
INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced trom the microfilm master. UMI films

the text directJy trom the original or copy submitted. Thus, sorne thesis and

dissertation copies are in typewriter tace, while others may be trom any type of

computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the

copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations

and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper

alignment can adverselyaffect reproduction.

ln the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete manuscript

and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized

copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by

sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand corner and continuing

from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps.

ProQuest Information and Leaming
300 North Zeeb Raad, Ann Arbor, MI 48106-1346 USA

800-521-0600





•

•

Implaced CommuaÎcation;

Wayfindiœ and Infonpationa' Enyjronmcgts.

Ella Chmielewska

Department of Art History and Communication Studies
MeGill University, Montreal

January 2001

A thesis submitted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies and Research
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of

Doctor of Pbilosophy

© Ella Chmielewska, 2001



1+1 Nalionallibrary
of Canada

Acquisitions and
Bibliographie Services

395 Welingeon Street
0ItaWI ON K1A 0N4
C8nadII

Bibliothèque nationale
du Canada

Acquisitions et
services bibliographiques

385. NI W6\gtDn
0IIfta ON K1A 0N4
CMIdI

The author bas granted a non
exclusive licence allowing the
National Libraly ofCanada to
reproduce, loan, distnbute or sell
copies of this thesis in microfonn,
paper or electronic formats.

The author retains ownership ofthe
copyright in this thesis. Neither the
thesis nor substantiaI extracts from it
may he printed or otherwise
reproduced without the author' s
petmission.

L'auteur a accordé une licence non
exclusive permettant à la
Bibliothèque nationale du Canada de
reproduire, prêter, distribuer ou
vendre des copies de cette thèse sous
la forme de microfiche/~ de
reproduction sur papier ou sur format
électronique.

L'auteur conserve la propriété du
droit d'auteur qui protège cette thèse.
Ni la thèse ni des extraits substantiels
de celle-ci ne doivent être imprimés
ou autrement reproduits sans son
autorisation.

0-612-69985-4

Canad~



•

•

Table of Contents

I>edication i

Acknowledgements ii

Abstract .iii

Introouction 1

Part ONE
CONSIDERING ATIACHMENT: The Idea of Implaced Communication tO

1 Signage: the nature of the infonnational environment 17

2 The Science of Signs: between tex~ icon and built form 40

3 Communication as Displaced Ritual. .58

4 Implacing Communication 78

PartTWO
CONSIDERING LINEARITY: Marking the Way 97

5 The Road and its Markings 116

6 Wayfinding: marking the landscape 136

7 Way Signs in History 156
A Indicating Markers 169
B Referencing Indicators 183
C Display Signs 194-

8 Communication as Place Marking 202

PartTIIREE
CONSIDERING SIMULTANEITY: Mediating Liminal Place 222

9 Waytinding in the Infonnational Environment 236

10 Signposting Information 254

List of figures 275

Bibliography 277



•

In memory of my mother, Albina Cbmielewska z Ostrowskicb:

•

Kaidy przeciei. poczq.tek
to ty/ko ciqg da/szy,
a ksi~ga zdanen
zawsze otwarta w pofowie.

ii

Every beginning
is only a sequel, after ail,
and the book of events
is a1ways open halfway through.

- Wisrawa Szymborska



•

•

Aclmowledgements

My greatest indebtedness has been to my supervisor, David Crowley, first for suggesting

that the naseent idea was in fact a work in progress, and later, for his insight,

conversation, and timely texts in moments of methodological anguish. Much gratitude

also goes to Brenda Lee, for pointing out the path, waiting at important junctures with ber

passion for the city and intellectual discovery, and for adding language to my accent

Tbank you to the late Ron Rice for the discussions on the concepts of interface and road,

and for Einstein's Dreams.

1 am grateful to my immediate adopted family for helping along the journey and for

being: Elisabeth Malburg, Eliza Marigbetto, Brenda Jean, and Brian Kelvin. To Anne

Marie Bail for an invaluable piece of financial wisdom; to Graiyna Milczarek for nocne

Polakow rozmowy; to ail my Winnipeg friends everywhere for always being there for me;

and to Lola Costa, Maria José OlazabaJ and Bynia Doyle for their true long-distance

friendship. 1 am grateful to my fellow Women from the Eas~ Dipti Gupta and Lise

Ouime~ for those few nourishing - real and irnaginary - moments of glory, and to Aliya

Varma for still remembering her ciocia.

1 could not have completed this project witbout the financial assistance of doctoral

fellowships from the Fonds pour la Formation de Chercheurs et l'Aide a la Recherche

and the Social Science and Humanities Research Couneil. 1am indebted to Brian Ray for

the research assistantship that sustained me and greatly expanded my urban horizons.

Many thanks go to my colleague at the Graduate Program in Communications, Ira

Nayman for his searches of books, websites and zines for obscure traces of signage. 1also

wish to wannly thank Professor Getrude J. Robinson for her support and enthusiasm

despite my puzzling fondness for Theodor Adorno.

1will repeat after Kerényi, "finding and losing belong to the ambivalent sphere of the god

of joumey, who so often put into my bands just the right reading material for the

voyage". Indeed, the gifts of Hermes, in the fonn of texts, people and thougbts,

unexpectedly appeared, always at the rigbt moment, quite independently of my searcb.

And finally, to M-R for the names of tbings and re-defining the temporal dimension of

the future conditional... beyond chance; Koinos Hennés!

iii



•

•

Abstract

This thesis investigates the relationship between communication and place, and the
infonnational environment il forms. The thesis takes as its object of analysis signage,
and examines signage as an implaced medium of communication.

In tbis work communication, including its practices and technologies, is treated as a
dynamic ritual formed by the marking, naming, connecting, and interpreting the
environment in the process of waytinding. Sucb an approach underscores the inberent
duality of communication: its manifestations frarned by transmission and ritual; its
boundedness by both space and time; and its expression in both mobile and fixed
(implaced) media. The thesis thus sbifts the disciplinary discourse from the usual text
and language-based focus to a more comprehensive focus that encompasses architectural
and infrastructural environments and the grounding action of physical presences.
Through its focus on the navigational aspects of communication, and framing by sucb
concepts as waytinding and signposting, the thesis shows how we can reconfigure the
notion of the visual to include the embodied, experiential, and implaced. Tbis in tum can
help us gain a new perspective on the changing nature of text, image, representation,
infonnation and reality.

The thesis argues that as the themes of orientation, navigation, and interface grow
alongside the new communication technologies, they make it important to attend to the
original mediating role of the built environment and the navigational dimensions of place.
It is here, within our foundational spatial orientation and wayfinding, that we tom for the
metapbors, conceptual structures, and grounding as wc cbart our ways through the
emerging infonnational environments.

In examining signage as a system of interfaces used in negotiating infonnational
environments, as way-markers in a process of wayfinding, the thesis demonstrates the
ways in wbich the concepts of waytindiog and navigation have become consequential to
communication scholarship. ft proposes that fruitful cues for the theorising and
understanding of emerging informatiooal realms can he drawn from the communicative
dimensions of the most familiar immersive environments and their related practices: the
physical spaces and built environments that we inhabit and negotiate daily.
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Résumé

Cette thèse porte sur le rapport entre la communication et le lieu et le milieu
infonnationnel qu'il fonne. Elle a pour objet l'analyse de la signalisation et son étude
comme moyen de communication fixe.

Dans le cadre de ce rravail, la communication, notamment ses pratiques et techniques,
sont traitées comme un rituel dynamique formé par le marquage, la nomination, la
connexion et l'interprétation du milieu dans le processus d'orientation. Cette méthode
souligne la dualité inhérente de la communication : ses manifestations encadrées par la
transmission et le rituel, ses frontières délimitées par le temps et l'espace et son
expression dans les médias à la fois mobiles et fixes. Cette thèse décale le discours
disciplinaire de l'axe texto-linguistique habituel vers un axe plus complet qui englobe
l'environnement architectural et les infrastructures, de même que l'action fondamentale
des présences physiques. Ainsi, grâce à cet axe sur les aspects navigationnels de la
communication, encadré par les concepts de signalisation et d'orientation, la thèse
démontre comment on peut reconfigurer la notion du visuel pour englober ce qui est
symbolisé, expérientiel et fixe. Cela nous aide à envisager sous un angle nouveau le
caractère changeant du texte, de l'image, de la représentation, de l'information et de la
réalité. .

Puisque les thèmes d'orientation, de navigation et d'interface évoluent parallèlement
aux nouvelles techniques de communication, il est important de se pencher sur le rôle
médiateur originel de l'environnement bâti et des dimensions navigationnelles du lieu.
C'est là, dans le cadre de l'orientation et de la signalisation spatiales générales, que nous
nous tournons vers les métaphores, les structures conceptuelles et la conscience du lieu
en se frayant un chemin à travers les environnements infonnationnels émergents.

En étudiant la signalisation comme système d'interfaces utilisé pour la négociation des
environnements informationnels, comme outils du processus d'orientation, la thèse
illustre comment les concepts de signalisation et de navigation sont devenus corrélatifs à
l'étude de la communication. Elle propose d'extraire des signaux fructueux pour
l'échafaudage et la compréhension des univers informationnels émergents des
dimensions communicatives des environnements immersifs qui nous sont le plus
familiers, au même titre que leurs pratiques connexes: espaces physiques et
environnements bâtis que nous occupons et avec lesquels nous négocions
quotidiennement.
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INTRODUCTION

More than a Mere backdrop, places provide the changing but indispensable
material medium of joumeys, fumishing way-stations as weil as origins and
destinations... 1

Our new infonnational environments are designed to be used in a peripatetic

fashion, with information presented as networks of interconnected texts, data, and

images. The literature on and the plpular language surrounding tbese new fonns of

electronic communication is filled with the metaphors of navigation and movement

through space. But how do we actually find our way through these environments? Why

are we intent on imagining and theorizing them in tenns of familiar spatial relationships?

How do they relate to our pre-existing pbysical realm? How do they relate to traditional

communication media and technologies?

For thousands of years we have been navigating the immersive informational

environments that we have constnlcted around ourselves through successive conceptual

overlays on our physicaJ surroundings. We have transfonned these environments (and

our ways of mediating them) with each breakthrough in communication technology. Ye~

it is only now that we have begun to acknowledge the concept of a somewhat unified

environment of informatioD. And it is ooly recently that we have begun to theorize its

structure, features, and relationships. Developments in electronic communication

technologies have indeed allowed us to collec~ manipulate, and analyze vast amounts of

infonnation. But the environment fonned within tbis electronic medium does not

constitute the tirst informational environment that we humans have created; not even the

tirst virtual informational environment Sorne of these have been explored witbin

communications scholarship: those reJated to language, particuJarly to alphabetic writing,

1 Edward Casey, Gening Back inlo Place. Toward a Renewed Understanding 01lM Place-
World (Bloomington & Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 19(3), p. 274.
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as weil as to visual representations. Here, the focus has been either the transponable,

transmittable substrates of communication and infonnation exchange, or the visuaJ (focal)

aspects of fixed environments and relationsbips. Conceptions of space and time have

been examined through changing modes of verbal exchange (Le. orality versus literacy);

of writing (rnanuscript versus print technology), or of the predominant senses engaged in

communicative practice ( aurai versus visual). While recent communications scholarship

bas moved its enquiry into the emerging informational realms made possible by the new

electronic technologies, the immersive built environments and their systems of spatial

marking and notations have, for the mostp~ remained outside the purview of the field.

This thesis focuses on precisely these semiologjcaJ systems of spatial markings

and notations, and the manifestation of communicative practices that results in part from

the relationship of communication praetices to place. The tbesis labels these general

phenomena as "signage" and the "navigational dimensions" of the built environment The

tbesis seeks to position the subject of signage within the communication discourse,

drawing out links already present in existing treabnents and bringing together diverse

semiological materials for comprehensive consideration of the subject. Signage is

understood as an immediate encompassing medium of communication with its multiple

interfaces and accrued layers of complex markings. NavigationaJ markers are princiPaily

represented by the way sign and its role in the process by which place mediates

communication.

In bringing together examples and discussions from a variety of sources and

across a number of disciplines, the concepts of signage and waytinding are presented as

central to grasping the communicational dimensions of physical place. The task

necessarily implicates interdisciplinary concems and thus poses a number of

methodologjcal challenges. For one, we need to consider the baniers that are formed by

specialized vocabularies and the territorial demarcations of established disciplines and

approaches. We alsa need to contend with the apparendy mutually exclusive paradigms

2
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of separate disciplines, and even the oppositional approaches existing witbin disciplines

and discourses. Moreover, the absence of an unified historical treatment makes the

comprehensive examination of the subject difficult. The interdisciplinary conversation

that is proposed here is provisionaJ. A fully nuanced discussion would exceed the scope

of the thesis, and perhaps even the reach of any single work.

The subject of this work, to use the words in wbich J. B. Harley described the

bistory of cartography, uoccupies a nomadic land among many paths of scholarship".2

Theoretical studies of the nature and historical imponance of physicaJ navigational

markers are relatively few. As discussed below, the multi-dimensional nature of signage

makes it difficult for any specifie discipline to furnish a disciplinarily bounded analysis.

Amidst the many moments of doubts induced by the vastness and fragmentary nature of

the task at band, considerable guidance has come from the discipline of communication.

ln retorn, the thesis hopefully contributes to that discipline a renewed appreciation of the

role of signs themselves.

In bis introduction to the History of Cartography, Harley considers maps as the

uvisual embodiment of various conceptions of space". Indeed, maps are "enduring works

of graphie synthesis"; "their significance transcends their artifactual value".3 But what

kinds of environmental information are maps acmally synthesizing? Maps are seen as

graphic schemas in which an undifferentiated landscape somehow miraculously becomes

abstracted ioto a codified framework, a document, a representation of spatial

relatiooships.4 Despite the complex sciences of survey and measurement of space and

time that feed into cartography, and the perceptual and relalional complexities underlying

the sense-making of surroundings (often referred to as, or reduced to the notion of

2 J. B. Harleyand David Woodward (eds) The History ofCartography. Volume One.
Canography in Prehistoric, Ancient, and Medieval Europe and the Medite"anean (Chicago and
London: University of Chicago Press, 1987), p. xvi.
3 Ibid.
4 And such is the view beld not ooIy by cartograpbers, as exemplified by the analysis proposed
in James Carey, Communication as CullUTe. Essays on Media and Society (New Yorle and
London: Roudedge, 1989), discussed in Chapler 4 below.
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"mental mapping"), environmental features here seem to come into existence only

through their cartographie representation. A knowledge of landmarks, natural and

constnJcted, and of the spatial and conceptual relations amongst them, appears to he

absent from most discussions of cartography. Yet this knowledge of specific elements

and their relationships constitutes a preliminary layer of synthesis of environmental

infonnation. And maps are not the first or only artifacts through which this knowledge is

manifest

Components of the built environment - architecture, infrastructure, systems of

objects and related markings - fonn adynamie matrix of signs. Sorne of these signs have

been invested with the overt purpose of aiding our spatial orientation and wayfinding.

