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white lettering on black, Byers constructed messages 
such as “See Rock City” on more than 900 barns and 
buildings in 19 states ranging from Florida to Michigan 
and effectively made Rock City a symbol of southern 
Americana. 

See This Rock
In my project, I appropriate the language of Rock 
City’s iconic barn painting promotional effort of the 
1950s, capitalizing on the perceived persuasive power 
it held, and continues to wield, that revolutionized 
tourism media. Rock City is a construction, a place 
subjectively deemed as more beautiful or more worthy 
of recognition than others. The signs tell you what you 
need to see and how you should look at them because of 
the higher value placed upon them through repetition 
and scale. Emphasizing the absurdity of the added 
significance a billboard gives a place, I have attributed 
value to a rock which is both the most important and 
the least important thing to see. Through repetition 
of the message, all attention is then drawn away from 
the rock, as it is overwhelmed by the very signs which 
represent it.

From here, I plan to dig deeper into the symbolic 
significance of the See Rock City campaign. I will 
appropriate tourism tactics to critique and expose the 
constructed perception that the media creates which 
robs the individual of their ability to see and make value 
judgements autonomously.
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What is worth seeing?

As an evolving global society, each generation builds 
onto the last, creating a constructed environment 
defined under the terms of culture, home, city, interstate, 
or company. In many cases we tend to overlook these 
underlying grid systems which influence our mundane 
actions; from walking along a sidewalk, driving in the 
lane, turning on the light, to getting groceries,  our 
actions are mediated by the social laws and expectations 
built up over time evident in the undercurrents of an 
energy grid, the subtle hints of peer pressure, and the 
repetition of flashing images before our eyes.  

I am interested in how the tourism industry builds on 
this social and evolutionary framework to influence 
individual and collective perceptions. Tourism media 
operates within the context of the evolving social 
structure and incorporates sensory elements as well as 
engrained physiological responses to alter an individual’s 
concept of place. Tourism media meticulously crafts an 
alluring image and affects not only the final experience 
in the place, but also what is collectively considered to 
be of value, what is considered as “worth seeing.” 

Mindfulness
Through the senses, perception, and attention, we 
construct a sense of our position in relation to the world 
around us. Mindfulness is the practice of being aware 
of the outside influences which compete for control 
over our constructed experience; it is the repositioning 
of self in relation to the surrounding environment. 
Mindfulness has become a buzzword, spurring a 
Western interest in Eastern mysticism, Buddhist philo-
sophy, and the practice of meditation. However, beyond 
the self-oriented meditational practice, I define the 
term mindfulness as an understanding of the external 
influences that act upon the senses to affect one’s reality. 
In our increasingly noisy technological society, it is easy 
to become distracted, perfunctory, and unobservant. 
Advertisements saturate the environment we live in 
today and accessibility to global media platforms is 
becoming increasingly ubiquitous. Tourism presents 
reality from a perspective of over-sensationalized, 
oversaturated imagery, creating unrealistic expectations 



just spontaneous movement throughout the urban 
landscape allowing for new perceptions to form.

 
Figure 1 Maria Flores, “Theory of the Derive,” The Archiologist, 

October 2, 2016. https://thearchiologist.com/article/theory-of-the-derive.

Exposing regimented space
In addition to the geographic and economic structures 
that shape the urban environment, an integral comp-
onent of the dérive is the social construction of a space, 
or how it is perceived in the mind of its inhabitants. 
The dérive reveals subconscious habits that individuals 
have formed moving through the motions of the day-
to-day. It exposes the limited, individualist reality of 
existence, especially within a post-industrialist society 
in which regimentation is a ubiquitous social norm. 
Regimentation which manifests in the grid-like systems 
of urban streets, the daily planning strictly controlled by 
numerical values based on the position of the sun, the 
division of children into classes and classes into subjects, 
the specialization of careers whose power stems from 
green paper that only holds symbolic value yet holds 
sway over entire nations and drives individuals with an 
ambiguous promise of success.

Paris, France, is a place on a map that occupies a meas-
urable amount of space. The Situationists compounded 
the individual’s perception and subjective meaning 
embedded in the identification of Paris, however, 

and taking away the agency of the individual to have an 
unmediated experience of a place.

