very condition of  representation, and on the other 

hand, woman as historical beings, subjects of  “real relations,” are 

motivated and sustained by a logical contradiction in our culture 

and an irreconcilable one: women are both inside and outside gen-

der, at once within and without representation.7

In this sense, the term “filmic space” in this essay can be broad-

ened to include all representations of  the real conveyed using 

digital technology. Digital mediums provide conflicting layers of  

truth and illusion, presenting an image that is idealised, manipu-

lated and mediated. Mass media outlets such as broadcasting, film 

and advertising industries influence and affect mainstream society, 

traditionally from the perspective of  white, middle-class males.8 

This has a profound impact on how space is articulated, negotiated 

and perceived from the perspective of  a human being who happens 

to be female, as representations of  the body, lifestyle choices and 

desires are dictated and replicated across both real and imaginary 

space until it becomes a cultural expectation. I am thus interested 

in the extent to which these gendered stereotypes are prescribed by 

capitalist power, and what we can truly categorise as uninfluenced, 

self-determined behaviour. 

Despite the residue of  historical gender discrimination in the West, 

both in terms of  real lived experience and the filmic mythologies 

witnessed, my first-hand experience of  the Californian desert was a 

completely different encounter to the cinematic representations that 

had warned me to stay indoors. I stayed in the desert alone. There 

were no technologies of  gender, no cultural controls over my body, 

no gender specific self-awareness, no threat of  being kidnapped, 

raped or murdered like these films had warned. This landscape took 

away the oppressive nature of  my socially constructed gender, and 

allowed me to know myself  for the first time without a cultural veil. 

This pivotal experience initiated a number of  questions regarding 

7. Teresa De Lauretis, Technologies of  Gender (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University 
Press, 1987), 10.
8. FAUCET SOCIETY (2013). Stats and Facts on Women in Power. [Online]. Accessed 
June 2016, http://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/2013/02/stats-and-facts-on-women-in-
power/.
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the relationship between gender as a social construct and the impact 

this has on one’s engagement with place. The distinction between 

“the real experience” and the “gendered representation” I under-

stood culturally led me to consider how these opposing embedded 

structures can be challenged and subverted through practice-led 

research, with specific focus on the medium of  video and photog-

raphy and its paradoxical nature as both a document of  truth and a 

depiction of  the imaginary. 

DIGITAL FACE

Advancements in digital technology have initiated a transition in 

which the dualistic boundary between real and representation is 

broken down. Social media, reality television, celebrity culture, 

dating apps, facial contouring, the “selfie,” and cosmetic surgery all 

contribute to a new breed of  image-centred tech-culture. Medi-

ated profiles of  women are seeping into and replacing what we 

understand to be reality; reducing the real social being to noth-

ing more than a superficial echo of  existence. Referring back to 

Chaudhuri’s quote, women who use technology in this way are no 

longer “caught” experientially and conceptually between self  and 

image. The cyber-spatial plain extends the relationship between self  

and image, so that in contrast to the filmic spatial plain, we are, in 

Baudrillard’s words, “no longer alienated and passive spectators but 

interactive extras... members of  [a] huge ‘reality show.’” 9 Construct-

ed images superficially dictate what ‘woman’ is, and the hyperreal 

“#selfieready” preparation of  the organic for digital consumption 

is an increasingly common occurrence. Thus, one is becoming the 

image, and the image is “understood itself, reciprocally, as em-

bodied.”10  There are positive aspects to be gleaned from this new 

digitised spatial order. If  we refer back to de Lauretis and her quote 

about the slippage that occurs between woman as “object” and 

woman as a subject of  “real relations”, we can determine how cy-

ber-space has made it possible for this new mutable position to take 

place in the context of  feminism. The immediacy of  social media 

has given power to the female voice in a relatively democratic, high-

ly mainstream and globally accessible space. These female voices are 

9. As quoted in Amelia Jones, Self/Image: Technology. Representation and the Contemporary 
Subject (Oxon: Routledge, 2006), 18.
10. Amelia Jones, Self/ Image: Technology. Representation and the Contemporary Subject (Oxon: 
Routledge, 2006), 8.

cutting through the traditional dualism of  female identity, using the 

cyber-spatial plain and the predominantly supportive community it 

sustains to renegotiate a woman’s place in society. 

In her Manifesto for Cyborgs, Donna Haraway describes a human 

hybrid comprising machine and organism as a “prime resource to 

help imagine a different kind of  material-semiotic world.”11 Devised 

in a historic moment, when the militarisation of  technology made 

it possible to blur the boundaries between man and machine, the 

image of  the Cyborg was presented by Haraway as a model that 

conceptualised the possibility of  an emancipated, post-gender 

utopia. Haraway argues that through a symbiotic relationship 

between social reality and imagination, “antagonistic dualisms” that 

dominate the West, such as self  / other, culture / nature, male / 

female, truth / illusion; can be challenged by “high-tech culture” 

in the form of  the cybernetic organism.12 This pre-internet theory 

provides a suitable model in which to critique the 21st Century 

methods of  learning and communication, as human beings become 

increasingly reliant on digital technology as an enhancing extension 

of  the organic. When Haraway’s manifesto was first published in 

1983, emerging computer information technology was considered 

ideologically separate from the dominant power structures that have 

historically organised and divided society. In the political climate 

of  2016 however, Haraway’s Cyborg has been hijacked from within 

by the patriarchal and capitalist systems she hoped to subvert. 