Throughout history, we have accumulated a rich assortment of such navigational

markers: trail markers, road signs, orienting 1andmarks, place-names, boundary markers,

etc. And throughout history, these markers have fonned a dynamic interface between the

physical.world and the human action within il, with the various elements and systems of

the built environment taking on changing - and often multiple - mies in communication

for the purpose of navigation and orientation. This rich semiological data exemplifies our

modes of communication within, and through, the built environment. The various

manifestations of communicative practices constnJcted within the built environment

(from articulations of architectural and urban form, through communication graphies and

signage systems) cao in tom be linked to the infonnational environments of new

electronic technologies (computer interfaces and virtual spaces). A common thread is

their function as navigationaJ markers. Here, the concept of wayfinding opens up

questions of how semiologicaJ systems organize space, articulate place legibility, and

provide their anays of mediating elements: directional eues, orienting markïngs, signs of

warning and prohibition, territorial demarcation, etc. Our modes of negotiating physical

environments are presented most clearly in the complex signage systems that we

construct within, or overlay upon, built fonn. Similarly, within the networks of

4
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infonnational environments brought about by electrooic communication technologies

modes of navigation are refJected most direcdy in their interfaces.

The usefulness of the waytinding concept becomes apparent as we attempt to

make sense of the new computer environments and their seas of data. When faced with

these vast infonnationaJ realms, we continually resort to spatial concepts, wayfinding

strategies, metaphors of navigation and exploration. At the same lime we take largely for

granted the simultaneous multi-modal communication within our more tangible

infonnational habitat. We remain immersed in the physical and social hierarchies of our

navigational interfaces with their layers of information mediating: the physical setting

itself (with its interfaces and physicality inseparable from our body' s experience of

place); our organizational environments (with its signs, numbering systems, and

hierarchies of spaces which are increasingly organized and specialized); and our purely

technological infonnational spaces. As these layers accrete, the highly integrated

interfaces tightJy define self-enclosed systems of navigation/interaction and begin not

only ta discourage, but actively ta prevent simultaneity of navigational modes. They

become more formally organized, limiting access to other modes of navigation (from

one-way streets, single-mode transportation corridors, to specifie electronic search tools).

Such organization and specialization of infonnational interfaces closely retlects the

structures and organization of our knowledge systems.

Histories of navigation typically focus on upmarked environments (sea and space

voyages) and notational systems (as mapping has focused on the conceptual, abstracted

relationships of the physical realm). Signs and symbols have traditionally been explored

separateIy, primarily as detached from their physical context or transferable from one

context to another. When we reach for a literature on the very special navigation that

takes place in marked environments, we find little. Traditional histories of navigation,

while explaining sorne aspects of navigation (particularly the nature of its purely

technologicaJ mediation) fail to provide us witb a full understanding of our movements

5
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through the environments we most commonly use. As concepts of navigation and

wayfinding become increasingly a part of emerging theories of information design, it

seems useful to trace these connections between navigational landscape markers and

ways of making sense in our traditional and our emerging infonnational spaces.

The built environment can be throught of as a complex and multi-modal system of

signs. In the words of Donald Preziozi, uthe analysis of communication events in their

multi-modal totality has acquired todaya fundamental urgencyand imPOrtance."s These

words written over two decades aga gain funher significance in the face of new

developments in communication tecbnology. The concept of wayfinding - making

possible, as it does, an analysis of the dynamic and multi-modal dimensions of

communication practices - thus holds considerable promise for the theoretical foundation

of information design and for a largely neglected aspect of communication: the mediating

role of place.

This work is structured in three parts. The first part examines signage as a

fundamentally fixed, implaced medium of communication.6 The second part offers a

discussion of the arcbetypal line of communication - the road - a linear place that is

inherently navigational, and investigates a number of examples of way markers. Finally,

the third part considers the promise of the concept of wayfinding, particularly its multi

modal simultaneity involving the peripheral, not exclusively focaJ, aspects of

communication and thus necessarily embracing cross-disciplinary and multi-dimensional

approaches.

Part One, CONSIDERING ATIACHMENT, proposes the inclusion of the

concept of place within the disciplinary interest of communication. It is physical place,

and not the abstract concept of a sense ofor a meaning ofplace that is investigated here.

S Donald Prezios~ Architecture, Language and Meaning. The Origins 0/the Built Wor/d and
Ils Semiolic OrganiWion (The Hague: Mouton Publisbers, 1979) p. 96.
6 1am using the tenn implocedafter Edward Casey; "the im- of imp/acement stresses the
action of getting in or ioto, and cames connotations of immanence that are appropriate ta the
inhabitation of places." CaseY. Getting Bacle into Place, p. 315, note 9.

6
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It is argued that by its very nature, place fixes space and time, if for a brief historical

moment, and aJlows us to look at our position within the surrounding environment of

infonnation, not merely our position on the subject. Inherent to the concept of place is

specificity, differentiation, and the process and act of marking or designating:

distinguishing the 'here' from the sunounding landscape.

Part One traces communication scholarship's treatment of place and examines the

notions related to communication within the literature on the built environment ft links

these disparate literatures, teasing out material on environmental communication

(signage) that remains largely marginal to a number of disciplines, just as signage itself

remains tangential to the interest of a number of domains: those that deal with the built,

those concemed with the perceptual, tbose focused on language, and those focused on

technologies.

Part Two, CONSIDERING LINEARITY, discusses one fonn of the interplay

between communication practices and technologies and their context: the way-marker. It

examines a place that is inherently marked, the road, a place that is arguably the most

expressive of changes in technologies and ideas related to movement and transmission.

The raad - simultaneously a place of connection, and a connecting place - provides

fertile ground for exploration of the relations between communication technologies and

place, and the traDsfonnation of navigational modes and markings. This section takes a

broad historical sample of waytinding markers and suggests a provisional morphology for

positioniog and analyzing the multidimensional issues related to signage and the

navigational aspects of infonnational environments.

The phenomenon of signage potentially spans pre-historie to preseot-day

manifestations. To address the methodological challenge of such a vast historical (and

geographie) terrain, this work has assembled samples of selective semiological materials

(texts, maps, photographs, computer images and programs) which ref1ect selected road

and marker relationships drawn largely from the European tradition. The range of

7



manifestations of oavigational marking presented here is broad, but it is not intended as

an exhaustive historical study of way-markers, rather it is a contextualized examination of

their complex role in the process of communication. The grouping suggests an

historically framed matrix of diverse examples of road signs that represent the varied

modes in which place cao mediate communication.

Part Three, CONSIDERING SIMULTANEITY, focuses on the usefulness of the

concepts of wayfinding and signposting, and the way in which place and the

communicative dimensions of the buitt environment are implicated in these processes.

This discussion establishes links between the marking of tangible spaces in the built

environment and the understanding of the purely infonnational space said to Ucast away

the ballast of materiality".7 Navigational markers are discussed as expressive of concepts

of space, structures of knowledge, ways of envisioning information, and organizational

principles for information delivery. Tbese markers fonn links between the physical

environment, notabonal systems and mapped forms. This part discusses how the notions

of wayfinding and signposting are helpful not onJy in the theorizing of issues related to

new electronic spaces, but in the provision of threads of continuity in the analysis of

human communications itself, within its historically developed practices and media.

This work proposes that a considerable conceptual cbange in the focus of the

discipline may be needed to better understand the new informational environments and

their historical development (their fit withio the histories and theories of

communications). However, is oot a mifi that is suggested but rather a recoQfipratïoQ, as

it may be most productive to continue to hold the already explored terrain within the

disciplinary field of vision. This reconfiguration involves the embracing of a number of

thus far peripberal dimensions of communication and the weaving into the discipline of

their physical (bodily immersive) communicational formations. It caUs for an enquiry

into the manifestations of communication that are necessarily .tiBd into place in relation

•

• 7 Michael Benedikt. Cyberspace: First Steps (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1994), p. 2.
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to our mobile bodies; that is into the JiDw (sequential and continuous) nature of the

immersive conduit within which environmental communication is embedded; and ioto the

sjmultaneQus presence of the focal and peripheral field wbich circumscribe the

infonnational environment witbin whicb we are (dynamically) implaced. Sucb a

reconfiguration, while remaining wary of opposing arguments, is meant to underscore the

existence of an important body of insight and discemment tbat is particularly useful to an

understanding of the "new" ways of structuring knowledge in our increasingly visual and

mediated infonnational environments.

This thesis hopes to demonstrate that the neglected territory of signage provides a

fertile terrain for theoretical exploration within communication researcb. This territory

necessitates examining the fixed, the linear, and the simultaneously multi-modal

dimensions of communication media, complicating disciplinary explications and pointing

perhaps al sorne reasons why the subject of signage bas been largely left fallow.

Environmental signs - inherently orienting, identifying devices, designating the specific,

the local, marking the place - are increasingly becoming the most visible surface layer of

built environments. With mutable, unstable conten~ they paradoxically play a pennanent

role as interface between built fonn and human action, the environment and the human

navigation within it Built places themselves fonn complex, immersive communicative

environments and their navigational aspects, wbile framing our experience of place and

movement, are most sensitive to cbanges in communication tecbnologies. Tbe tbesis

argues that throUgh the examination of systems of navigational interfaces the effects and

consequences of communication technologies on built environments and emerging

infonnational spaees ean he artieulated and more systematically understood.

9



•

•

PART 1

CONSIDERING A'ITACHMENT: The ldea of Implaced Communicatioo.

FIGURE 1.i-l

...media, like physical places, include and exclude participants. Media, like
walls and windows, can hide and they can reveal. Media can create a sense
of sharing and belonging, or a feeling of exclusion and isolation. Media cao
reinforce a "them vs. us" feeling or they cao undermine it.1

1 Joshua Meyrowitz, No Sense ofPlace. The Impact ofElectronic Communication on
Social Behavior (New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, (985), p. 7.

10



• In the popular understanding of the tenn, the media, the main object of interest of

the discipline of communication, relate solely to those technological means of expression

(newspapers, radio, TV) that transmit messages inscribed through language or image.

Joshua Meyrowitz defines communication media as "ail channels and means through

which infonnation is transmitted among people. ''2 Indeed, cODveying information,

dispatching messages seems to be the defining characteristic of communication media. Is

communication, however, limited to transmission, to moving information? And are

media the mere conduits that convey discrete messages, pieces of information contained

in verbal expressions or visual signs? Meyrowitz also points to another aspect of media,

their multimodality. Media, he proposes, are "many things at once: technologies, cultural

artifacts, personaJ possessions, vessels for storing and retrieving cultural content and

forms, and political and economic tools."3 This defines communication not as a mere

process of transmission, but as a set of practices and perbaps rituals, where media are

seen as social environments which, like physical places and architectural elements, as

Meyrowitz argues, include and exclude, divide and unite, invite and repel.

But where does place fit ioto the scene? Could the physical environment (a place,

a Jandscape, a city) itself he considered a medium of communication? ft is ail tbese

things at once, after ail: technology, artifact, container for personal and social knowledge,

instrument of polity and economy. Or is the physical environmeol a point of reference,

perpetually "out there", outside communication if only to retain its metaphoric powers?

My answer to this latter question is no, and the followiog section on the communicative

dimensions of place expiaios why. The cbapters that follow focus 00 one particular layer

of the physically constructed envirooment, signage, and investigate il as a medium of

communication. Granted, it.is a most unusual medium, a true interface between the built

world and the human action within il. Signage acts as an intennediary layer between the

• 2

3
Meyrowitz, No Sense ofPlace, p. 331.
Ibid.
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physical and social environmeots and it exists as a boundary: the most visible boundary,

instrumental in its defining, identifying, protecting and marking of action, yet possibly

the most taken for granted. ft is a vital component of the urban surface layer that defines,

contains and protects the internaJ, ofteo otherwise hidden significant functions. Yet,

despite its omnipresent status in everyday life, it bas been afforded little historicaJ and

theoreticaJ attention.

Signage requires sorne initial conceptualizing. It is, 00 the one hand, inherendy

immobile; not ooly attached to place but fundamentally defined by its mooring. It is

inherently implaced: its immediate relation to place forms its key attribute.4 It cao he

characterized by what Donald Preziosi wouJd cali a permanence of broadcast:s enduring

in place in anticipation, as it were, of continuing its transmission. On the other hand,

signage is formed of ephemeral elements, messages inscribed in text or images, messages

that are unstable, mutable, dynamic. This complex layer of infonnation and symbol is at

once highly expressive of, and at the mercy of, cultural political, and technologicaJ

changes and transfonnations. It is the first layer to he taken down, painted over, toppled

or replaced. This peculiar dual nature of signage, its relative permanence and instability,

together with its precarious position between buitt fonn and language or image, presents

an interesting ground for exploration of the role of place in communication. It is this

relationship of communication to place manifested in various interfaces and modes of

navigation that forms the focus of the investigation below. The concept of place is

crucial to ao understanding, both of the mediating (communicative) role of buitt fonn,

and of the orienting (implacing) role of signage. This thesis demonstrates bow an

understanding of place is crucial to the tasks and issues associated with our increasingly

complex communicational environmeots.

