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You get to the top, the sun breaks over the mountains,
and everything is yellow and everybody gasps and sees
how incredible the world really is. And at that moment
it's all worth it. Then everybody gets on the SatPhone
and calls their mother.

Promotional brochure for GM’s Hummer Hi

model Sports Utility Vehicle, 2003

In civilizations without boats, dreams dry up,
espionage takes the place of adventure, and the police
take the place of pirates.

Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” 1967

Figure 1
(facing page)

Lauren Kroiz

Introduction

Boats or boredom. Michel Foucault’s call for adventuresome
pirates seems remarkably close to auto companies’ recent
allusions to our desire for an Expedition or an Explorer in
the driveway ready to take us somewhere incredible. Sports
Utility Vehicles and their exploratory nominations suggest a
mass fascination with narratives of persistence in the face of
hardship and a commitment to discovery of the “new” outside
the everyday. (Figure 1) While we may be thankful that few
Americans still drive the Chrysler Imperial (produced from
1926-1993), we must ask if the legacies of imperialism and
exploration are essentially so different. This issue of thresholds
aims to reintroduce everyday political and social concerns to
the practice of exploration, in a way hitherto largely neglected.
If, as Heghnar Watenpaugh suggests in her essay, it is possible
to historicize concepts like Orientalism (the travel to and
representation of the East by westerners), we can also begin
historicizing the work and art of early explorers, as well as their
legacy in our explorations today.

The lasting legacy of exploring is often covered in hazy memory,
that is, if it is not memorialized forever in the colonization
of “new” territory. Emblematic of the forgotten history of
exploration which this issue of thresholds seeks to recover, is
one historical event. The web of religious and economic factors
of current US policy in the Middle East may be traced beyond
1948 to July of 1847, when William Francis Lynch received naval
approval for the United States’ Expedition to Explore the Dead
Sea and the River Jordan. The expedition planned to chart the
Jordan, suggesting that it might be possible to use the river
to advance US commercial interests in the Middle East. The
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Figure 2. “Caravan of the Expedition”

mission would also be the first to chart the bottom of the Dead
Sea, a body of water which was thought to cover the ancient
damned cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. Landing in Jaffa, the
party marched overland to the river, flying the American flag the
entire way. (Figure 2)

Near the end of their journey, Lynch’s expedition discovered
a pillar of salt on a cliff above the Dead Sea. (Figure 3)
Disembarking to examine it first-hand, Lynch noted that
the composition “of solid salt, [was] capped with carbonate
of lime...covered with debris of a light stone color.” It was
structurally “cylindrical in front and pyramidal behind ...slightly
decrease[d] in size upwards, crumbled at the top, and is one
entire mass of crystallization...its peculiar shape is doubtless
attributable to the action of the winter rains.” In addition to
these empirical observations, Lynch also cited in a footnote the
accounts of a similar pillar of salt by Josephus, an author born
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in 37 AD, and Clement of Rome, both of whom had seen such a
pillar and assumed that it was the one into which Lot’s wife was
transformed. Quoting another ancient text, Lynch recounted
a traditional explanation that “as fast as any part of this pillar
was washed away, it was supernaturally renewed.”s The textual
narrative of the pillar’s discovery and meaning invoked both
empirical and apocryphal explanations.

The expedition obsessively measured the mineral levels and
looked for life in the Dead Sea. They floated themselves and
their horses on the miraculous water, all the while pondering
the damned cities of Sodom and Gomorrah beneath. For
Lynch, even empirical observation of the landscape recalled
biblical scenes. Lynch emphasized the resemblance between the
hardships of explorers and the trials of early saints and pilgrims.
The vividness of his descriptions operated as simultaneously
religious and scientific:



Figure 3. “Pillar
of Salt at Usdum”




