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Let’s begin with a mental image. 
Imagine ourselves in the early 1980s standing with Michel de Certeau on the top 
floor of the World Trade Center, looking out over New York City. In the streets 
below, pedestrians move around on their business, unaware that they are 
drawing a 1:1 map, or, as de Certeau puts it, “writing the text of the city”.  
Walking is the way we move through the world most of the time, yet our gait is 
as personal as a fingerprint, and so are our multiple itineraries.  
 
Mapping is a process that takes place every time a map of any kind is created: a 
drawing scribbled on the back of an envelope or a sequence of places and events 
etched in one's memory, an itinerary generated on the fly by an online route-
finding service or a projection prepared by a team of professional cartographers.  
 Like walking, mapping is an embodied experience carried out from a particular 
point of view. It is a way to locate ourselves in the world, physically, 
psychologically, socially.  

Recently the convergence of global networks, online databases, and new tools for 
mobile mapping has led to a resurgence of interest in walking as an art form.  
 
Today I would like to explore examples of performative walking/mapping 
projects by contemporary artists. Some chart “emotional GPS”; some use GPS 
for creating data landscapes --“datascapes”-- while others use their legs to do 
“speculative mapping.” Many work with scientists, designers, and engineers.  
From Guy Debord in the early 1950s, to Richard Long, Janet Cardiff, and Esther 
Polak more recently, contemporary artists have returned again and again to the 
walking motif. Debord and his friends tracked the urban ambiences of Paris to 
map the experience of walking at street level. Long trampled a path in the grass 
and snapped a photo of the result (A Line Made by Walking). Cardiff created 
sound works in London and New York that sent the audience out walking. Polak 
and her team equipped nomadic herders and truck drivers in Nigeria with GPS 
devices and developed a robot to map their itineraries in the sand. 
 
In the book Walking and Mapping: Artists as Cartographers1, I focus on a few 
projects I was able to experience firsthand, and then zoom out to locate them 
within the bigger picture, with regard to works, and events, from the past half-
century. 
 

Pedestrians and Cartographers 
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The situationists created maps to highlight the "psychogeographical contours" 
and "articulations" of modern cities, the "constant currents, fixed points and 
vortexes that strongly discourage entry into or exit from certain zones."i Their . 
maps chart not the physical distances separating two parts of a city, but the 
influences that shape our experience of walking through it at street level.  

Since they thought this mapping was at a very early stage in its development, its 
results were as imprecise as the first navigational charts. “The only difference”, 
wrote Guy Debord, “is that it is no longer a matter of precisely delineating stable 
continents, but of changing architecture and urbanism." 
 
To show "psychogeographical pivotal points" in Paris, Debord cut up a street 
map, bringing together districts miles apart in actual physical space to which he 
added arrows representing the flow of atmospheres. Each map was a collage on 
paper, an exploded yet synthetic view of a dynamic process. Likewise I will 
attempt to capture a few aspects of a complex, evolving situation at a particular 
point in time. 

 

Top-down or Bottom-up? 
 
Computer programmers have two major approaches to developing large-scale 
applications. Top-down programming starts by considering the problem at a high 
level of generality, then progressively specifies it. The programmer proceeds by 
successive refining until the level of abstraction coincides with that of the 
programming language. In bottom-up programming on the contrary, the 
developer begins at the lowest level with the programming language then 
increases her level of abstraction. 
 
To reconcile pedestrians with cartographers, and artists with theoreticians, I 
combine both approaches. The book begins on the ground, as it were, by a close 
study of an emblematic walking project and works its way up to a more high-
angle view of what is involved. By alternating close study of a few characteristic 
projects and attempts to fit them into a broader picture, I aim to build a clear 
and yet highly differentiated map of a complex phenomenon. 
This path recapitulates the history of modern cartography, which developed from 
the "rectilinear marking out of itineraries" that characterized the maps of 
antiquity, gradually incorporating more and more information.  
 

For this talk it will be necessary to follow a somewhat different route. We will 
proceed through a series of jump cuts. 

 

The book asks five major questions:  
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1. Walking as an art practice: what does it consist of and where does 
it come from? 

 
The first two chapters set the stage. “Psychogeography: The Politics of Applied 
Pedestrianism” opens with a “thick description” of an emblematic walk in which a 
group of people meet in a suburb of Orléans to map their surroundings by 
choosing their own landmarks and naming them. This experiment is grounded in 
the recent history of psychogeography and the “politics of applied pedestrianism” 
from the situationists to Reclaim the Streets. In what ways has walking 
contributed to the practice of culture-jamming? 

