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Places with Sense | Are You Ready for This?
LINDA CARROLI

It is perhaps obvious to say that new technologies 
and media have shaped new realities and visions 
for public life and urban space. Yet, while life in the 
built environment has changed, its fundamental 
forms have persisted for centuriesðstreets, 
open space and buildings. Are there other forms 
emerging from technology and virtuality? Can 
we have compelling public spaces or public art 
without acknowledging that media and technology 
have transformed public life and culture? In the 
typologies of public space and art, will virtual or 
media spaces come to inform the shape of the city? 
It can sometimes seem that those traditional forms 
of the city have been historicized and naturalised, 
so that anything new is an addition or a new layer 
rather than a material change in the nature of 
space, place and experience.

The reticence or coyness (particularly among 
state and local public art programs) in embracing 
the creative and artistic potential of media and 
technology in the public realm is disturbing. 
Media technologies have expanded the public 
realm in exponential ways, they have enabled 
new networks and connections. Our spatial 
literacies are also developing to accommodate 
the augmented, networked and mixed realities 
introduced into our cities and towns. We can switch 
from virtual to physical in the blink of an LED, 
we can experience intersected spatial realities 
simultaneously. Just as there is a circuit between 
us and our built environment (we shape it and it 
shapes us) so it is with the virtual or augmented 

environment. Our cultural expressions, then, 
should also be responsive to these spatial and 
material complexities. As Roy Strickland states, 

... the temporal and spatial þexibility inherent in 
new media have actually helped increase and 
diversify the use of urban spaceðespecially 
public space, where wireless and digital 
technologies now support a þuid mix of work, 
commuting, socialising and entertainment ... 
From PC screen to Jumbotron to ubiquitous 
advertising campaigns, a never-ending stream 
of words, images and sounds challenges 
notions of place, as it alternately distracts 
attention from the physical environment and 
intensiýes the experience of place.1

Sense of Place
Early in 2007, d/Lux Media Arts presented the 
symposium and lab, Coding Cultures, in Sydneyôs 
western suburbs.2 This event explored how media 
arts practitioners are working with technology to 
enable communities to express and share their 
stories and knowledge in innovative and imaginative 
ways. As d/Lux Director David Cranswick said, 
ónew technologies enable a rich participatory 
media culture where people can make, share and 
distribute their experiencesô.3 Coding Cultures 
invited international and Australian practitioners 
and organisations to proýle and interrogate the 
drivers of their work with and in communities. It was 
clear that from Proboscis in the United Kingdom, 
to Information and Cultural Exchange in western 
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Sydney, to The Container Project in Jamaica, 
artists are collaborating with communities in ways 
that redeýne placesðas they are experienced, 
how they are created or 
re/developed and how they 
are represented. Several 
practitioners expressed 
dissatisfaction with the 
traditional community arts 
model and approach. Rather, 
new technologies introduce 
new cultural methodologies 
and tropes for negotiating our urban environments 
and places. 

One of the central concepts of Proboscisôs (Alice 
Angus and Giles Laneôs) practice is ópublic 
authoringôðthe everyday mapping and sharing 
of knowledge and experience by people about 
the places and spaces in which they live, work 
and play. Proboscisôs work emphasises narrative 
and storytelling as óa living, everyday process that 
underpins how people co-create and inhabit culture 
and societyô.4 Proboscis develops tools, games and 
publications (in analogue and digital formats) using 
wearables, GPS and electronics. Their work seeks 
to offer ómodels of playful experimentation for how 
society can question and understand what it is to 
be social beings in a networked worldô.5 Proboscis 
argues that higher end technologies and platforms 
are not readily accessible and often appeal to 
limited numbers of users: they stress the need to 
consider appropriate technologies. óScavengingô 

is providing a means of addressing this issue. 
For the Snout project, they are óscavenging free 
online mapping and sharing technologies as 

forms of guerrilla public authoringô.6 This means 
they are accessing and using existing tools in 
order to develop their projects and work within the 
broader frame of óuser-generated contentô, social 
networking and content sharing. 

The Container is a mobile workstation existing 
primarily to provide simpliýed access to information 
technology. It involves a collaboration between 
the UK group Mongrel and Marvin Jarman. The 
converted shipping container is ýtted out with 
ýfteen computers and other equipment so it 
can operate as a roving multimedia centre. In a 
Jamaican community it has become a locus for 
community development and engagement. The 
Container is working with local and international 
collaborators and artists to produce a series of 
multimedia workshops. The primary objectives 
of these workshops are to facilitate the idea of 
alternative networking between the Caribbean 
islands and the rest of the world: creating a do-it-

... artists are collaborating with communi-
ties in ways that redeýne placesðas they 
are experienced, how they are created or 
re/developed and how they are represented.
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yourself environment through the use of computers 
and new technology. Most recently, there has been 
a focus on digital storytelling through the residency 
of Canadian artist Camille Turner. 