Which perspective is correct?
In his graphic novel, Unflattening, Nick Sousanis 
questions the concepts of perspective and awareness. 
He advocates the need for a new, altered perspective 
to “discover new ways of seeing.”  In one example, he 
asks the reader to hold up a finger and look at it with 
one eye closed, and then to alternate and close the 
other eye. He points out that the finger has changed 
position and asks the question, which perspective is 
correct? Sousanis concludes that there is no single 
“correct” view. It is this displacement, or parallax, that 
allows us to perceive depth. Our stereoscopic vision is 
the creation and integration of two views, a constant 
negotiation between two distinct sources.  Physically, 
while our eyes represent the primary perceptual link, 
we are concurrently stimulated by auditory, olfactory, 
and tactile input. Mentally, “we are constantly making 
comparisons, evaluating and contextualizing”  the 
thousands of perspectives we as individuals have 
with the millions of perspectives of others. In his 
exploration of perspective and awareness, Sousanis 
builds on the concept of the dérive, first introduced by 
the Situationists.

Wandering to see
The Situationist International movement was a 
reactionary response to a capitalist society increasingly 
driven by consumerism. The Situationists advocated 
a revolution of daily life through practices such as 
“detournement,” combining appropriated images to 
reveal the underlying social motivation, and “dérive.” 
The dérive is a practice in which an individual breaks 
from the daily routine to walk through an urban space 
and take in the psychogeographic nuances of the terrain. 
Over time, the movement of the individual through 
this constructed space begins to reveal its underlying 
mechanisms on which the urban environment is 
structured and governed. The Situationists viewed 
Paris, France, as the ideal model for the dérive as 
its bustling streets laid out in grids allowed for a 
structured wandering; there were no expectations, 

through the dérive. In turn, allowing Paris to acquire 
a new significance according to the experience of the 
individual in relation to structures composing the 
space. This experience compounds the intended spatial 
experience with personal histories and biases. 

Deconstruction
Other movements in both art and philosophy grapple 
with how one’s perception can be shaped by outside 
forces and structures. Deconstruction uses visual play 
to break down the façade of art and architecture to 
reveal the constructed systems that drive them. One 
of the important figures of the deconstructionist 
movement is Jacques Derrida. He argues that through 
deconstruction, you can engage with the reasons 
why something works the way it does and why it has 
certain effects according to sociological norms and 
expectations. Derrida’s theory of representation and 
reality addresses how “the external image of things 
gets inside their internal essence” by “showing how 
the devalued, empty concept lives inside the valued, 
positive one.”  So, in theory, a deconstructionist piece 
reveals more about society than a modernist piece 
because deconstruction engages with the underlying 
mechanisms that make the modernist piece effective 
and intelligible. Deconstruction involves taking a 
critical approach to traditional art and architecture 
through visual play with forms and volume to form a 
slight rupture in perception, opening people’s eyes to 
endless possibilities.

Studying experiences
Phenomenology is the study of structure of consciousness 
as experienced from the first-person point of view.  
Edmund Husserl was the first philosopher to 
introduce this concept and he posed the question: 
how is the world as phenomenon constituted in our 
consciousness? In other words, he explores how one’s 
reality is shaped by their awareness of experiences. 
Heidegger, another philosopher, argued that it is not 
possible to objectively study anything due to individual 
influences and historical contexts and thus the phen-
omenology is actually a method of access to being, or 
“dasein,” a human in the world.  These philosophers 



When I visited, I had quite a different experience than 
what I had anticipated. The sun was bright and blew 
out many of the pictures I took, the site was like an 
amusement park with crying kids tugged along by over-
eager parents, and large tour groups listening intently to 
the guide and following worn paths through the ruins. 
I realized while there that all the tourists there and all 
the tourists who had come before had experienced the 
Machu Picchu through these same rehearsed walks and 
filtered what they saw through the lens of preconceived 
notions they held before coming. There were even 
designated photo spots demarcated with green string 
where people lined up to get the “explorer-pose” picture 
facing the mountain with arms wide, the “fun-pose” 
photo capturing midjump, or the “pensive-pose,” photo 
sitting and looking out at the mountain. 