4 1am using Casey's tenn "implaœment" to empbasize the immediacy and immanence of
placement. As Casey argues. the locus is more than "a mere backdrop for concrete actions and
thoughts. Place itself is concrete and al once with action and thoughl" Gening Back into Place,
p. xii.
S Preziosi. Architecture. Language. p. 6.
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The very tenn signage reveals sorne of the difficulties with defining the subject of

the present inquiry. Just as with street signs - we typically are not aware of them until we

notice their absence, when lost or disoriented - signage as a subject exists largely througb

its marginal presence. Despite the omnipresence of signs in public environments that are

increasingly complex and mediated through surface-applied messages, the term

describing this layer of public space is absent from dictionaries, and academic and

popular language. ft is confined to professional tenninology (either regulatory or design

practice).6 This may be indicative of the disciplinary status of the subject: with its

material dimensions confined to praxis (and addressed mainly through standards,

guidelines, and codes), and its theoretical dimensions largely defined by semiotics.

Throughout this wark 1 use the tenn signage to encompass signs (whether

textual messages or graphies - icons or symbols); sign systems (interfaces, organizing

frameworks, environments), and wayfindioglorienting markers and techniques (physical

manifestations of ritual, material expressions of social knowledge). Defined as such,

signage includes the entire range of sign manifestations: surface-applied messages,

conceptual structures and codes, and the spatial markings articulating built fonn. The

common thread among these manifestations is their function as navigational markers,

their ways of rnarking landscape by designating sorne characteristics of place. This work

is not concemed with abstract codes, classifications of silOS and de-contextualized

symbols, but the aetual physical markers used in the process of navigation, spatial

orientation and way-finding.7 1 am insisting on the term signage to differentiate it from

6 ln the design practice 'signage' is equated with 'environmental graphies' and thus
understood in tenns of graphie representation. As such the only historical tteabnent of the subject
is included in the history of graphie design with its focus on the production of images, typograpby
and advertising. See for example Phillip Meggs, A History ofGraphie D~s;gn ( New YorIe: John
Wiley & Sons, 1998). In urban planning literature, the tenn 'signage' is used to describe the
totality of commercial signs, advertising, storefrœt signs, billboards, while transponatiOll
engineering treats signage as related to traffic regulations and signalling. See: Charles MeLendon
and Nick Blackistone, Signage. Graphieal Communications in the Buil, World (New York:
McGraw Hill, 1982); Claus R. James and Karen James, Visual Enllironment. Sight, Signs, and81
Law (New York:Collier-MacMiIlan, 1971).
7 A detailed discussion of navigation and way-finding is included in Chapter 9, below.
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the tenn sign and to emphasize that there is, as 1 discuss in Chapter Two, much more to

signage than semiotics. When 1 do speak of signs, unless otherwise noted, 1 mean the

actual, artifactual entities: signposts not semiotic units.

This work deliberately expands the concept of signage to underscore its linkages

with traditional architectural and urban terrain, as weil as with the domains of

information design. The aim is to examine signage as a visually palpable interface in the

way-finding process and further to discuss the concepts of way-finding, navigation, and

spatial orientation as equally relevant to built and purely infonnational environments.

This focus locates its approach within what is called the ritual view of communication. A

ritual approach focuses not on the movement of messages but rather on the physical (or

cooceptual) passage through complex environments. As such, ail informational

environments, wbether physical (both built and residual natural), social, or virtual, are

mediated by an intricate interface of signage. The thick layer that accrues between the

human presence and its surroundings forms an immersive intennediary whieh is

composed of an intricate mixture of signs, signaling systems, eues, symbols, icons, brand

names, advenising messages, and epbemeral events. This surface layer, a shield8 as it

were, has increasingly taken 00 the role traditionally performed by architecture (as weil

as by social nonns and codes of behavior). The articulations of fonn and spatial

configurations of the buitt environment grow uniform, abstract, and generic, and surface

applied messages, signs and markings, take on the fonction of orienting features,

differentiating elements, and major urban interface systems, with text and symbol (image)

carrying the key messages of identity and meaning. In tbis sense, the ritual view of

communication opens out the realm of multisensorial and multimodal mediation.9

8 The tenn 'shield', traditionally, bath identi.fying and protective device used in battles, bas
developed in some linguisbc traditions to mean botb an identity sign and a signboard (as in the
German term Schi/d, which migrated into Polish as szyld).
9 Howard Gardner's concept of multiple intelligences is poIeDtially encompassing of the
simultaneity of communicative events and intentions. ParticuJarly important is bis discussion of
spatial intelligence (rather than merely visual) Mpatteming". Howard Gardner, Multiple
Inrelligences (New York: Harper Collins, 1993), pp. 17-21.
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This multimodality of ritual implicates the material reality of the environment in

several ways. While the transmission of messages can easily he detached from context

and the human agent and analyzed on its own (within its own self-referential context,

within one particular mode of delivery, or one particular medium), ritual cannot he freely

disengaged from its material setting. Thus, the view of communication as ritual suggests

the possibility of a truly multi-disciplinary analysis. Romedi Passini believes that

communication's dual focus (content and form) makes the discipline a particularly useful

tool for the multidisciplinarity required for examination of information design and its

knowledge base. lo

Ritual requires implacement; it is inscrihed in the physicaJ manifestations of its

context, even when this is portable or transitory.11 Ritual needs place as an anchor of

memory. While the buitt environment has been a major repository of knowledge, a

medium of both storage and movement, it is not merely a container or a channel for

transmission; it fonns an immersive medium, a habitat which acts as an interface between

the embodied human presence and the landscape. It can he argued that the built

environment (whether architectural, infrastructural, or urban) has traditionally performed

the function of a mediating interface between human and nature. 12 Architecture, for

example, can be considered as an interface in itself: it is at once a visible and complex

technology of materials, sb'Ucture, building technique, omament,.iUId a system of codes, a

10 Romedi Passini," Infonnation Design: An Old Hag in Fashionable OothesT' in Robert
Jacobson, ed./nformation Design (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 19(9), p. 85.
Il Sorne examples may he usefuI here: a prayer carpet, a certain arrangement of specific
objects, physical orientation, these are ail spatial (or "placialj elements that create a specifie
cootext for ritual. Even ritual practices of nomadic peoples -like Roma (Oypsies), Lapp, or
Bedouin - involve various aspects of pbysicaJ context: ways of marking the environment, and
often highly structlJJœ rituals eX dwelling "on the move": siting, placement of abjects, rituals
related to arrivais or departures.
12 See Nonnan Crowe, Nature and the Idea ofa Man-Made Wor/d. An Investigation ;1110 the
Evolutionary Roots ofForm and Order in the Built Environment (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT
Press, 1995). Other works that discuss this tbeme: Paul Shepbeard, What is Architecture? An
Essay on 1Andscapes, Buildings, and Machines (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 1994);
Michael Benedikt, For An Architecture ofReal;" (New YorIe: Lumen Books, 1987); Edmund
Bacon, Design ofCilies (New York: Penguin Books, 1974).
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language,. an inscription of social practice and ritual. As the technologies of

communication become increasingly mobile and invisible, the need for a separate

interface surfaces with great force. This need is becoming particularly apparent as the

articulations of form and spatial configurations of the built environment grow more

abstract,. generic and ephemeral. In sucb conditions,. 1 wotÎld argue, surface-applied signs

and markers take on the entire function of way-finding devices,. of interfaces themselves.

Part One is structured as follows: Cbapter 1 describes sorne of the themes related

to signage that have been covered in the literature from a number of domains. Chapter 2

examines the science of signs, semiotics, and its treabnent of topo-sensitive signs and the

built environmenl Chapter 3 shows how the discipline of communication approaches

place and the built fonn. Finally, Cbapter 4 discusses the idea of an implaced

communication and an immersive communicationaJ medium.

This arrangement and sequence of chapters is intended to show that as

technologically structured environments grow in importance, human navigation within

the new (growing more spatiaJly ordered yet illegible, more regularized yet increasingly

visuaJly confusing) urban space and its emerging cultural environments cao and should

become a focus of interest for communication scholarsbip. If we are indeed witnessing a

reshaping of our communicational environments,. with the backgrounding of architectural

articulation and the increasing importance of ephemeral, surface-applied signage, it will

he corresPOndingly important to examine the ways in wbich the human-machine

interface serves this reconfiguration of the communicative environment and the pbysical

space aronnd us.
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CHAPTERI

SigDage: the Nature of the Informational EnVÏrOnment.

FIGURE 1.1-1

When 1 waJk dOWD a crowded city sidewalk, 1am immersed in a communicational

environment 1 am Dot even aware that my entire sensorium is engaged in the

simultaneous processing of layers and hierarchies of data. While moving within these

infonnatioDal complexities, my body seems mindful, and commanding, of its speed,

direction and position. Il takes readings from the various elements of its surroundings,

constantly plots and adjusts my trajectory to account for the positions of other bodies and
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the nurnerous objects in its way. Even its relative dimensions are 'alterable' to a degree,

as when 1adjust my position, move sideways, to fit smaller spaces. 1constandy compare

the size and shape of the space 1occupy with the vacant spots 1can position myself ioto

as if gauging the Begative spaces around me. 1 factor io my relative speed, accelerating

when a sudden opportunity, an opening, presents itself on my course. William H. Whyte

in his studies of the skilled Pedestrian movemeots describes this complex process of

navigation: "[a]lmost everyone is in a collision course with someone else, but with a

multitude of retards, accelerations, and side steps they go their way untouched. It is

iodeed a great dance."1

In addition to reading and resPOnding to the infonnation related to bodies (mine

and others), and various objects (whether moving through the same space or stationary), 1

take notice of, and respond to, the laodscape and the entirety of perceivable infonnation

withio il On the crowded city street 1 notice street signs, names and the addresses of

buildings, 1 read traffic signais and take account of the traffic situation. 1 monitor the

road surface and adjust rny steps to its texture and condition. 1 check shop windows,

advertisements and billboards along the way. My attention is tuned to a multitude of

1 William H. Whyte, City: Rediscovering the Center (New York: Doubleday, 1988), p. 67.
Whyte's study ret1ects the interest in environmental bebavioral research developed in the sixties
and seventies. Experiential aspects of the city and human communication were extensively
studied at the time from a nomber of perspectives: Edward HaJi examined noD-verbal
communication and proxemics; Amos Rapaport focused on cultural aspects of architectural form;
Christian Norberg-Schultz examined the notion ofdwelling as consisting in orientation and
identification; and Romedi Passini looked at the process of waytinding in architecture. Their
work developed in a synergie relation with reseaœh in cognitive and environmental psyehology
and considerable interest in the concept of place and its human and social dimensions of
geograpby (Yi-Fu Tuan, David Canter, Edward Relph). Whyte's wort highlights the importance
of behavioral dimensions to the anaIysis of place. His work focused on the daily use of urban
space, and observations of social interactions in urban places. He recorded and anaIyzed the
bebavior of uskilled pedesttian", patterns of movements, habits and their relation ta specifie types
of places: street corners, train stations, and sidewalks. For a discussion of simultaneous
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coincident palpable events: visual, auditory, and haptic. In the words of Edward Casey,

"1 find myself attending closely to the immediate perceptuaJ environs, the 40 near spbere' ."2

Simultaneously, 1 may be acutely aware of lime, consulting my watcb frequently and

adjusting my pace and trajectory of movement accordingly. 1 am also aware of a more

encompassing sphere, of the lOlOcircumambient field" inside whicb the directly paJpable

field itself is placed.3 1 have sorne sense of cardinal direction (or al least the directions

guiding the place 1am traversing)4 and a certain understanding of wbat lies beyond my

immediate spatial position. A number of less direct eues allows me to infer information

that relates to U over there", beyond the range of my direct perception, beyond my focal

field. Edward Casey speaks of a double-tracking in the reading of environmental

information: the reading not only of each informational field, but a simultaneous relating

of both, the near spbere and the larger world.S The site of co-ordination and cross-

referencing is the self-referential system centred on my physically moving, perceiving,

thinking body. This is where the immediately palpable extemaJ references are linked to

the 1arger, indirectly perceptible, known or inferred systems of reference: temporal,

directional, socio-culturaJ.

Wbile 1 am oegotiating this multidimensional environment, 1 am not a mere

'reader' of a spatially positioned 'text'. The textual metaphor, wbile fashionable and

perception in experiencing cities see: Tony Hîss, The Experience ofPlace (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1990).
2 Casey a1so refers ta it as the lO6focaJ field", Getting Bacle into Place. p.278.
3 Ibid.
4 WithiD an urban settiDg b'Ue cardinal directions are of lesser importance than the
conventional orienting scbema: in Montreal, for example it is generally assumed that Sherbrooke
Street represents true East-West direction and that Saint-Laurent nIDS North-South. The
geographic validity c:L tbis assomption bas little to do with its usefulness for conventional sense of
orientation and direction.
S Casey, Getting Bacle inlo Place, p. 278.
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poeticaJly effective, is fundamentally deficient when applied to the multitude of actions

involved in my simple walk down a crowded sidewalk. Il contracts spatial perceptions,

proprioceptions, and cognitions to tlattened acts of &reading' and decoding. And althougb

language, and even ils literai reading, play a role in my negotiating of the environment, it

remains a comlXment of a much more complex process. The written and printed words

found in public spaces indeed form an important layer of information; however, the

reading of a street name or a building address is not an act of "public reading" in quite the

same way as the reading of the text of a newspaper.6 Literai reading and '&the spectacle of

words''7 are set against a plethora of non-textual (non-verbal) markings, images, symbols,

icons't shapes and colours that cover much of the surface area of the city around me.

Together with the elements and structures of the built fonn, they comprise an

environment for which 'texture' rather than 'text' may be a more appropriate metaphor.8

(Unless we use the original meaning of lexrum, that is the web or fabric of connections

that the immersive infonnational environmeot constitutes.)9

6 This is contlary to the argument made by Martin Henlein in City Reading. Wrinen Words and
Public Spaces in Antebellum New York (New York: Columbia University Press't 1998).
7 Henlein is preoccupied with the literai reading that cakes place in public space. He argues
against the metapboric use of textual referenœs in urban studies: '~hile 'reading the city' bas
become a familiar and fasbionable tbeme in urban studies, actuaJ reading praetices reœive limited
attention". He is focused on the literai meaning ofreading and tbus ooncerned with signs
containing leuers. This is certainly justified in the bistoricaJ context of antebellum New York
since al that time, as Henkin pointed out, "increasingly, the information came in the form of
WTÏting or priDt", and '~ere was sometbing DOvel in the spectacle of sa many words". However,
Henkin1s focus on the literai reading of messages that cootain letten and words overlooks a
number of important processes of mediating the urban environment of strangers. HenkiD, City
Reading, pp. 17-2S.
8 Henri Lefebvre, Writing on Cines, transe and eds. 8eonore Kofman and Elizabeth Labes
(New York: BlackwelJ Publisbers, 1996), pp. 191-193.
9 The Oxford English Dictionary, 1998 on-line, bttp:/Idietiooary.oed.com
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The built environment that makes up a large portion of the immersive

infonnation fields around me, according to Donald Preziosi, is not merely '4a particularly

clever way of writing texts in 3-D, aoy more than verbal language is architecture in

Aatland. And despite their overlapping correlatives of functions, they are not simply IWo

different ways of doing the 4 same' thing."10 As 1argue, the metaphor of 'text' is in fact

reductive when it is used in the analysis of the built environment and the processes it

contains. Its poetic cache disguises its confinement. Its ubiquity in the literature,

however, underscores the prevalence of linguistic-based models in the study of systems

ofsigns.

