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Abstract

I will lay out a personal history of locative media from my position
as an artist who has worked with locative media since 2005 and who
continues a daily practice of collecting everywhere I go with a GPS which
I began in 2003 and my wife in 2007.

I will use some of the locative projects I have made in Europe (includ-
ing Kortrijk) as well as my GPS collection practice to illustrate various
aspects of locative media as my thinking about it has changed since the
days when the equipment was rare, exotic and expensive to today when
many of us walk around with locative media devices in our pockets.

2003 - The Beginning

In 2003 I applied for a commission, run jointly by the Arnolfini Art Centre,
the University of Bristol Computer Science Department and Hewlett Packard
Research in Bristol. I was announced as a commission to make a project with
’wearable and ubiquitous computing’. Interestingly, the term ’locative media’,
which I thought was coined by Ben Russell in his ’Headmap Manifesto’ of 19951

1Now mirrored here: http://technoccult.net/wp-content/uploads/library/headmap-
manifesto.pdf
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but turns out to be the creation of the Latvian Karlis Kalnins (wikipedia says
so so it must be true - right?), was not yet in wide circulation.

Even if the term locative media had been around, I don’t think anyone would
know what it was (this might still be the case, actually), so we had to find a
language to talk about it. That first project was called ’A description of this
place as if you were someone else’ and was produced in 2004 in Bristol and
consisted of the memorialisation of little moments that happened to people in
Queen’s Square, a sort of aural folk annotation of a landscape.

Locative Media

Media is a slippery term like Technology. Both suffer from a mismatch between
how academics use the terms and how everyone else uses them. Both Media

and Technology have definitions which seem negotiable, even in academia. An
art historian will have a significantly different idea of what Media entails than
a computer scientist. There are various ’folk’ ways of pointing this out, such
as the idea that the term Technology is only applied to things humans use that
don’t quite work - a pencil is no longer Technology but a smartphone is. When
people were working out how to paint on wood without it cracking or fading or
falling off, this was new media - now this is stable, it isn’t any longer.

In the early days, the technology was just like this - unreliable, frustrating, but
the results were so new that one persevered. In this I remember a musical form I
am very interested in: musique concréte and tales of metres of tape loops being
hand spliced together. Loops and sequencing that are literally a couple of clicks
away today had to be painstakingly crafted.

Locative Media sounds to me too much like a description of the technical aspect
and not enough about the poetry or possibilities. I feel that it flattens out
the thinking and concentrates on the technological problematic that quickly
confronts anyone who has tried to make such projects: why doesn’t the device
always know where the user actually is? Why is there a disagreement between
where the user knows herself to be and where the device reports her to be? etc.
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I prefer thinking about landscapes that could talk to you, walls and streets that
somehow retain sound, or a group of local experts shadowing your every move,
ready to tell you about their experiences right where you are.

Our Projects

Over the years we have made 7 projects that used technology to connect story
and memory to landscape in this way:

• A description of this place as if you were someone else (Bristol, UK, 2004)

• Mapping Bröllin (Schloß Bröllin, Mecklenburg Vorpommern, DE, 2005)

• Our House (Nottingham UK and Berlin, DE, 2005 Indoor location using
infrared)

• Stimmen über Berlin (Alexanderplatz, Berlin, 2005)

• Peninsula Voices (Greenwich Peninsula, London, 2006)

• FortySomething (Graz, Austria, 2007)

• Into the Light of the Night (Kortrijk, BE, 2009)

As the technology became more robust, reliable and properly ubiquitous - so
ubiquitous that we don’t refer to it in this way any more (smart phones in many
more pockets), we had to continue to challenge ourselves in different ways.

In Peninsula Voices and FortySomething, the challenge was the amount of ma-
terial collected and the recording method. Peninsula Voices investigates an area
of London which had a rich industrial working class past and has partly been
transformed into a new, high tech, commuter town with concert venues, new
transport infrastructure. FortySomething is a project which documents over
four decades of the festival Steirischer Herbst. For both of them, it was im-
portant that rather than only consulting the history books and academics only,
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we found and interviewed people who had personal stories connected with the
area or the festival. We also wanted to avoid the gaming paradigm which we
didn’t think appropriate for this content, by providing so much material in each
project, making this clear to the audience, that it was impossible to hear ev-
erything in one session. With this we hoped that people would take a kind of
derive through the recorded material, and let themselves off the idea that they
were on a treasure hunt.

Soul Lines

In 2013 we were invited to apply for a commission hosted by the Broadway in
Nottingham’s Near Now department. This has resulted in the realisation of a
project we have been thinking about since 2009 in which a smart phone, rather
than tracking a user, tracks their ’soul’, which is simply defined as a part of
them which can only travel at a maximum of walking speed. When the user
boards an aeroplane, train or even bike, they become detached from their ’soul’
who patiently follows at 5km/h. Looking at the app shows a simple window on
a map of the location of the ’soul’ and if the user has been dislocated from his
or her soul, it will announce its return with a notification and a heartbeat-like
throb of the vibration alert.

The (Android only at present) app will be launched in 2014.

http://belasconew.com/works/soul-lines/

Location on its head

The last thing I wanted to share was an idea I have been wanting to realise for
a long time which rather than using a GPS to locate the user, uses the locations
of the satellites above our heads to build a partly aleotoric musical composition
based on their slowly changing constellations.

This untitled work took four years to make because I first of all had to learn
how to programme computers (again). It uses the open source software language
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’python’ and ’pure data’ to connect to a GPS and gather live information about
the position and identity of the satellites we use to calculate position on earth,
triggering sound events which form a slowly evolving 12-part melody. It is a
work I am very keen to explore further.

This is what was playing before I started my talk.
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