Figure 5 Photo by Niara Nichols, edited by Lauren Williamson, Machu 
Picchu

See Rock City
Following my own Tokaido road on my peregrination 
from home to school, I am witness to a visual system of 
signs that bears a striking resemblance to the 53 stations 
of the imperial road in Japan. Along the route, I see 
billboards advertising in bold letters “See Rock City” and 
am reminded of the barns which dotted the southern 
landscape following interstates in the early 1950s. Rock 
City was founded by Garnet Carter in 1932 and in 1937, 
in an effort to attract travelers, he hired Clark Byers 
to paint the roofs of country barns, sheds, and other 
buildings along the highway system. Using iconic bold, 



argue that phenomenology defines reality in terms of 
one’s conscious experiences and thus is centered around 
the individual and their perception of their own body in 
relation to their experience and environment.

Fabricating a natural experience
The Japanese stroll garden is an example of a rigid 
construction of space intended to generate a specific 
experience, but unlike an urban layout, its constructed 
features are meant to be perceived as natural. In trad-
itional Japanese stroll garden layout, the placement 
of tobi-ishi, or “skipping stones,” form the garden paths. 
By a sophisticated placement of the stones, foot 
movements can be slowed down, sped up, halted, or 
turned in various directions. And with the legs, the 
eyes are manipulated, and the visual input from spatial 
phenomena is structured over time creating a sense 
of place.  This sense of place is built from a veiled 
experience that appears seamless, while at its core, 
is completely fabricated. 

Design is invisible
The aim of Japanese stroll gardens is to be so constructed 
that it seems not constructed; it is this art of crafting 
a particular experience that is similar in many facets 
to the aims of commercial design. In her essay, “The 
Crystal Goblet,” typographer Beatrice Warde argues 
that good typography is like a transparent, crystal wine 
glass which clearly reveals the crimson liquid inside. 
She states, “Type well used is invisible as type, just as 
the perfect talking voice is the unnoticed vehicle for the 
transmission of words, ideas.” Don Norman, the director 
of the Design Lab at the University of California, San 
Diego, wrote in The Design of Everyday Things, “Good 
design is actually a lot harder to notice than poor design, 
in part because good designs fit our needs so well that 
the design is invisible.”  With the rise of the internet 
and the proliferation of websites, the aim of the web 
designer is to create a seamless user experience in 
which one must adhere to the conventions established 
by other sites to ensure site usability. Nielsen’s “10 
Usability Heuristics for User Interface Design” posit 
that the design should be informative and predictable, 

following conventions to appear intuitive and stimulate 
trust.  In other words, the user should not be aware 
of the inner workings of a site, the viewer should not 
be cognizant of the design of an object, and the reader 
should not be aware of the type on a page. As designers, 
commercial design, which includes tourism, is to be like 
a Japanese stroll garden, a means of building a specific 
experience within a given space from a constructed 
perspective. 

Ma: Time and space
In the same vein, Japanese print design embraces 
minimalism which is inspired by the concept of ma. 
The character pronounced “ma” is a composite of two 
characters: the first for gate and the second for moon 
underneath. As Japanese characters are ideograms, 
or, representative of ideas, this glyph represents the 
delicate and fleeting moment of moonlight streaming 
through the cracks in a gateway, capturing both 
time and space. The Japanese were interested in the 
relationship between space, place, time, and the 
individual’s inter-action within and with the former 
elements. With ma, space is integral to the concept of 
place as “in [our] understanding of nature we…recognize 
the origin of the concept of space as a system of places.” 