Communication scholarship seems particularly drawn to the view of the built

environment as language-centred. Communication scbolarship bas a long tradition of

examining the role of language in shaping culture and its symbolic fonns. The works of

Marshall McLuhan, Jack Goody, Walter Ong, arnong others, charted the trajectory of the

discipline around the primacy of verbal language (alphabetic literacy and the media that

transmit the verbal message).11 As a consequence, communication processes that could

not he theorized througb language-based models and the consequences and significance

of their development have been pushed to the margins of the discipline.

This language-focused mind-set dismissive of ulesser" points of view (even on

subjects lbat have little to do with verbal language) has resulted in sorne curious anacks

on urban scholarship and its theorization of the communicative dimensions of built form.

10 Preziosi, Architecture. Language, and Meaning, p. 17.
Il Henkin asserts tbat wbile "Jack Goody, Walter Ong, Marshall McLuhan, and others have
overessentialized the consequences of literacy and oversimplified the cultural divide between oral
and literate societies, il is nonetheless true that an expanded reliance on priDt cao have p:>wetful
cultural implications al a particular hiSloricaJ momenL" Henkin, City Reading, p. 19.
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Semioticians seem particularly vehement in tbeir judgment of the work of Kevin Lynch,

with Roland Barthes' scom setting the general tone for further critique. I2 Even some

recent cultural critiques see Lynch's theories as the usurpation of textual reference for

non-textual territory.I3 However, Lyncb's use of the tenn 'legibiJity' for city spaces, far

from assessing the text-equivalent readability of urban fonn, refers to its visual gestalt, its

"apparent clarity", or "the ease witb whicb its parts can be recognized and can be

organized into coherent pattem."14 This term does not imply a passive 'reading' but the

idea of active way-finding, "a consistent use and organization of definite clues from the

extemaJ environmeot"15 Lynch's use of 'Iegibility' thus seems to point to the subde

dimensions of 'reading' overlooked by a strictly textual understanding caught by the

Latin legere, meaning, as weil, 'to collect', or 'to gather' elements ioto recognizable

patterns,I6 a process fundamentaJ to the understanding and use of complex and

multimodaJ infonnational environments.

Lynch's work introduces a number of concepts and relationships that are

tremendously useful for analysis of the complex spatio-temporal terrain of the urban

environment His work is oost known for the concept of environmentaJ image (mental

representation of the physicaJ form) and an analysis of the city in tenns of the elements of

urban fonn (paths, edges, landmarks, nodes, and districts). But it goes much fanher than

the Mere concept of mental map and discussion of onits of spatial analysis. Lynch gathers

12 See Roland Barthes "Semiotics of the Urban" in The SDlliotÎC Challenge. trans. Richard
Howard (New York Hill and Wang, 1988), pp. 191-201.
13 Henkin is criticaJ of Lyncb's usurpation of the 'Iegibility' metaphor for practice tbat does DOt
involve reading of printed words, City Reading, pp. 5, 179.
14 Kevin Lynch, TIlt! Image ol'M City (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT PresS91986)9 pp. 2-3.
15 Ibid.. p. 3.
16 The OED. Gardner's notion of "paueming" is helpfuJ in understanding sucb meaning of
'·reading", see Gardner9 Multiple Intelligences, p. 21.
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research on wayfinding from a number of disciplines (cognitive psychology, philosophy,

anthropology, architecture, and the history of technology, to mention just a few) and lays

significant groundwork for the conceptuaJization of spatial orientation and the linkages

between space and lime, particularly in his lesser known work, What Time is This

Place?17 The conceptual relation between textual reading and the process of waytinding

can be articulated through the notion of sequence, a succession of events creating the

linear structure of a narrative. Yet each process, however sequentiaJ, involves different

sensory and spatial complexities which, while captured in the concept of wayfinding, are

lost in the reductive comparison to textual reading.

(n my negotiation of the physical city space 1 am then not a mere textual

'reader'. Neither am 1 necessarily a flâneur, another fashionable metonymy uncriticaJly

applied to urban perambulatioDs.18 Whether 1 saunter bedazzJed by the unfolding urban

17 Lynch discusses the manifestations of time in the built environment in What Time is This
Place? (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1972). He introduced the concept of wayfinding in
Th~ Image ofthe City. The concept was developed further in cognitive and environmentaJ
research through the seventies and eighties. Important contribution bas been made by Roger
Downs and DavidS~ Steven Kaplan, Edward Carpenter, G. Moore and R. Golledge, and Most
notably Romedi Passini who focused specifically on the process of wayfinding in architecture and
synthesized much research from other disciplines in its application to the design of the built
environmenl The work of the latter fonns an important contribution to the emerging field of
information design and seems re-discovered in resean:h on computer visualization techniques and
hypennedia navigation. This is discussed further in Part Three, below. Some of the works on
wayfinding: Downs, Roger and DavidS~ eds. Image and the Environment: Cognitive Mapping
and Spatial Behavior (Chicago: Aldine, 1973) and Maps in Mind (New YorIe: Harper and Row,
1CJ77); G. Moore and R. Golledge, eds. Environmental Knowing (Stroudsburg, PA: Dowden,
Hutebinson, and Ross, 1976); Reginald G. GoUedge,(ed) Wayfinding Belulvior. Cognitive
Mapping and Othe Spatial Processes ( Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1999); Edward Carpenter, "Wayfinding: Design breakthrough or a trendy buzzword?"
Print(43, no. 1, 1989), pp. 92-163.
18 Walter Benjamin's (and Baudeleaire's).JldMur is a gendeman ofleisure... walking turtles in
the arcades may bave losl its curreocy in the contemporary city. See Benjamin, Il/uminations.
Essays and Reflections. (New York: Schocken Books [1969) 1985). See also Jenck's discussion
on./ldMllr as a metaphor and a metbod, "Watehing your Step. The history and practice of the
jldneur." pp.142-160 in Chris Jencks, Visual Cu/tllTe (London and New York: Roudedge, 1995),
and Anke Gleber, The Art ofTaJcing a Wall (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1999).
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spectacle, or rush through it dismayed and unimpressed by the crowd, 1still partake in the

experience of environmental infonnation and ilS use in the process of wayfinding. Walter

Benjamin actually reflected on sorne of the important aspects of the process Iinking place

to memory (particularly Bergson's memoire involontaire) and embodied experience. 19 ln

bis discussion of the reception of architecture he also stressed that buildings are

appropriated both by use (habit) and perception. Thus the built environment, according to

Benjamin, "cannot he compreheoded by optical contemplation alooe but tactile

appropriation accomplished not so much by attention as by habit" and by "noticing

objects in incidental fashion". 20

Although my body is implicated in the action of negotiating the envirooment, 1

do not merely move throuah this infonnationally immersive medium. My movement is

not simply an act of locomotioD. 1 rely on my bodily memory of movements and on

proprioception, on my body's system of reference, particularly in famifiar settings.21 ln

addition to my movement, however, 1 constantly process the information 1 collect and

make inferences based on my surroundings (both directly perceptible and those farther

afield).22 1 bring ioto my movement the knowledge of the space around me, its

relationships and hierarcbies, and my memory of its landmarks; my orienting skills allow

19 See Benjamin's discussion in 'ne Image of Proust", IllumilUllions, pp.157-8; Alberto
Pérez-G6mez in 'The City as a Paradigm of Order" speaks of the fl4neur as a mere spectator
within a context ofan irrelevant stage, ClU/lon Book (Ottawa: Carlton University School of
Architecture, 1986), p. 14.
20 Benjamin, 'ne Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" Illuminations, pp.
239-40.
21 Brian Massumi provides an interesting discussion of navigation in familiar settings, froID an
unpublished al the lime essay U Buildings, Biograms, and the Body Topologie" kindly made
available 10 me. See also Geoffrey C. Bowker and Susan Leigb Star, Sorting Things QuI.
Classification and Ils Conseqllences (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1999).
22 Again, it is important to keep in mind the etymology of tI1.mld: Latin legere also means 10
PIhcr, and ta roIlcet. The DEO.
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me continuously to re-chart my position. My navigational shuftle on the city sidewalk

thus involves the simultaneous dance of perception and cognition typically taking place

in the informational environments described by Edward R. Tufte:

We thrive in information thick worlds because of our marvelous every day
capacities to select. edit, single out, structure, highlight, group, pair, merge,
harmonize, synthesize, focus, organize, condense, reduce, boil down, choose,
categorize, catalog, classify, list, abstract, sean, look into, ideaJize, isolate,
discriminate, distinguisb, sereen, pigeonhole, pick over, sort, iotegrate, blend,
inspect, filter, lump, skip, smooth, chunk, average, approximate, cluster,
aggregate, oudine, sumnwize, itemize, review, dip into, flip through, browse,
glance into, leaf through, skim, retine, enumerate, glean, synopsize, winnow
the wheat from the chaff, and separate the sheep from the goats. 23

Although bath the visually palpable, and the "circumambient world"

encompassing it are ~mappable', the process in which 1 am involved is not reducible to

the abstract act of mental mapping. In the words of Casey, "1 do not take it as metrieally

determinate or even laid out in a regular way. Instead,1 grasp it as diversely configured,

multidimensional environment with its own inherent directionality".24 The concept of

mapping has been widely used as an explanatory device for the understanding of spatial

relationships, orientation and even structures of knowledge. James Carey, for example,

suggests in his explication of the ritual view of communication that "[t]hinking consists

of building maps of environments.''2S ln addition to its metaphoric cache, the concept of

mapping has been used as a gauge of the sophistication of navigation and spatial

orientation. In fact, navigational and orieoting abilities bave been often equated witb the

capacity for symbolic representatioD in the form of drawings, actual maps of spatial

relationships and topographical features of the environment HistoricalIy, cartographie

23 Edward Tutte, Envisioning Informlltion (Cheshire, Conn.: Graphies Press, (990), p. 50.
M Casey, Gening Bact in/o Plac~, p. 278.
25 Carey, Communication as CultllT~, p. 28.

2S



•

•

representations of the environments produced in different cultures have been seen as

evidence of advanced thinking. 26

The idea of a map (and consequently the relationsbip between the map and the

territory it represents) has attained a monumental metapboric stature in scholarship,

similar to that of 'text'. Alfred Korzybski's and Ernst Cassirer's words which refer to the

nature of representation were perhaps most instrumental to this developmentrT Tbe

debate as to whether the ability to draw maps, to organize symbols into meaningful

representations, preceded the development of language may be of impon to

communication scbolarship. However, different sets of criteria seem to be used for the

evaluation of these two notational systems (writing and drawing). Mapmaking is often

regarded as evidence of spatial thinking; as if the artifactual evidence of writing

represented the first attempted speech acts. Despite the textual and alphabetic bias tbat

communication scholarship May be guilty of, it generally acknowledges al least the

richness of oral culture. In contrast, map-making and mapping are seen as gauges or

evidence of spatial knowledge - as if mapping were the only phenomenon to make

abstraet thinking material. In James Carey's discussion of ritual communication

practices, the map is presented as a tool that not onJy uses symbolic fonns 10 exemplify

26 Cassirer sees the ability to draw maps as a step in the developmeot of human consciousness:
Ernst Cassirer, An t!ssay on man (New Haven: Yale University Press, (944), p. 46; Michael
Blakemore, "From way-tinding to map-making: the spatial information filed of aboriginal
peoples." Progrt!ss in HUII'IQII Gt!ography, 1981, pp. 1-24; J. B. Harley, "Maps, knowledge, and
power" in Denis Cosgrove and Stephen Daniels, eds., The Iconography oflAndscape. Essays on
the symbolic reprt!st!ntatïon, design and USt 0/past t!nvironmenls (cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1988), pp. m-312.
27 Alfred Korzybski, Science and Sanity (Lancaster, Pen.: International Non-Aristotelian
Library Publishing, 1941), p. 58; Ernst Cassirer, TM Philosophy ofSymbolic Fonns. Vol.J ,(New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1957), p. 153. See also Cassirer, An t!ssay on man. p.46.
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and explain spatial relationships, but 6'transfonn[s] vacant space ioto a featured

environment".28

Unless 1 am in an unfamiliar setting, 1 am guided neither by an imaginary Dor

actual map as 1 move througb the complexity of urban space, regardless of my capacity

for mapping (conceptual, cartographic, or even digitaJ). 1 typically use the immediate

elements of the environment to guide the sequence of my steps. 1 use various markers

from my surrouodings in a way that is similar to what Bruno Adler described in his

seminal study of prehistoric mapping. He likened footprints, tree markings, trails, cairns.

and other early markers to contemporary urban signs, street names and numbers.29 His

study is quite unique, and not only to the history of cartography, for its identification of

the generative role of navigatiooal markers and social knowledge in spatial orientation

and the development of symbolic representations of topological features of landscapes,

spatial correlations and orienting cosmologies.