“A Form of Perception or a Form of Art?” proceeds through a series of jump cuts. 
It begins by briefly evoking the biomechanics of walking before cutting to the 
Judson Church in New York in the early 1960s and the “dance of everyday 
language” where dancers, both professionals and amateurs, explored ordinary 
movements of the body, used chance operations, carried out rule-based 
experiments, used repetition as an artistic strategy. 

  
It then fast-forwards, moving uptown to Central Park to take Janet Cardiff’s 
audio tour “Her Long Black Hair” in the hopes of undergoing an experience that is 
no ordinary experience. It could be called “augmented walking, “out of body 
experience”, or simply “being in two places at the same time”. When the artist 
incorporates the making into the outcome, through selection, clarification, and 
rhythm, the viewer must reconstruct the artist’s experience. It is a story that the 
listener performs. Walking here becomes a form of narrative architecture: we 
shape space as we move through it. 
 

2. Artistic Engagement: How does the process structure the work? 
  

The next two chapters explore these questions from the artist’s viewpoint. They 
deal with various methods artists have used to structure their walks: “A Map, No 
Directions (‘top down’ walking)” considers walks as objects seen from the 
outside, where the overall shape is important, and “Directions but No Map 
(‘bottom up’ walking)” examines the use of instructions, protocols, and scores to 
create more open-ended walks. 
 

3. How is walking related to mapping? 

The following pair of chapters tease out the relation between the two terms, 
walking and mapping. “When Walking Becomes Mapping: Labyrinths, Songlines” 
explores the ways in which mapping is involved when we move through space. 
When we navigate through artists’ labyrinths, walking meets mapping through 
wayfaring and wayfinding. “Lines Made By Walking” is a route map that follows a 
few distinct trajectories and reveals characteristic means of annotating space. 
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4. What do digital media bring to the mix? 
 
The next part deals with the role of digital media in defining new kinds of 
mappings. It will be developed a bit more below. “Hybrid Datascapes: 
Envisioning Space and Time” shows more generally how movement, space, and 
time are envisioned, made visible, in hybrid maps and datascapes. The second 
chapter in this section moves up another step to consider contemporary 
experiments in collaborative cartography using networked databases. Can 
collaborative mapping be a form of what Bertolt Brecht called Umfunctionierung 
(functional transformation)? After examining the various ways in which the maps 
can be linked up and what this fully networked model means for pedestrians 
today, in the last chapter, I attend to mapping “ways through.”  
 

5. Where are we headed? 
“Mapping Ways Through” deals with the way artists have reacted to the large 
scale surveillance made possible by the combination of globalized Internet and 
location-based technologies.  

 

Two Forms of Artistic Engagement  
	  

Artistic engagement in this field can take many forms. Let’s explore two of them. 
	  

Psychogeography: the politics of pedestrianism 
Picture a group of twenty-year-olds sauntering out of a train station in the midst 
of a railway strike. A walk can start with the pleasure of just moving, putting one 
foot in front of the other.  
 
The term psychogeography was coined in the early 1950s by dissident members 
of the avant-garde Letterist group in Paris: it was “a science of relations and 
ambiances” they were developing “to give play in the society of others its true 
meaning: a society founded upon play. Nothing is more serious. Amusement is 
the royal privilege that must be made available to everyone.”2  
 
The Letterists criticized urban transformations of the 1950s. In his Formulary for 
Unitary Urbanism, Ivan Chtcheglov inveighed against “banalization,” the mental 
illness of our time, noting that: “Everyone is hypnotized by production and 
conveniences.” Instead of liberating people from worldly cares, this obsession 
with material comfort has enslaved them to the point that “presented with the 
alternative of love or a garbage disposal unit, young people of all countries have 
chosen the garbage disposal unit.” 3  

This is why he thought it necessary “to bring about a complete spiritual 
transformation by bringing to light forgotten desires and by creating entirely new 
ones. And by carrying out an intensive propaganda in favor of these desires.”  