Ma has various meanings within different contexts. 
One such context means the distance between Tokyo 
and Kyoto denoting not only distance but also 
recognizing the two points as “individual units.” In 1834, 
inspired by his numerous trips with an entourage of 
the shogun’s officials along the imperial road known 
as the Tokaido, Utagawa Hiroshige made a series of 
wood prints called “The Fifty-Three Stations of the 
Tokaido that depicted the beauty of everyday life 
along the road. During this time, the government set 
up 53 stations along the Tokaido as stopping points 
for travelers. The road “was a popular scenic route, 
marked by many temples, shrines, shops, and inns, 
which he made famous through his prints.”  Utagawa 
Hiroshige’s numerous journeys along the imperial 
route were, in effect, exercises in mindfulness as he 
took in the surrounding life along the road from diverse 
perspectives and crafted a place from the space he 
experienced. In this way Hiroshige was demonstrating 



ma from two converging angles. In Hiroshige’s 
prints, ma is represented as the distance between two 
places, while at the same time employs many of the 
fundamental principles of mindfulness: specifically, 
awareness of one’s surrounding environment. 

Figure 2 Utagawa Hiroshige, from the series“The Fifty-Three Stations 
of the Tokaido,” Japan, Edo period, 1834, woodblock print, Dallas 
Museum of Art.

Directed value
Hiroshige’s prints were sold inexpensively and ended 
up attracting tourists to the Tokaido road. His prints 
created a new perception of place that, in turn, 
shaped how others saw it. Tourists were drawn to this 
location because of Hiroshige’s visual campaign rooted 
in mindfulness. I am interested in how places and 
things accrue value just because someone points them 
out. While there is nothing inherently wrong with 
how tourism presents a place, it distorts the tourist’s 
perception of reality and their experience within the 
place. Sousanis’ concept of parallax is relevant here 
in that tourism presents the mind with only one 
perspective. The repetition of over-glamorized and, 
at times, brain-numbing media conveys value to the 
individual. The persuasive media that the tourism 
industry employs, convinces the tourist that the place, 
item, or experience should look or feel a certain way. 
Tourism presents the tourist with one angle over which 
they are stripped of the ability to see a complete view. 
It is as if you are stuck with one eye closed, barred 
from perceiving the dimension of depth granted by the 
integration of visual information from two sources. 

Through another lens
Another way of looking at this concept is through the 
example of 3D glasses. One side presents a filtered world 
in blue and the other side in red. Both perspectives are 
correct, but without perceiving both simultaneously, 
you lack a complete concept of space. The glasses take 
parallax and use that to construct and manipulate your 
concept of space and depth. Granted, the dimensionality 
of image itself is an illusion, without both views, the 
eyes are unable to perceive the complete image. 

Expectation vs. Reality
A text that sparked my interest in the how the tourism 
industry manipulates our experience of a place is 
“Facing the Volcano” written by Aggie Toppins. In 
this short article, Aggie describes her month-long 
trip to Puebla, Mexico, in 2018. After planning and 
anticipation, Aggie expects to see the famous snow-
capped volcano, Popocatépetl, which looms over the 
city of Puebla. She climbs to a historic church called La 
Iglesia de Nuestra Señora de los Remedios (Church of 
Our Lady of Remedies), expecting the view to be just like 
the postcards. 

Figure 3a: Aggie Toppins, Puebla, MX Postcard, “Facing the Volcano,” 

September 2018, http://aggietoppins.com/facingthevolcano.html.

Instead, Aggie was disappointed by the smog that clouded 
her view of the volcano in the distance. Even though 
it was a great view of the city, all she could perceive was 

the absence of a feeling that she had expected to have in 
that space. It’s this expectation vs reality: the imagined 
sensory experience of how it will feel or look that clouds 
the interpretation of one’s current experience in a space, 
taking away our agency to experience the place for 
ourselves.

Figure 3b: Aggie Toppins, View from Church, “Facing the Volcano,” 

September 2018, http://aggietoppins.com/facingthevolcano.html.

I recently experienced this firsthand with Machu 
Picchu. Historically depicted in an over-sensationalized 
way through over-saturated images, the imagery that 
the tourism groups present is unrealistic. The weather is 
perfect with the clouds settling lower on the mountain 
without obscuring the ruins. It is free of the thousands 
of tourists who crowd the site like ants on a hill. 

Figure 4 Getty Images, obtained from The Telegraph, https://www.
telegraph.co.uk/travel/destinations/south-america/peru/articles/.