When 1 move through the cityscape, then, 1 rely on the complex interfaces

(signage systems) that organize space, articulate place legjbility, and provide an array of

28 Carey, Communicalion as Culture, p. 27. Carey talks about the dual capacity of symbolic
fonns, presenting reality (Usymbols of') and creating their own reality C6symbols for") p. 29.
'The map stands as a representation of an environment capable of clarifying a problematic
situation. It is capable of guiding bebavior and simultaneously transforming undifferentiated
space into configured - that is known, apprehended, understood space" p. 27.
29 Bruno Adler, Karty piervobytnylch narodov. Tnuly geograficheslcago otdieleniya. Izviestia
Impemtorskogo Obschestva lubiteli yestestvoznaniy, antropologii y etnografii.
Izviestiasostoyascbago pri ImperiatorskOlll Moskovskom Universiteti. (tom CXIX Vypusk 2.
No.2. StPetersburg, 1910), p. 24. Adler's work, curiously remaios DOt ttanslated inta Englisb,
though every source on the history ofcartography refers to it as seminal. It is frequently cited as
the first comprehensive study of mapping among 50 called al the time ~primitive' people, though
the original text refers to -aboriginal' or 'fint' thus avoidiog the pejorative COIlIIOIatioo that
prevailed in Western literature until relatively reœndy. See Blakemore, "Way·finding and map
making". Adler's study begins with a cbapter on various teebniques of spatial orientation, and
follows with an entire cbapter on navigational markers (Adler mers to them as "objects",
primiaty ) used in the process of wayfindiDg.
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mediating elements: directional cues, orienting markings, signs of warning and

prohibition, territorial demarcation, etc. 1 negotiate this complex informational

environment through myriad perceptual acts, cognitive decisions, and physical and

mental actions that 1typically take for granted; 1 become aware of the complexities of the

surroundings only in the absence of familiar or anticipated elements. It is when

infonnation is missing from an anticipated place or sequ~nce of events that 1 become

conscious of the process 1 am engaged in: the process of negotiating, of making my way

through the environment and simultaneously of plotting my course in relation to the

nurnerous systems of references. ft is only in their absence that 1 become attentive to

those elements that 1 need for my navigation: a number, a building, a landmark, an arrow

sign, a street name, an address - a missing piece in a sequence of markers, in the complex

sign system around me. In a physically immersive infonnational environment 1 rely on

and actively search for markers, objects, a sequence of elements, an arrangement, or

pattern that would confinn the correctness of my understanding of the relevant spatial

relationships (and thus my position and direction), and give sorne navigational clues as to

where 1am and what my next step ought to he.

The navigational markers that 1 employ have been either purposefully placed to

orient, identify, or direct, or are temporarily appropriated from the surroundings;

sumrnoned, as it were, to perfonn an orieoting functioo. In either case, markers are

characterized by their multimodality and the multidimensional fluidity of their substrates.

They come in a number of shapes and forms and can range from architectural

articulations, inscriptions and symbols to forms appropriated from the landscape and even

other bodies with their movements, positions, and arrangements in space. These markers
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are not hound by one substrate, oot circumscribed by one mode of expression. They

engage multiple senses and fonn an environment that can oost be understood as

simultaneously an interface and an immersive medium. The nature of the buUt

environment, in the words of Preziosi, is urealized through what appears to he an

impossibly complex hybrid of media"; "[it] is not merely equivalent to the sum of

artifactual or made fonnations but will nonnally include fonnations appropriated from a

given landscape, as weil as formations made solely by the relative deployment of bodies

in space.''30 Indeed, if on my way to the metro station, 1am told to tum left at the corner

store,31 1seek out and use the latteras a landmark. It acts very much Iike the natural sign

descriOOd by Albert Borgmann, a sign lbat is summoned from its surroundings, lbat

Uemerges from the environment and disappears in it again''32 after its momentary role is

fulfilled.

Apart from their multimodality and multidimensionality, is there a common

thread among the markers that 1use in my perambulations? The most obviously common

characteristic seems to he their publicity: they are placed outside of the interior domestic

sphere. Navigational markers, orienting signs are phenomena lbat form part of the visible

public space, with private domains familiar enough not to require specialized layers of

orienting infonnation, though we do use labels and relational schemas to organize our

30 Preziosi. ArchileCtuTe.fAnglUlge, pp. 34.
31 The particular function of this landmark al that particular location (corner store) is DOt as
relevant as ils visible presence and ils potential for being l'eOOgnized as a marker of a decisioo
point
32 Alben Borgmann, Holding On 10 Reality. The Nature 0llnjoTmillion al the Tllm 01the
Millenium (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press 1998), p. 2. Borgmann discusses this
aspect of natural signs as "DOt getting in the way of things". Cultural signs, however, particularly
in a highly marked urbanscape, a1so have the quality of cbanging promînenœ and stability
depending on the function they are "summoned" 10.
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domestic spaces and the information contained therein.33 As Geoffrey Bowker and Susan

Leigh Star note about the organization systems used in our domestic spaces:

We have certain knowledge of these intimate spaces, classifications that
appear to live partly in our bands - detinitely Dot in our beads or in aoy
formai algorithm. The knowledge about which thiog will be useful at any
given moment is embodied in a tlow of mundane tasks and practices and
many varied social roles. When we need to put our hands on something, it is
there. 34

It is the familiarity with place that is important bere. Different formai

requirements for the markiog and organization of place within the domestic and public

eovironments may exist, but visually palpable marking is fundamentaJly used to manage

infonnation that exceeds the capacity of our memory or knowledge. ft is used as a

mnemonic device for insiders (in an environment that exceeds their ability to differentiate

its features or the capacity of their memory);3S or a coded sign directed towards the

outsider (to be recognized, or specifically DQl recognized, by someone unfamiliar with the

system). Depending on the addressee, markers will necessarily have different

requirements. Those iotended for the local audience will be infonnal, less structured,

based on tradition and sbared local code, rather than on a generic clarity of system or

design.

The demarcation between public and private space bas interesting historical and

mythological mots, with different protectors of public and domestic space and different

33 Bowker and Leigh Star, Sorting Things OuI. p. 2.
34 Ibid.
3S For a discussion of memory and place see Edward Casey,''Tbe Memorability of Inhabited
Space" in Spirit and Soule Essays in Philosophical Psych%gy (Dallas, Texas: Spring
Publications, 1991), pp. 229-259; C. Francis Yates, The An ofMemory (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 19(6), chapters 1-3; Henri Bergson, Mano and MDIIlJry (New York: Doubleday,
1959; Kent Bloomer and Charles W. Moore, Body, Memory, and Architecture (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1crrT); Edward Casey, Remembeing. A Phenomenological Study.
2- ed. (BloomiDgtOD and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2000).
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functions of their markers. This demarcation and symbolic attachment is perhaps terrain

for another exploration. Here, 1 wish merely to point to sorne historical and mytbological

narratives describing modes of differentiation and symbolic protection of each space

(private and public). Casey, for exarnple speaks of uhestial" and "hermetic" modes of

dwelling: with the private, domestic space of the family protected by Hestia, the goddess

of the family heanh; and the public space (marketplace, the gate, the rood, and the

crossroads) left in charge of Hennes, the messenger of gods, protector of travellers,

patron of negotiations, trade and oracles.36 Wayfinding and trail-marking was within the

sphere of influence of the latter. Hermes was considered the god of the road marker;

sorne scholars claim that the mytbological figure in fact developed from the ritual of

marking roads and boundaries with stones or cairns.37

For the purposes of the current discussion, the issue in the division of public and

private is not property ownership but the scale of the territory, familiarity with it and the

type and size of the audience for the information within its boundaries. Martin Henkin, in

his study of public reading in New York of the 1850s, discusses this point (and

exemplifies perhaps a more general sentiment on the issue manifest in North American

scholarship) by claiming that "most fixed signs advertise private commercial interest and

register the daims of private property".38 Fixed signs register the claim of implacement,

of specificity, local identity. The idea of specific social knowledge linked to a particular

place, stored in a particular locality, is of significance bere. Typically, the kind of marker

36 Casey, Getting &ci into Place. pp. 132-145. Michel Serres coosiders Hermes the patron of
communication. Serres. Hermes, Uterature, Science, Phi/osophy (Baltimore and London: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982). The metapbor of Hermes is furtber discussed in Part 3.
37 See Cbapter 7 below for a funber discussion of this poiDt
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that we need within our familiar environments is easily appropriated from our immediate

surroundings. They can 00, in Borgmann's tenns, natural signs, or signs posted for other

purposes and temporarily appropriated al will.39 Our bodies rememOOr the relational

organization of the items we store within our private spaces, though we typically employ

nurnerous organizing schernes to relate the various types of items to a specifie locale. 40

Though the public aspect of signs is not reducible to public spectacle and the

commercial dimension, il is the visual display and commercial character of signs that

seem to dominate the literature. Guy Debord's provocative ideas may have launched the

spectacle therne in cultural theory.41 The city is often discussed in such tenns, as an

unfolding visual drama: whether the "crowded seas of largely undifferentiated type" as

described by Henlein, preoccupied with the written word within street surfaces,42 or as "a

physical site in which images and messages seem to swirl about, devoid of sustaining

38 Henlein, City Reading, p. 4. For a discussion of the issue of private propetty and urbanism,
see Ella Chmielewska, Dwelling in Postmodernity: Eloboration on the Meaning ofHome and
Housing (Master of Urban Planning Thesis, McGili University, 19(6).
39 Borgmann, Holding On to Reality.
40 Our body remembers through habit: we reaeh into specifie places anticipating the presence
of certain things there. We may employ labels when faced witb numerous similarly looking items.
We remember spatial organization of things: something is always near something else, in a
specifie place (though the logic of this placement often remaiDS clear only to us). If we were ta
allow someone to use our environment, bowever, we would most likely walk the prson tbrough,
demonstrate how our organizing system works, or we would leave ootes indicatiog where varions
items could be found in the household. Similarly on our desktops (reai or virtual). we bave our
specifie organizing metbods (again, mostly mystifying to ethers). OnIy wben we need to ask
someone to acœss our environment, do we need to explain euctly how to get there: we need to
give a set of specific directions, an itinerary: "go ta tbis drawer, pull out this file, open this
documenl.." For a rieh discussion of the nature of organization of space and classification see
Bowker and Leigb Star, Sorting Things 0111, for a discussion of body memory see Casey, Getting
Bock in/o Place and Remembering.
41 Guy Debord, The Society ofthe Spectacle (New York: Zone Books, [1967] 1995).
42 As Henkin suggests, "written words came to tbeir own as self-sufficïent public rnarkers in
the DÎoeleeoth century. Sbop signs and trade cards were becoming more verbose and less
emblematic, and newspapers were developing iota crowded seas of largely undifferentiated type."
City Reading, p. 18.
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context" in Christine Boyer's description of the contemporary metropolis.43 Beatriz

Colomina discusses architecture as mass medium, but focuses principally on its publicity,

thus considering the subject's visual (spectacular) dimensions.44 Stephen Perrella goes

even further and equates communication with advertising, 4S

The focus on the commercial sign gives an interesting angle to the analysis of the

subject. Robert Venturi, one of the few architectural theorists who pursues an interest in

the signs of the urban environment, examines the symbolic landscape of the commercial

vernacular and the architecture of the Sbip.46 Fascination with the aesthetics of the

billboard, the roadside attraction, and the architecture of movement and advertising is a

North American phenomenon of vast proportion, and it manifests itself in botb

scholarship and popuJar culture.47 Signs are often discussed from the perspective of

access, ways of marking the boundary of property, of designating private commercial

interest48 They are also seen as folklore, folk art and vemacuJar expression. The display

43 Christine M. Boyer, The City ofCollectiv~Memory. Its Historicallmagery and Architectural
Entertainments (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 19(4) p. 28.
44 Beabiz Colomina Privacy and Publicity. Modern ATch;lectur~ as Mass Media (Cambridge,
Mass.: The MIT Press, 1994).
4S Stephen PerrelJa, Skin Deep, Blu~print (l71, April 2000), pp. 45-52. PerrelJa sees
architecture as positioned "above the vulgarities of communication".
46 Robert Rauch, Exhibition Signs ofLife. Symbols in Ih~ American City (The Renwick Gallery
of the National Collection of Fine Arts, Smitbsonian Institute. Feb. 2~ept. 30, 1976); Robert
Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Steven lzenuor, uarningfrom Las Vegas (Cambridge, Mass.
and London England: The MIT Press,. [1973] 1993 rev.ed.).
~ Warren H. Anderson, Vanishing Roodside America (Tucson: The University of Arizona
Press, 1fTl6). Through a collection of images and brief notes, Anderson offers a perceptive
anaIysis of the changing landscape that accompanies developments in teehoology of movemenL
Particularly imponant is bis discussion of the merging imagery of the highway sign system and
advertising.
48 Henkin sees fixed signs merely as designators of private commercial interesL City Reading,
pp. 39-68. For a broader discussion, it may he usefuI to consider the difference between the
North AmeriC30 and European city and their respective apprœches to urban planning and private
versus public space discourse.
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aspects of signs (advertising and signscape aesthetics) and the scenic dimension of the

highway have a long-established tradition in North American research.49

The markers that 1 move by, notice, seek out (in the fonn of objects, fonns,

surfaces, texts, images and symbols) have another characteristic: their relationship to

place. While 1 am moving, dislocating, they remain in place, and my movement is

largely dependent on the relative pennanence of their position and broadcastSO

Navigational markers are not ooly typically affixed to specifie places, they are inherently

place-specifie. Even if their fonn is generic and universal, they become what they are

only when placed. The corner store that 1 temporarily used as a landmark for my

navigation was chosen as a marker because of its location at sorne point of decision on

my path. The store's particular look, style, prominence, history, ownership, and meaning

had less to do with my choice than its specifie placement

The relationship between signs and places, the condition of their implacement

preoccupies much of this work. This attachment to place seems to be a largely neglected

characteristic of signs. Or perhaps, navigational markers as a type are largely neglected

because of their inherent immobility. Paradoxically, their fixed condition may

eomplicate their analysis. From the science of signs (semiotics) througb communication

scholarship to cartography, this difficulty is evident, resulting in a marginalization of the

49 See Donald Appleyard, Kevin Lynch and Robert Myer, TIu! View from tM Road
(Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1964); Peter Blake, God's Own Junkyard. The Planned
Deterioration 0/America's 1Andscape (New Yart and Chicago: HoIt, Rinebart and WiDSton,
1964); John Brinckerboff Jackson, Landscape in Sighl. lDoling al AmBica (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1997).
50 See the discussion of relative "broadœst pennanence" and "abject pennanence" (relative to
other broadc:asts) in Preziosi. Architecture, Language, pp. ~7.
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subject as a disciplinary interestSI Few sources focus on the multidimensional

relationship of infonnation to place, and on the complexity and dynamics of lies amongst

the environment, symbolic representations of knowledge and human behavior. A notable

inroad into systematization of the numerous research strands into a coherent theoretical

framework was made by Donald Preziozi in his semiological analysis of architectonie

system. His work is particularly useful to the present inquiry. So is the work of Romedi

Passini,S2 who theorizes the process of wayfinding in architecture. The overlay of these

two approaches brings to the fore the field of this discussion, signage.