Chtcheglov goes on to portray the ideal city of the future in which drifting is the 
main activity of its inhabitants. Landscapes that change from one hour to the 
next will result in complete disorientation. All the other arts will be superseded 
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by architecture, “the simplest means of articulating time and space, of 
modulating reality, of engendering dreams.”4 

French artist Fred Forest hijacks communication codes to show up dysfunctions 
in public institutions and uses weapons provided by the mass media to criticize 
those same media. In 1973, he was invited to take part in the São Paulo 
Biennial. Defying the military junta in power at the time, Forest hired 15 
professional sandwich board men to walk with him in the streets of São Paulo 
carrying blank signs. As walking advertisements, the sandwich board men could 
not be held responsible for the content of their signs. The press published the 
itinerary of the march through the city center. Passers-by understood that the 
blank signs alluded to the censorship imposed by the regime. Although it was 
against the law for more than three people to congregate in the street, after 
fifteen minutes, recounts Forest, a hundred had joined the procession, and by 
the end, nearly two thousand were milling around. The demonstration held up 
traffic for two hours, leading to the artist’s arrest by the political police (he was 
finally released after several hours of questioning). 

When Taiwanese artist Tehching Hsieh carried out his third One Year 
Performance in the streets of New York in 1981, The United States was at the 
cusp of Ronald Reagan’s “conservative revolution”. It was a time when America’s 
heroes, it seemed, were the Wall Street traders claiming “greed is good”. 
Administrations across the United States cut back funding for social services, 
closed psychiatric wards in hospitals. There was a rise in the number of homeless 
people seeking refuge on the sidewalks of New York. 

For Hsieh, “art is not a career; it is my life”. After spending one year in solitary 
confinement in a self-made prison cell within his studio (1978–79) and another 
year punching a time clock every hour (1980–81), he resolved to “stay 
OUTDOORS for one year, never go inside” and “not go in to a building, subway, 
train, car, airplane, ship, cave, tent” from September 26, 1981 at 2 p.m. to 
September 26, 1982 at 2 p.m. During that year, he moved around downtown 
New York on foot, slept on park benches, bought food in outdoor markets, made 
fires on the piers near the Brooklyn Bridge, and washed himself in fountains and 
fire hydrants. An illegal immigrant, he was not strictly speaking “homeless”—he 
had left home voluntarily—and did not have to rely on the street for his living. 
When he was locked in his cage, he could attain an inner freedom, yet outside, 
roaming around at will, he was “trapped . . . in a kind of restless, internal exile.”5  

These radical experiments engaged the artist in his everyday existence as a 
human being. As he puts it, “you have to make the art stronger than life so 
people can feel it.” 

 

Inventing Media 
	  

Bertolt Brecht famously questioned whether “the mere ‘reproduction of reality’” 
in a photograph could say anything about that reality: “A photograph of the 
Krupp works or the AEG reveals next to nothing about these institutions.”6 
Responding to Brecht’s challenge, artists have imagined artificial means to 
represent those phenomena that elude photography.  
 



 6 

In a prescient article from 1982, Bill Viola developed the idea that contemporary 
art, when seen as a diagram structuring “data space,” renews a lost tradition in 
European art. He showed that this loss was part of a “progressive distancing of 
the arts away from the sacred and towards the profane” and that this structural 
aspect of the image “was preserved through the Renaissance . . . in the 
continued relation between the image and architecture. Painting became an 
architectural, spatial form, which the viewer experienced by physically walking 
through it. The older concept of an idea and an image architecture, a memory 
‘place’ like the mnemonic temples of the Greeks, is carried through in the great 
European cathedrals and palaces, as is the relation between memory, spatial 
movement, and the storage (recording) of ideas.” 7 
 
GPS tracks are mathematical visualizations of a chronological sequence of track 
points. In this sense, they too are diagrams. Many recent projects explore the 
potential of media hybridization by combining them with motion-capture data, 
sound sampling and photo or video imagery. Each of the component media 
objects is indexical in that it was produced by objects in real space, but often it is 
digital as well, which means that whatever we see or hear is just one of the ways 
the same information can be presented. Texts, images, sounds, and videos are 
all made of and can be visualized as algorithmic code. 
 
Hybrid maps bring a new dimension to landscape. Begun in 1992, Masaki 
Fujihata's Field-Works series develops datascapes from GPS position data 
combined with moving images captured by video. These projects “reconstruct 
collective memories in cyberspace as a kind of video archive."8 