“Antagonistic dualisms” continue to be exploited by those in power, 

to target what Simone de Beauvoir defines as “the other.” 13 Gen-

dered, racial and class characterisations have continued to influence 

hierarchical societal systems through the centralisation of  digital 

technology. Thus, the positive message of  equality that the female 

voice promotes in cyber-space is not genuinely permeating through 

into the mainstream space that seeks to dominate “the other.”14 

Contaminated and subjugated by capitalist desire, the cyber-spa-

tial plain is being organised so that the freedom it has promised 

is diminished over time: “...the ‘diversity that the world wide web 

had originally envisioned’ has given way to ‘the centralisation of  

11. Joseph Schneider, Donna Haraway: Live Theory (London: Continuum, 2005), 62.
12. Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Fem-
inism in the Late Twentieth Century,” Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of  
Nature (London: Free Association Books, 1991), 149 – 181.
13. Simone De Beauvoir, The Second Sex (London: Vintage, 1949).
14. Ibid.,16. 
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information’ inside a select few social networks – and the end 

result is ‘making us all less powerful in relation to government and 

corporations.’”15 Through the algorithmic, capitalist manipulation 

of  desires, the image dominates and superficially eradicates the self  

in its entirety. In this new world, where the materiality of  the body 

has been discarded in favour of  its digital phantasm, the concept of  

the Cyborg can no longer be associated with the visual image of  the 

human body. The female body has been immobilised - pinned down 

- by the very sign that Haraway’s Cyborg was designed to destroy. 

As Luce Irigaray (1979) states: “In our culture, the predominance of  

the look over smell, taste, touch, hearing, has brought about an im-

poverishment of  bodily relations... the moment the look dominates, 

the body loses its materiality.”16  Digital place-making therefore, 

needs to be the new subject of  the creative process that re-imag-

ines the utopian material-semiotic world that Haraway envisaged. 

Working paradoxically inside and outside of  the dominant systems 

using digital means allows for renegotiations to take place; crucially, 

within the context of  the art gallery. 

LAY OF THE LAND (AND OTHER SUCH MYTHS)

As part of  the practice-led research I have outlined in this essay, 

Lay of  the Land (and other such myths) is a project that seeks to subvert 

the use of  digital space, bringing together physical, filmic and cyber 

spatial plains to create a metaphysical place that can be traversed by 

the audience in a variety of  ways. The long-term project will utilise 

video, photography, sculpture, performance, virtual reality and digi-

tal editing processes in order to create a replication of  the physical, 

with the aim of  generating a symbolic ‘meeting place’ in a gallery 

context. This layering of  real and imaginary mimics our contempo-

rary mediated engagement with the world, allowing one to subvert 

and politically renegotiate semiotic meaning outside of  existing so-

cial parameters. The resulting heterotopian ‘island’ provides an oth-

erworldly space that actively questions its materiality and purpose,17 

15. Katharine Viner, “How technology disrupted the truth”, The Guardian, July 12, 
2016, accessed July 15th 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/jul/12/
how-technology-disrupted-the-truth?campaign_id=A100&campaign_type=Email)
16. Luce Irigaray, (1978) quoted in Massey, Doreen, Space, Place and Gender (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 1994): 232.
17. Michel Foucault, “Of  Other Spaces,” Diacritics, Vol. 16, No. 1. (Spring, 1986): 22-27. 
[Online] Accessed June 2016, https://monoskop.org/images/b/b0/Foucault_Mi-
chel_1984_1986_Of_Other_Spaces.pdf. 

moving beyond reality to imagine an alternative existence no longer 

limited by the fleshy, earthy physicality of  being-in-this-world. His-

torical meta-narratives and notions of  difference are unpacked and 

reframed in this theoretical and artistic context, as a way to re-write 

and re-tell the experiences of  women in their “place.” 

Current configurations of  this unfolding project depict the afore-

mentioned site known as the Alabama Hills. Large gold sculptures, 

based on the natural forms jutting out of  the Californian desert, will 

be used as dynamic mechanisms to encourage viewers to become 

part of  the “fiction” and in turn consider their own self-image on 

“neutral” territory. Videos depicting digitally broken representations 

of  the physical body alongside informed voices of  women playfully 

disrupt and deconstruct gender stereotypes. The processes under-

taken to create the video works separate the idea of  woman from 

reality, placing her in an imaginary space in order to deconstruct 

the cultural, historical and political systems that in reality define 

her. Objective and playful intellectual analyses puncture the viewer’s 

experience of  place, so that a discovery of  what woman is, beyond 

capitalism, can be determined by the viewer. Large scale manipulat-

ed images of  the Alabama Hills form theatrical, maze-like partitions 

that direct the audience towards these subversive video works. The 

exhibition space as a mode of  presentation plays an important 

role in the success of  these works, acting as an intellectual space 

functioning between existing political systems. In the white cube 

“there is no time,” and this eternity “gives the gallery a limbo like 

status; one has to have died already to be there.”18 Thus, the “un-

shadowed,... clean and artificial” white cube acts as a neutral setting 

in which new modes of  thinking can be communicated - without 

the historical weight that the presence of  time demands. Lay of  the 

Land (and other such myths) echoes the gallery’s in-between state in this 

sense, the viewer disarmed and encouraged to imagine alternative 

structures that define Western society. For a time the audience occu-

pies a fantasy, and the physicality of  the artwork becomes a liminal 

interface within which utopia and reality meet.

18. Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of  the Gallery Space (London: 
University of  California Press, 1999), 7.
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