While semiotics typically inquires into the power and meaning of the sign itself

(sign detached from its location, lifted from any specifie place into an abstract realm of

codes and classification systems), the architectonie analysis that Preziosi elaborates

underscores the environmental embeddedness of signs. Much cao be gained from such a

framework for communication scholarship which remains largely influenced by

language-focused analyses and preoccupied with media carrying dislodged messages.

The condition of displacement is even argued as necessary for production of symbolic

forms, as in James Carey's discussion of the ritual view of communication.S3 Thus media

of communication come to he seen programmatically as the media of transmission,

dislocation and detachment.

SI Umberto Eco openly professes the difficulty semiotics bas with sigDS tbat are topo-sensitive.
Eco, A Theory ofSemiotics (Bloomington and London: University of Indiana Press, 1979), p.I84;
David Harvey spea.ks of the concept of place, locale, milieu as baving "the awkward babit of
paralyzing the social theory's central propositions" Harvey, The Urban Expuience (Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989), p. S.
52 Romedi Passim. Wayfinding. A Study ofSpatial Problem Solving ( Pb. D 1besis,
Pennsylvania State University, Philadelphia lm); Wayfinding in Architecture (New York; Van
Nostrand Reinhold, 1984); Paul Arthur and Romedi Passini, Wayfinding. People, Signs and
Architecture (Toronto, Montreal: McGraw-HiIl-Ryerson. 1992).
53 Carey, Communication as Culture. This point is discussed furtber in cbapter 4, below.
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The relationship of media to place is important for another reasoo.

Communication scholarship also has a tradition of relating culture to lime and space

(Harold lonis, most notably) and to technology and built fonn (Lewis Mumford). Both

Ionis and Mumford elaborate the complexity of links among technologies of

communication and places of movement and exchange. While Innis was perhaps more

focused on lioear space and process (trade routes), Mumford was preoccupied with the

clustered space of cilies.54 Both sketched out important theoretical frameworks for the

concept of place and its position within the communication discourse. Mumford saw

cilies as instruments of memory and communication technology in themselves, "special

receptacles for storing and transmitting messages".S5 Innis, in his concept of time- and

space-bias, a1so elaborated connections between communication processes and the

matenal world they ttansfonn in their storage and conveyance of knowledge and

infonnation.56

While the multidimensionality and multifunctiooality of informationaJ

environmeots have challeoged linguistic-based approaches, these aspects truly confront

us wheo the sign is seen as implaced. The image of one sign post at a specific

intersection (Fig. 1.1-2 oext page) illustrates the complexity and multidimensional

richness of signage systems. From this one image we can draw information on the

prevailing technologies of communication, the hierarchy of movemeot systems, type of

settlemeot, urban patterns, material technology and design aestbetics.

54 Lewis Mumford, The City in Hislory: Its Origins, Ils Transformations. and Ils Prospects
(New York: Harcou~ Drace & World, 19(1), p.71. AJthough Mumford's ref1edions on
higbways, and particuJarly bis pasSioo8te critique cl interstate highway developmeD~ must also
he DOted. The Highway and thl! City. (New York: Harco~ Drace & World, 19(3).
S5 Mumford, The City in Hislory, p. 99.
56 Harold A.lnnis, The Bias o/Communication (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1982).
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FIGURE 1.1-1
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We can get an insight into wayfinding strategies, techniques for orientation, and the

linguistic and cultural identity of the society that made this multi-dimensional mark, into

a built environment which, in the words of Preziosi, "contains and broadcasts infonnation

about the social and cognitive world of a people".57 And we can place ail of tbese

elements at a certain historical moment, in a certain geographical place as "an

architectonie formation that provides evidence for the state of a society at a certain time

and place."58

The search for context, rather than contemplation of the spectacle of dislocations

and displacement, is a helpful position for the analysis of infonnational environments.

Highlighting the role of place in communication discourse brings out the temporal

dimension of context, and signage accounts for much of the temporal connection with the

surroundings: designation of the °here' and definition of the 'now'. Signage systems

concern memory and techniques of inscription, the type and system of marks used for the

storage of information and communication of messages.59

When 1 walk down that crowded city sidewalk, 1 am immersed in an informational

environment Much of it is inscribed in the hidden layers of organizational, regulatory,

social and cultural, psychological frameworks. Much of it is visually palpable in what

Borgmann describes as the "roar of infonnation''flO around me, where il seems that "every

surface shouts and every silence is filled".61 The way Bruno Latour weaves signage ioto

his aoalysis of the layers of the complex infrastructure of the contemporary city in his

57 Preziosi, Architecture, LœJglUJge, p. 80.
58 Ibid.
59 See the way Lynch uses the images of signs ta nanate the maDÜestations of time in the urban
environment (Uchange made visible"), What TUIle is This P/Qce? pp. 135-162.
60 Borgmann, Holding On 10 R~ality, p. 3.
61 Brent Staples, "Life in the Infonnation Age." Nf Times,7 July 1992.
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• work, subversively entided Paris ville invisible, peeling off and makïng apparent the

manifest and hidden layers of the city, exposes its underlying organizing structures, the

hidden physical depths of its informationaJ environment. 62 These communicational

dimensions of built fonn and ways of marking and indexing the urban landscape

implicate the place and material texture in ways that challenge language-based analysis

and demand methodologies and approaches which cOBsider language in the context of

experience and implacement

• 62 Bruno Latour and Emilie Hennant. Paris ville invisible (Paris: Institut Syntbélabo, 19(8).
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CllAPTER2

The Science of Signs: Between Text, Image aDd Built Form.

. ~ .-~.

FIGURE 1.2-1

Semiotics, the science of signs, May seem like an obvious place to begin a

discussion of signage. With semiotics c1aiming the entire field of knowledge related to

signs, one cannot also belp but presume lbat much, if not everything, about them must he

worked out witbin its methods. However, to appropriate the words of Roland Barthes,

"there is in fact a great obstacle... the obstacle of the obvious" in studying signage. 1 For

one, signs as a subject of ioquiry May suffer from the imprisonment of their appellation.

The English word sign is an omnibus of sorts, encompassing manifold meanings within

Roland Barthes, "Semantics eX the Object" in The Semiotic Challenge, p.I84.
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the same linguistic ...weil, sign; the same word denoting various categories of objects,

concepts, and actions (signal, indication, symbol, signboard, trace, mark, etc.).z A

conflation of meanings also results from the translation of terminology between different

intellectual and disciplinary b'aditions. Even within the discipline important theoretical

disputes existe Can the English sign imbued with Peircean tradition possibly mean the

same as the sign with French Saussurian roots? There is enough complication here to

confine the discussion of signs to language-centered theories. But while signage appears

as a natural candidate for the application of the theory of signs, one discovers on a closer

examination, that an attempt to position it within the semiotic project toms up a

quicksand of theoretical confusion.

ft is beyond the seope of this work to discuss semiotie theory in much depth. The

vastness of its self-contained territory and its pervasive stronghold on contemporary

aeademie discourse may discourage or confuse much more learned a crilie.3 My aim

here, in this ehapter, is to survey a number of the semiotic blind spots already pointed out

by others (whether crities of "semiotic reason" or ardent semioticians themselves) and to

demonstrate how these blind spots account for the problems with the application of

semiotie method to signage. There seem to be plenty of arguments within the semiotic

discourse itself to demonstrate the difficulty of explaining the meaning and material

reality of physical signs through the science (point of view, doctrine, or a method) of

signs.4 This discussion focuses on the dimensions that account for these difficulties and

2 ln sorne languages, cenaiD meanings of the ward sign are expressed by etymologicaJly
separate and thus more specifie tenns, making the discussion of eenain aspects of signs somewbat
less ambiguous. For example, the Gennan Schild (signboard bearing the name ri the business)
cornes from the tradition of advertising identity on the armour (English shie/d), similarly the
Polisb szyld; also in Polish there are several different names for specifie types of signs: tbese are
etymologically related ta their function (like infonnational sign, wywiesz/ul. bas its etymoIogical
roots in 'banging outside').
3 See Marc Angenot's poIemie Critique ofSemiotic Reason (New Yorle and Ottawa: Legas,
19(4) and more forgiving John Deely·s Basics 0/Semiotics (Bloomingtoo &. Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press, (990).
4 See Deely·s discussion cL method and point0/view. Basics 0/Semiotic, p. 9, and Angenot
notes 011 semiotic project in Critique 0/Semlot;c Reason, p. 13. Most definitions of semiotics
presented in textbooks refer ta it as a science.
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contras15 them with the inquiry into the semiotics of the built environment by Donald

Preziosi.S

To consider signage one needs to examine the complex corpus of fonns

precariously positioned within the territory delimited by language9 visual codes and buitt

fonn. Preziosi's concept of the architectonie system describes this larger realm within

which we need to position signage as "aoy and ail of the (visually and] spatially-palpable

formations which humans may devise9 construct or appropriate from the environment in

order to b'ansmit information regarding the conceptual world of a society".6 Tbe

multiplicity and multidimeosionaJity of way-tinding markers make il necessary to

consider linguistic, visnal/iconic and spatio-temporal codes together. The study of signs,

semiotics, is rooted in the philosophy of language and linguistics. Sorne theoreticiaos

have pushed i15 exploration ioto the biological and social sciences, sncb as the science of

signs elaborated by Thomas A. Sebeok on behavioral, cognitive9 and social science

grounds.7 While much discussion exis15 on visual codes and iconicity, spatiaJly

consttucted signs have not been explored in much depth. And while the varions codes

have been elaborated within their own domains (language, icon and spatial form), the

ways they come together seems to have eluded theory. This position within the territory

of the overlapping domains of language, visual code, and spatio-temporal network seems

to be the source of a Bumber of theoretical problems.

Let us begin with the visnal, leaving Preziosi 's analysis aside for a while, and

examine what Marc Angenot io bis Critique ofSem;ot;c Reason describes as the general

problem of the iconic sign and the "semiotician imbued with the linguistic model.''8

Aogenot summarizes the state of the discipline as follows:

...the theory of signs already suffers from a number of blind spots and
omissions when applied to oatural languages and to artificial systems of

5 Preziosi9 Architecture. Language, p. 36.
6 Ibid.
7 Thomas A. Sebeok, An Introduction 10 Semiolics (Toronto and Buffalo: University of
Toronto Press, 19(4)
8 Angen~ Critique ofSemiotic Remo", p. 13.
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arbitrary signs. These blind spots and omissions, when transported to the
world of pictures, fixed or moving usimulaera", have the effect of blocking
ret1ective thought, or rather of steering it toward an impasse. 9

The semioticians's uneritical application of linguistic-based analysis to the study

of icons, Aogenot argues, results in a conflation of fundamentally different theoretical

approaches. 1o While a jarring theoretical dissonance seems to be at the basis of the

doctrine's main tenels, it is generaJly understood that the discourse is uoified by its object

of the inquiry, semiosis. Angenol, questioning the icon Il as a legitimate object to build

an entire structure of knowledge around, sees the internai divisions of semiotic discourse

as a problem of a "Iack of [its) own object of study".l2 What seems puzzling in the

"semiotic reason" is not just the persistence of the linguistic model, but its pairing with

the doctrinal daim to the entirety of the signifying process itself. Overlooking the

limitations of these models for theoretical analysis of culture as a whole tums semiotic

doctrine ioto dogma: indisputable in its colonizing ambitions, and obsessively arbitrary in

its assumption that the rules goveming one approach to language cao, and indeed must,

be applicable to all processes involving communication and meaning.l3 The resulting

imprisonment in language is particularly important to communication scholarship as

some theorists of communication see one trajectory of ilS bifurcated domain structured

entirely around semiotics and linguistic theory.14

9 Angenot, Critique ofSemiotic Reaso", p. 27.
10 Ibid.
Il The question of the legitimacy of the iconie sign for semiotic analysis bas pervaded semiotic
discourse for decades. To mention just a few seminal texts: A. K. Biermann, "That there is no
iconic sign". Phi!osophyand PhenomellOlogical Research (23, 1962), pp. 243··295, Umberto Eco,
"Introduction to a semiotics oficonic signs." Versus (VS) (2, 1972), pp. 1-15; a1so Eco, Â Theory
ofSemiotics.
12 Angenot, Critique ofSem;otic Reaso", p. 25.
13 In the tradition of Jacque Derrida who argued for the necessity ofdetennining "as language
the totality of the problematic horizon" Angenot, Critique ofSemiotic Rt!aso~ p. 31. As Brenda
Lee commented, 'This is a particuJar probIem since transmission-based models of language fail
to connect linguistic capacity and expression with the taeit bodily and shared knowledge that
links the speaker to the physical and social conditions of speech." Brenda Lee, conversation,
October 2000.
14 Introductory texts on communication tbeory are particulartYtelling examples. See Paul
Cobley, 00. The Communication Theory Readn (New York and London: Roudedge, 1996), p. 1:
"Linguistics provides the foundation and toucbstone for communication theory" For the
discussion of the schools ofcommunication: process school and "production of meaning school."
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The internai division of the focus of semiotics is often obscured by synonymous

use of the tenns semiology and semiotics. 15 For purposes of this discussion, delimitation

of the field after Thomas A. Sebeok, reserving semiology as a component of semiotics

seems mast useful. J6 While most sources use the tenns interchangeably, often noting the

difference as related strictly to the geography of labeling (its European and North

American roots), conflating the philosophical traditions for the purpose of unifying the

semiotic domain cornes at the price of a significant theoreticaJ confusion. And of course,

since the traditions are not easily made compatible, a discussion of their hierarchy and

primacy would necessarily follow. So, sorne theorists, such as Sebeok, assert that the

tradition of semiology must be seen as subordinate to semiotics because of its fixation on

language, "that miniscule segment of nature some anthropologists grandiy

compartmentalize as culture".17 He argues that in contrast to the linguistic tradition of

Ferdynand de Saussure (semiology), the philosophical tradition of Charles S. Peirce

(semiotics) elaborates semiosis as a broader and more fundamental process involving

natural and social signs and the physical universe itself. Semiosis in this broader

philosophical, rather than strictly linguistic understanding, is seen as the process

"ordered to that larger whole - namely, the universe of nature as we experience it".J8

Let us consider that indeed, as John Deely claims, "...the semiotic point of view

naturally expands ... to include the whole phenomenon of human communication - not

ooly language - and, both after and as a consequence of that, cultural phenomena as

incorporative of, as weil and in their difference from, the phenomena of nature."J9 Sucb

an all-encompassing point of view, one would expect, would accommodate the

interaction between human beings within their physicaJ surroundings and the

(serniotic) school, see John Aste, Inlroduction 10 Communication Studies (New YorIe: Roudedge
19(6).
15 fiske, Introduction, p. 2.
16 Deely, Basics ofSemiolics, p. 6.
J7 Deely quoting Sebeok, Basics ofSemiolics, p. 7.
18 Deely, BasicsofSemiotics, p. 6.
19 Ibid, p. 17
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informational layers inscribed there through the nurnerous systems of markings.