Fujihata’s project Landing Home in Geneva (2005) focused on the “border 
between country and language.” For this project, the artist interviewed seven 
professional interpreters who left their native countries and lived in Geneva, 
Switzerland. Each interview started at the interviewee’s home or apartment and 
ended in a place in which she was comfortable enough to invite Fujihata. As in 
the other Field Works, the spaceline and the timeline coincided. This was the first 
time he had used a panoramic lens for video recording and projecting a cylinder 
shape in cyberspace: “the cylinder shakes, moves, travels along the 
movement of the cameraman, and he cannot escape from being recorded.” In a 
sense, he is actualizing Nelson Sullivan’s subjective camera by combining it with 
objective GPS position data and posing philosophical problems of gaze, vanishing 
point, and projection. Jean-Louis Boissier observes that Fujihata has discovered 
“a way of relating to people and to their space, which is at once poetic and 
documentary, subjective and objective. If the image is a panorama, the 
cameraman is rejected from his privileged place ‘behind the camera’ to join the 
others in the space being filmed.”9 Fujihata considers technical invention as part 
of art making: “I see media art not so much as ‘using’ new kinds of media as the 
creativity to ‘make’ those media. …I believe therefore that a new medium should 
be formed with each individual work.”10 
 
Esther Polak has made projects combining GPS tracks with sound sampling and 
photo or video imagery. She has used the graphic and narrative possibilities of 
GPS to make a kind of documentary that explores human landscapes in a 
networked world. For the multimedia project MILK (2003) she and Ieva Auzina 
interviewed people involved in the milk commodity chain, from dairy farmers in 
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Latvia to cheese eaters in the Netherlands. Participants were given a GPS device 
to carry during the course of an ordinary working day. The artists then showed 
them their own paths and recorded their reactions. The final work is a 
documentary hybridization of GPS tracks, video and audio which brings Latvian 
farmers to the attention of Dutch consumers whose lives they impact. In an 
economy dominated by factory farms and opaque agribusiness dealings, Polak 
and Auzina show the workings of a specific economic circuit. 

Polak thinks the techniques of media hybridization she foregrounds in her 
practice will allow artists to renew the documentary genre. MILK was based “on 
the equal use of several documenting techniques: visualized GPS-tracking, sound 
recording and photography. . . . Although recording the subject as realistically as 
possible, each technique gives a different point of view.” The “special 
combination of comments, photography and GPS-imaging . . . transform the 
people into active ‘pencils,’ drawing in their own landscape, instead of passive 
objects whose ways were being documented.” When the artists showed 
participants their tracks, the result looked realistic, while clearly showing “the 
limitations of every one of the media we had used.” 11 
 
In the presentation system devised for Polak’s next project NomadicMILK, the 
proportions are distorted so as to make the result more legible. She and her 
team developed a robot containing a bottle full of sand with a hole in the lid, that 
moves along the ground, and draws the shape of the GPS tracks by leaving a 
trail of sand behind it. Sand drawings are made both on site (to present the 
tracks to the participants) and afterward when the project is exhibited, so “the 
robot functions as a performative tool, making the GPS tracks tangible and 
physically present.” Like the dream work in Freud’s analysis, with its emphasis 
on condensation and displacement, “[t]he representation of both time and space 
had to be compressed, scaled, and deformed in order to make the robot draw a 
sand line that is a representation to which the participants and audiences can 
relate in a direct manner.” 12 
  

 

Conclusion: Mapping the Maps 
     

 
By situating these and other projects in relation to landmark works from the past 
half-century, the book shows how the infinitesimal details of each work take on 
more significance in conjunction with others. Together, they form a new entity, a 
dynamic whole greater than the sum of its parts. 
 
Thus it is important to continue gathering information on contemporary art and 
mapping experiments. A new project in development, The AlterMapping 
Knowledge Base13, aims to identify a wide range of innovative mapping projects 
and provide a critical look at the work done by their authors. How were they 
designed and implemented? How did they unfold, what traces have they left? 
How can they be of use in future research? 
  
With three colleagues at the Sorbonne, and partners in other institutions, I have 
begun to develop a multidisciplinary research infrastructure 
with an international scope. The AlterMapping Knowledge Base (AMKB) is a 
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platform for research in alternative mapping. Inspired by the contributory open 
data project ELMCIP, it will provide references and contextualized information on 
maps, authors (cartographers, designers, artists, etc.), creative works involving 
maps or embedded maps, writings that reflect on the critical reception of these 
projects and examine their historical, geographical, anthropological and 
philosophical implications. It will document events, organizations, publishers, 
educational resources, databases and archives as comprehensively as possible. 
At first it will be mainly devoted to documentation. Then it will build a living 
archive by developing custom tools built on previous projects14 to accommodate 
"natively" digital mapping projects. Gathered in a dynamic database that is 
maintained over the long term, they will constitute a starting point for further 
research. 
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