In western Sydney, Information and Cultural 
Exchange (ICE) is working at the intersection of 
arts, culture, community and technology producing 
innovative and creative digital arts and technology 
projects. ParraMappa is an online photo-map 
of the suburb Parramatta, created by young 
people from refugee and migrant backgrounds. 
Young digital content creators took photographs 
of places of interest around Granville and Harris 
Park. After writing about their connection to those 
places, they entered their content on the website. 
Through technology, mapping is a reþexive and 
singularised experience, into which multiple stories 
of locatedness and situatedness can be inþected. 
Modes of mapping, placetelling and placemarking 
are also being explored in social networking 
environments such as Facebook. 

Each of these projects localised the use and 
application of technology, developing work 
collaboratively in places and with people. They 
have a common focus on meeting local desires to 
tell stories that represent the multifaceted crafting 
and experience of place. In communities bereft of 
a compelling public space that encourages a public 
life, media technologies can shape a ócommonsô 

bringing people into contact. We are indeed living 
our places online and through the media with which 
we tell those stories. The success of such projects 
lies in negotiationðdrawing out the óbursting to tellô 
stories and ideas rather than blanketing localities 

and neighbourhoods with 
preconceived and idealised 
constructs of place and 
public.

Places with sense
Malcolm McCullough ob-
serves, ówhatever our desire 

for a ñsense of placeò we seem destined to get 
ñplaces with senseòô.7 As the paradigm of ubiq-
uitous computing and media takes hold, places 
are developing senseðexamples include major 
public art commissions, such as Troy Innocentôs 
Field of Play at Melbourneôs Digital Harbour; loca-
tive media experiments, content or media sharing 
and other innovative applications of wireless con-
nectivity; the proliferation of digital and electronic 
grafýti and intervention; and the uptake of new and 
transitive materials. Field of Play is an urban art 
environment that transforms a masterplanned high 
tech business and residential development into a 
zone for play. Inspired by the game of rock-paper-
scissors, it can be played online or on-site. Equally 
distributed and located, the work connects two 
different kinds of public spaceðthe virtual space 
of the Internet and mobile phone and the physical 
space of Digital Harbour. 

Berlin-based urbanist and consultant, Mirjam 
Struppek, who recently visited Brisbane to 
lecture on Urban Screens,8 states that óWe are 
not far from technology that makes it possible 
to cover buildings with large þexible planes of 
moving images, networked and controlled from 

In communities bereft of a compelling public 
space that encourages a public life, media 
technologies can shape a ócommonsô, 
bringing people into contact.
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one central location but making use of site-
speciýcally collected consumer dataô.9 A sense of 
this networked urban public life might be evident 
in the Digital Mile Project in Zaragoza, Spain. 
The project is a collaboration between Zaragoza 
City Council and the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technologyôs Smart Cities research centre as a 
new kind of placemaking: óall of the spaces, parks 
and buildings on the Digital Mile will include free, 
public wireless connectivity to the Internet as 
well as open access to the digital systems and 
responsive media elements located along the Mile. 
... Digital systems are programmable according to 
usersô wishes and thus facilitate experiences on the 
Digital Mileô.10 However, connections are possible 
across distances as well as between nodes and 
networks (as Troy Innocentôs artwork attests). In 
her lecture, Struppek observed the emergence of 
interactive media installations and performances 
as a new art form in urban space. She commented 
that there is a lack of knowledge about new media 
and technology in government that inhibits the 
integration of media in developments. Additionally, 
there are blindspots in public art and urban design 
masterplans and policy that, while embracing the 
placemaking impulse, have not considered urban 
innovation and retro-ýtting. 

We may experience places as increasingly 
interactive and responsive. New technologies re-
spatialise and re-temporalise social interactions. 
Rather than occupying space, we may have more 
of a sense of it folding around or embracing our 
own bodies and movements. We may become 
immersed in a different kind of social or play space. 
Placemaking initiatives have become a driving 
force in urban design and planning. Public art is, 
of course, integral to any placemaking formula and 
there is much emphasis placed on the integration 

of public art and design in those traditional forms 
of the city, reinforcing the idea of an óadditional 
layerô. McCullough says, for those who are mobile 
and networked, 

place has become less about our origins on 
some singular piece of blood soil, and more 
about forming connections with the many sites 
in our lives. Place becomes less an absolute 
location fraught with tribal bonds or nostalgia, 
and more a relative state of mind that one gets 
into by playing oneôs boundaries and networks. 
We belong to several places and communities, 
partially by degree, and in ways that are 
mediated.11 

There is presently unprecedented urban 
development in Queensland, particularly in the 
south-east corner due to population growth and 
sprawl. There are also many attempts to revitalise 
rural and regional towns due to environmental 
crises impacting upon primary industries. In the 
greater Brisbane region, new suburban housing 
estates such as North Lakes and Springýeld 
Lakes and urban villages such as Kelvin Grove are 
planned as electronically networked communities 
and neighbourhoods. There is a case for 
reconsidering the public art commissioning, urban 
design or urban planning paradigm in order to 
enhance experience and sensation in public and 
urban space and to question the persistence of the 
traditional shapes of the city. One of the pressing 
issues here is how rich dialogues between 
developers, government, designers, architects, 
artists and planners can occur so that these new 
media are not only enmeshed in the fabric of the 
built environment but formative of it. 
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