However, in as much as semiotics acknowledges that "the action of signs first arises

precisely from physicaJly related environmental factors coming to be seen objectively as

related, and conversely, from objectively related factors being presented as physically

related",20 it also asserts that the subject of its inquiry is pot just si&Ds but tbeir action,

their signification alone.21 What interests sernioticians is an elaboration of the relations,

patterns of meanings and processes of semiosis itself, rather than that which relates to the

malerial reality of signs. The theoretical basis of the discipline is an analytical

abstraction, the notion of The Code, which underJines the relations among ail processes,

objects and phenomena under investigation.

With their focus on code, both paradigrns (whether originating in the tradition of

Peirce or Saussure,22 semiolics or semiology) fall on purely linguistic models for support

of their theories; in the words of Angenot, "the more or less avowed goal is the same: to

remain within the inspirational practice of the linguistic rnodel.''23 The idea of the all

encompassing text with cultural processes elaborated as acts of reading (decoding) has

taken a strong bold on the many disciplines examining image and representation, with the

philosophy of language and structural linguistics still penneating discourse in the visual

arts, communication theory and cultural studies, as weil as architecture and art history.24

Language-focus also characterizes mucb of the analysis of work based on the Peircean

tradition of semiotics. Deely, for example, follows bis lengthy discussion of an all

encompassing semiosis in the tradition of Peirce with the assertion that Utexts... can be

any physical structure at ail made to embody ideas in the semiotic sense. Indeed, the

whole of culture, in this sense, is a text''25 This would perhaps seem convincing were we

20 neely, Basics ofSemiotics, p. 47.
21 Ibid., p. lOS.
22 Although Angenot argues that linle remains frorn the tradition of Saussure within the
language-fixated semiotics of today, Angenot, Critique ofSemiotic Reason, p. 30.
23 Ibid.
24 Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida'5 strong position within the cuJtura.I critique attest to
thal
2S neely, Basics 01Semiotics, p. 64.
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allowed to see 'text' as not necessarily 'textuaJ' (in lexicaJ tenns), but a collection of

recognizable patterns, a web (in the original meaning of the Latin textum), a matrix of

relations that could be examined from a number of points of view. In the words of

Preziosi, "a lanice of associations".26 But can a text remain all-encompassing if it is

caught up in what Angenot caUs the "fetish for The Code"?27 Can it account for the

whole of culture if it must be seen in pureJy linguistic tenns? Does the claim that text can

be an all-encompassing model for a number of phenomena not bring the metaphor toward

the notion of texture presented by the strong semiotic critic Henri Lefebvre, thus moving

us beyond the "codifying approach of semiology!7?28

The fact that its internai divisions, its lack of consensus on fundamental grounds

(or what Angenot termed "doctrinal cacophony"),29 is rarely pointed to when semiotics is

applied to theories within communication discourse ooly underscores the totalizing

ambitions of the science of signs. Semiotics as a field of investigation not only claims to

be, in the words of Deely, "the atternpt to account theoretically for what is distinctive

about the sign...!7.3o ft also, as Deely further asserts, and this is where sorne unease would

be justifiable within other theoretical domains: "includes by right ail the traditionaJ

disciplines in virtue of their dependency on what they are as typically distinct structures

of signification upon a network of sign relations constituting them.''JI Considering that

semiotics sees itself as inherently interdisciplinary32 little room remains for inquiry

within other disciplines or into other subjects of significance (if oot signification)}3

If the iconic sign is a problem, what about the subject of spatial relations which

necessarily cornes ioto the picture when signs included in architectural and environmental

26 Preziosi, Architecture, lAnguage, p. 35.
27 Angenot, Critique ofSemiot;c Reason, p. 37.
28 Henri Lefebvre, The Production ofSpace (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 19(1).
29 Angen~ Critique ofSemiotic Reason, p. 27.
30 Deely, Basics ofSemiotics, p. 106.
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid, p. 107.
33 See Michael Benedikt's discussion of significance and signification in the built environment
in FOT An Architecture ofReality, p. 38.
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structuring are researched? Umberto Eco's sentiotic theory encompasses this realm but

he argues that while such phenomena as "paintings and many types of architectural and

urban objects... unquestionably have a semiotic relevance", they have not been

sufficientJy explained by semiotic theory.34 In his discussion, architectural and urban

objects seem grouped together within the category of iconic signs. This may point ta

another larger theoretical problem. If linguistic models can only questionably be applied

to iconic signs, can indexical, and more particularly topo-sensitive signs, he comfortably

bundled with iconic and linguistic signs in one aJl-encomPassing theory? It may he that

conflation of the categories of iconic and topo-sensitive signs brings about a larger

theoreticaJ confusion. Eco sees architectural and urban structuriog as Iying "beyond the

empirical boundaries" of semiotic research, and he points to sorne of the difficulties of

semiotic theory in embracing this realm of signification. 35 These difficulties with

architectural and urban signs arise out of the necessity of dealing with context, and the

problematic status of sign's context within semiotic theory.

Two primary challenges are plsed by context: its function (social praxis) and its

indexical specificity (both spatial and temporal). Angenot points to the difficulty

semiotics has had with circumstantial indication and its related social praxis and

historical reality.36 Eco in fact discusses the category of topo-sensitive signs (both

verbaJ and non-verbal) as a particular challenge to semiotic theories.37 Signs that are

topo-sensitive form a large component of the infonnational environment around us.

These archetypal graphic symbols are developed from the interactions between human

body and landscape: specific points of reference embedding the human body and its

practices ioto the immediate eovironment (foot prin~ trace, arrow, cross). Gestural

language and symbols in signage systems, in written language and the symbols of

alphabets, have developed from embodied, implaced experience. Asgar Talaye Minai

34 Eco, A Theory 0/Semiotics, p. 6.
35 Ibid.
36 Angenot, Critique 0/Semiotic Reaso~ p. 59.
37 Eco, A Theory 0/Semiotics, p. 3.
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argues that uaJl genuine metaphors arise from expressive sbapes and actions in the

physicaJ world."38

The work of Donald Preziosi addresses the relationship between sign and context

most directly. He discusses the notion of "environmental reference" whereby

environment is structured and ordered through the marking and use of appropriated

objects. Assemblages of objects and markings of various types are employed as

instruments and sign-eomplexes in conventional and habituai ways associated with

aspects of social behavior.39

ln his compositionaJ analysis of kinesic pointers (Iike the pointing finger or

outstretched hand, for example) and their iconic surrogates (the image of an arrow on a

road sign) Umberto Eco suggests as their principal features dimensionality (longitude and

extremity), movement and dynamic stress. According to his analysis, topo-sensitive

signs acquire their full meaning from their placement (context), their anchorage witbin

spatio-temporal coordinates.40 Rootedness can thus be claimed as an important property

of signage. The coordinates of~ and l!KD imply as weil the broader concepts of

orientation, navigation and memory.

The dynamic dimension of signage relates to context in a subtle but salient way

and it may be at the root of sorne problems with the theorizing of topo-sensitive signs in

tenns of codes and signification. Non-verbal indices, kinesic pointers, such as the

pointing finger or directional arrow, as weil as verbal signs soch as bere-tbere, this-that,

seem particularly problematic for semiotics. Sorne theorists exclude such indices or

create special subcategories for them (peirce's sub-indices, for example).41 Eco,

38 Asgbar Talaye Minai, Architecture as Env;ronmenral Comunication (Berlin, NY: MoutOD,
1984), p. 67. Such an approach allows him to position architecture (understood as ~~a symbolic
statement which conveys messages") within the theory of signs, as weil as to place environmentaJ
communication within system's and information theory. George Lakoff demonstraIes the
fundamentally metapboric structure ofour language: George Lakoff and Mark Johnson,
Metaphors w~ Live By (Chicago and London: The University d Chicago Press, 1980).
39 Preziosi, Architecture, LangUQg~, p. 22.
40 Eco, A Theory 0/Semiotics, p. 119.
41 Ibid., p. liS.
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• however, devotes considerable attention to these categories and attempts to expand the

boundaries of the discipline to include architectural and urban expression. His analysis

allows him to bypass the more restrictive definitions of semiotics which conceptually

exclude the whole range of phenomena that lies within the domain of signage.

It is one thing to discuss the abstracted code and debate its proximity to linguistic

structures, and yet another to deal with the functionality of signs. And the artifactual

environment that we are surrounded by seems to he fonned with conspicuously

functional entities. Architecture, and the built environment, present a sPecial problem to

semiotics, according to Umberto Eco, because they are "often intended to be primarily

functional and not communicative".42 Putting aside the question of whether

•

communication is in itself a function, the functional dimension of the built environrnent

creates a certain difficuJty for its "reading" or "decoding". This difficulty is caused by

the experiential quaJity of the environment: ils "functions" relate to dimensions that

transcend codifying or signifying schemes, that are inbicately related, rather, to specifie

actions. One such experiential and" multidimensional function is way-finding; while the

process relies heavily on conventional codes and classifications, the actions it

encompasses are always embedded within praxis and related to a determined setting.

A number of theorists have explicated the multifunctionality of linguistic signs.43

And with this multifunctiooality, the problem of context typically surfaces. Mukarovskt

delimits five ''functional horizons" of architecture, with none having a functional

independence, and ail functions mutually implicative. Tbese horizons are: immediate

purpose; history; manifestation of the identity and territoriality of its users and makers;

aesthetics (the dominance of focus upon signification itselt); and the individual functional

horizon.44 MukarowstY's horizons cao be related to the nurnerous functions of way-

42 Eco, Â Theory 0/Semiotics, p. 164.
43 Jan Mukarovslej, Structure, Sign and Function: Selected Essays ofJan Mukarovskj, trans.
eds. John Burbank and Peter Steiner (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1978).
44 Preziosi also refers to Jacobson'5 multiple functions of the speech aet: the emotive function
(related to the addresser), conative (concerning the addressee), poetic (related to the message),
metalinguistic (expressing the code), referential (involving the referential context), and phatic
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finding markers (as discussed in Part Two below): elements of infrastructure. sites of

worship/rituaJ, boundary markers, orienting landmarks and sites of display. Also, an

interesting anaJysis may come from the overlay of Lynch's elements of built fonn to the

funetional horizons proposed by Mukarowsky.

The meaningfulness of the built environmeot and its architectonie fonnations is

inherently multidimentional and as such, Preziosi argues, it "will oecessarily alter and

broaden our uoderstanding of the multifunctional nature of the speech signal, and deepen

our understanding of the semiotic foundations of culture itself."45 Preziosi suggests that

il is only through a semiotic framework that the complex multifunctionality and

multidimentionaJity of the built environment can be adequately studied and "its

relationship to other aspects of culture more clearly oriented".46 But the semiotic

framework he proposes embraces the multimodaJ built environmeot, an architectonie

code and a system of signs tbat is:

... co-occurent with ensembles of other sign systems in different media.
Each sign system offeTS certain advantages over others under the varying
conditions of daily life. A built environment docs certain things which
verbal language does not do, or only does by weak approximation and
circumJocution - or vice versa. 47

Thus he argues that the ~~architectonic formations" are immersed in and interconnected

with other communicative events and practices which incorporate a great many different

kinds of signs in various media.48

Not ooly the internal divisions within semiotics but also the inapplicability of

linguistic models to many other fOTOlS of cultural expression and disciplinary methods,

are largely obscured by the totalizing "logocratic"49 ambitions of semiotic inquiry, thus in

metaJingWstic (expressing the code), referential (involving the referential cootext), and phatic
(conceming the contact between the speaker and the hearer). Prezios~ Architecture, Longuage, p.50.
45 Preziosi. Architecture, lAnguage, p.56.
46 Ibid. p.7.
47 Ibid, p. 3.
48 Ibid.
49 ln the words of P. Raffa cited by Angenot, CritiqueolSemiotic Reason, p. 47.
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the words of Angenot "ideologically masking ideologies"50. The doctrine, while

professing a claim to explain ail aspects of signs, openly excludes specifie inquiries,

particularly those tbat prove diffieult to elaborate when straightjaeketed into Iinguistic

theory. What cannot be treated as language is dismissed as a subject unworthy of inquiry;

what cannot confonn to language-based anaJysis cannot constitute vaJid method. Sueh

boundaries could only be defended with a logic that sets the theoretieal boundaries of the

domain as infinitely flexible. Angenot calls this amorphous state of semiotics ua kind of

epistemological aecordion tha~ according to the (ideological) ambitions of the user,

contraets and studies systems as limited as road signs or beraldry, or is stretched out to

encompass a universal anthropology or gnoseology".SI Such tlexibility is only possible

within an abstracted field, such as the domain defined by Sebeok: "semiotics is not about

the real world but about complementary or alternative actual models of il.. and about an

infinite number of anthropologically conceivable possible worlds." 52 In the real world,

unJess objective reality is defined as "made up of noun-objects and verb-processes," 53

the limitations cannot be simply willed out of the discourse. And signage cannot escape

"the reaJ world", it is moored in il. It links the codes of meaning, the symbolic dimension

of the built environment, of marks placed upon its surfaces and of our actions within

them.

What if we set out to inquire specifically into sorne of the "signs of this or that

type"; into the very "actions of signs in creating and molding This and tha! objective zone

of experience"S4? How can the grand project of semiotics be helpful to this modest goal?

Again, we may he encouraged mat specific signs, which would fonn a component of this

inquiry, are routinely featured in its analysis. The highway sigo t for example, is most

notoriously used for explication of codes and types of sigos (for example to explain the

50 Angenot, Critique ofSemiotic Reason, p. 37.
SI Ibid., p. 76
S2 Sebeok. An Introduction to Semiotics. p. 4.
53 The objective reality of the "visible wood" aceording 10 A. J. Greiman, quoted byAng~
Critique 0/Semiotic Reason, p. 39.
54 Deely, Basics o/Semiotics, p.47.
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difference between icon, symbol, and index).55 Martin Krampen used an elaborately

detailed study of the road sign system to discuss the problem of iconicity.56 This study

involved empirical (quantitative) analysis of the psychological relevance of the Peircean

tricbotomy,57 as weil as an elaborate "historical" study of the development of the road

signe Unfortunately, the historical dimensions of this detailed study are curiously based

on a content anaJysis of contemporary regulatory documents, with barely two pages of

text devoted to the trip from antiquity to contemporary times.58

Krampen 's "The (cons of the Road" delivers an important and extensive

semiologieal anaJysis of road signs. Road signs fonn a semiotie system which derives its

complexity at least partly from implacement, that is from its context referentiality.

Krampen provides a review of the semiotic literature on the subject: "Different systems

of rood signs are quoted again and again in serniotic literature as examples of typieal sign

systems or of special serniotic problems."S9 A long list ean he drawn: Jaeobson's

discussion of a grammar of traffic signais; Hjelmslev's analysis of the "Ianguagett of

trafflc signais; Prieto's references to road sign systems as illustrations of codes and

Peircean tenns of firstness and secondness; Studnieki's exposition of the system of road

signs as a language with its vocabulary and syntaetic mies for composition; Droste's

analysis of road signs aecording to the mies of generative grarnmar; Zawadowski's

classification of traffic signs and road silOS as semantic systems. 60 Introductory texts on

ieonic codes typically use traffic signs as explanatory devices for basic semiotic

55 See Sebeok, Barthes, Deely.
56 Martin Krampen, '7he lcons of the Road," Semiotica, 1983.
57 Ibid, p. 32.
58 Ibid, p. 33.
59 Ibid, p. 21.
60 Roman Jacobson, "Concluding statemeot: Linguistics and Poetics," in Style in language. T.
A. Sebeok, 00. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 19(0), p. 365; Jacobson, "Language in relation to
otbercommunication systems:' in Selected Writings. Il, pp. 697-708, (The Hague: Mouton,
[l960J 1971); F. Studnicki, "l'raffle Signs",Semiotica (2, no. 2, 1970), pp. ISI-I72; F. G. Droste,
'vrbe grammar oftraffic regulations." Semiotictl (S, no. 6, lm), pp. 257-262; L Zawadowski,
"A classification of signs and sernantic systems," in Sign. Language. Cu/lUTe. A. J. Greimas, R.
Jacobson, M. R. Mayenowa, S. K. Samjan, W. Steinitz, and S. ZOfkiewski, 005. (fhe Hague and
Paris: Mouton, 1970), pp. 28-49. For a discussion of texts by Prieto and Hjelmslev, see Krampen
"The lcons of the Raad," p. 21.
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concepts.61 Martin Krampen argues that his discussion maves us beyond the synchronie

into a diachronie anaJysis.62 He argues that "the realm of road signs has been established

in the framework of the social sciences as a sociosemiotics of visnal communication."

His work is a detailed semiotic analysis of changes in the code of traffic signs.63 What he

calls 'diachronie development' is bowever limited to the last century and thus

necessitates a number of generaJizations about earlier developments that are only brief1y

sketched out. The study set out to prove that "there are iconic signs", so it is not

surprising tbat nowhere in the study is tbere an elaboration of the relationship of the road

sign to its contexL

If we put aside the details of the regulatory history of the highway code and the

typology of signifying elements of the road icon, is there anything that could be brought

iota this discussion on the broader theme of signage? Highway signs are often cited as

examples of a oumber of possible classifications, as they are typically combioations of

icons, symbols, index, and texte The non-arbitrary aspect of signs is also difficult to fit

ioto their analysis, and to top it ail off, the simultaneity of modes must be dealt with. The

highway code is typically examined as an entity in itself, and rarely placed within the

larger context of the built environment or its history. Further complexifying investigation

of the code is thus somewhat avoided. But let us look at Roland Barthe's discussion of

abjects and urbanism for sorne clues to the semiotic perspective on this context '7he

urban" is a particularly interesting place of ref1ection as this is where the semiotic critique

of other perspectives toms most vehement64

Before discussing the problems of urban semiology, Barthes acknowledges that

"anyone who wants to sketch out a semiotics of the city must be at once a semiologist (a

specialist in signs), a geographer, a historian, an urbanist, an architect, and probably a

61 Arthur Asa Berger, Seeing is Be/ieving. An Introduction 10 VUIUl/ Communication,~ ed.
(Mounrain View, Ca: Mayfield Publishing, 1998), p. 39.
62 Krampen, "Ibe (cons of the Road," p. 24.
63 Ibid.
64 Barthes, "Semiotics of the Urban."
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psychoanaJyst".65 This is an important insight as the aoalysis of the multidimensional

environment of a city must take numerous perspectives ioto account. After admittiog to

his amateur status as "barely a semiologist", however, Barthes proceeds with a scathing

attack 00 Lynch's analysis of urban fonn. His main point of critique is truly puzzling

considering the opening assertions of bis essay: he proposes tbat Lynch's conception of

the city, despite a vocabulary that would imply semantic interest, uremains more gestaltist

than structural" and that his research from the semantic point of view remains dubious.66

Since Lynch claims no interest in an essentially semantic perspective, Barthes's critique

adds little to an understanding of urban semiotics. If we are truly interested in sbifting, in

Barthes words, ufrom metaphor to analysis when we speak of the language of the city" ,67

would it not be useful to incorporate al least sorne of those djfferent perspectives noted al

the onset? And if so, how can a useful analysis sirnply begin with "dissociating the urban

text into units, then distributing these units ioto formai classes", as Barthes proposes, only

to move ooto usampling the fragments of the utterances"68? Lynch's research suggests

an approach to an understanding of the city as a complex spatio-temporal manifestation,

not a semantic procedure for the analysis of a text, or a poem. And if indeed, as Barthes

proposes, the city is a poem, would bis analysis folly disclose its poetic nature?

Barthes brings ioto his discussion of the urban some interesting insigbts into the

relationship between signification and mapping. He asserts that "human space (and not

only urban space) has always been a signifying space" and "scientific geography and

especially modem cartography can he considered as a kind of obliteration, a censorship

objectivity has imposed upon signification".69 The essentially semantic approach

proposed by Barthes for urban space, however, MaY impose anotber kind of censorship

65 Barthes, "Semiotics of the Urban," p. 191.
66 Ibid., p. 193.
67 Ibid., p. 195.
68 Ibid, p. 199.
69 Ibid., p. 192.
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• upon an immersive environment that simply cannot be understood through the "shock of

detacbment.''70

One can, of course, approach the subjeet of signage through the relation of various

typologies of semiotics (signal, symptom, icon, index, name, etc.) to typologies of

signage (directional, identification, warninglprohibition, infonnational,

•

prescriptive/command), and an exploration of the issues of code, meaning and

signification within different signage systems. The multitude of modes of signage,

however, would make it a rather arduous task. One would need to systematize sucb

disparate modes of visual display and spatial articulations as: numbers and letters;

buildings and signs; sign posts (totem poles, street signs, buildings as signs); identity

signs (corporate logos, banners, signatures); signage systems (signs as frameworks,

systems of objects, universal sign standards), and olbers. To appropriate the words of

Preziosi, signage comprises an "enormous material and medium variation and

tlexibility..." that potentially includes any set of environmental resources palpable to

human perception.'·

Preziosi begins his own analysis of architecture, meaning, and language with what

seems a puzzling proposition:

... in the semiotic task of revealing more clearly the place of language in
communication, the study of nonverbal communication - and in particular
the analysis of visual communication - has acquired today a fundamental
urgencyand importance. 71

ln fact these words are doubly puzzling. First, the "fundamental urgency"? Has it been

sustained over the decades? Have we failed to arrive at explanations 50 urgently called

for over two decades ago? ln recent years, both verbal and visual modes of

communication have grown more complex and problematized by new communication

70 Banhes, "semiotics of the Urban," p. 184. The sbock of defacbment is necessary accordïng
to Barthes in arder to objectivise the objecte He argues tbis in "Semantics or the Object." To
property understand the meanïng ofobjects, he resorts to an order or represeDtaliODS as found in
advertising, the cinema, or the tbeatre•
7. Preziosi, Architecture, Language, p. 41.
il Ibid, p. 46.
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technologies. Cootemporary infonnationaJ environments collapse what once were

considered inherent divisions between the various domains and media of expression: text

and image, space and lime, fonn and surface. They seem ta converge, cross-reference

one another, their codes cbanging as often as their substrates and interfaces. With the

pace of mutability of the oew communication eovirooments (driven by developments in

computer technologies), the sets of references for our material, physical eovironments

grow more complex. We retrieve their mutated metaphors from computer eovironmeots

and apply them to the physical spaces around them. Witb emerging electronic

environments changing and challenging the meaniDg of the spatial references we use, the

concepts of text, narrative, linearity, address, presence, agency, representation penneate

and overlay one another. They influence and implicate one another in profound ways, ail

seemingly put into flux by the simulatory possibilities of the oew technologies, as are the

ideas of movement and navigation, reference, writing, reading, marking.

Secondly, we may have reached for his work to grasp the role of the built

environment - and not language - in communication. The exploration of language, and

the media lbat transmit its representations and symbolic fonns, remains the major focus

of the discipline of communication. Why would we need to reveal its place further?

Since this preoccupation bas not accommodated the subject of this inquiry - signage - we

May have sought a different focus. Is Preziosi confinning what semiologists like Roland

Barthes have been saying ail along, that "everything which signifies in the world is

aJways more or less mixed up with language" tbat "language always intervenes"']73 Is it

truly ail about language then? Preziosi's words (and his conbibution to the inquiry into

signs) warrant a ret1ective pause mainiYbecause of the way he positions language within

the semiotic discourse. He does not assign an instrumental raie to visual communication

- that of a helpfut agent in explaining the function and role of language - ratber, be

argues for a holistic and multifunctionaJ analysis which will "deepen our understanding

•

• 73 Barthes, "Semantics of the Object," p.lSO.
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of the serniotic foundations of culture itself."74 Following Peirce's demarcation of

semiotics as a distinct body of knowledge, he argues for an ail inclusive analysis which

would reveal the "embededdness of linguistic (and otber) signings in large-seale

communicative events."75 Only tbrough such positioning, he believes, are we open to

examinatioo of the unique power and potential of each of the sign systems employed by

humans in "the ongoing semiotic bricolage of socioculturallife"76:

...only a holistic and iDtegrai perspective on the entire set of significative
environmentaJ behaviors cao mate sense of the synecdochal indications of
systematicity in the organization of the variety of modalities in the visual
realm. It has additionally become apparent that it is only in such a
framework that we may begin to more fully understand the nature of verbal
semiosis, and its embededdness arnong the network of sign-systems
defining and defined by culture. n

Language is certainly implicated in important ways in ail meaningful structures that we

create arouod ourselves, but it seems that the goal should be an understanding of the

interrelatiooships among the webs of the various layers and modalities of human

constructed environments, and not an attempt at explaining one through the limitations of

the other, particularly if the domain of research is that of communication.

74 Preziosi, Archilectul'e, lAnguage, p. 56.
7S Ibid., p. 7.
76 Ibid.
ï7 Ibid, p. viii.
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• CHAPTER3

Communication as Displaced RituaL

FIGURE 1.3-1

•
Society exists not only by transmission, by communication,
but it may fairly he said to exist in transmission, in communication. 1

1 John Dewey, Democracy and Education (New York: Mcmillan, 1916), p. 5. Cited and
discussed in Carey, Communication as Culture, pp. 13-14.
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James Carey begins his discussion of the cultural approach to communication by

pondering the significance of this shift in prepositions emphasized by Dewey: society

existing as much in communication as by communication.2 Carey's ret1ections on

Dewey's work: fonn the basis of his analysis of two alternative conceptions of

communication, the transmission view and the ritual view, and their respective positions

in communication scholarship. The transmission view of communication, he argues, has

dominated most of the North American scholarship with its focus on the sending of

infonnation, signais, or messages over distance. He emphasizes that this extension of

messages in space is ''for the purpose of control"; we retum to this point further in this

chapter, but tirst let us examine the spatial dimensions of communication.3 Much of the

discussion presented in this chapter is based on the essays of James Carey, for IWo

reasons: he addresses the ritual view of communication in considerable depth, and he

links his analysis to the lime and space-bias elaborated by Harold Innis. Both the ritual

view of communication and Innis's positioning of communication discourse within the

conjuncture of lime and space are particularly useful to the discussion of communication

and place that underpins this work.

The arguments presented below probe the ritual view of communication with two

somewhat overlapping aims: to bring the ritual aspect of communication to the fore,

highlighting its relation to place; and to argue for the complementarity of the two views,

ritual and transmission, rather than their opposition. Wben a strict division is drawn

between the ritual and transmission approaches, a number of important dimensions of

communication tend to fall between the IWO.4 Bifurcation of the discourse is useful in an

2 Carey in the essay UA cultural approach to commumcation", Communication as Culture,
p.14.
3 Ibid., p. IS.
4 Lewis Mumford in Art and Technics discussed the dangers of the conœptuaI fragmenting Œ
discourse within specifie perspectives where comple't proœsses are anaIyzed tbrough the focus
on specialized actions and dimensions, where "a whole buman heing lis reduced] to a magnified
eye, a magnified band, a magnified finger..." Mumford, Art and T~chn;cs(New YOlt: Columbia
University Press, 1952), p. 65.
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initial positioning of the theoreticaJ concepts as an exploration of extreme conditions, as

it were, helping us to set the parameters of possibility. The reality of communication

(both practical and conceptual), however, particularly in its contemporary complexity, is

that binary oppositions (transmission as opposed to ritual, process versus production of

meaning schools, space as opposed to time-biased societies, cool vs. hot media, etc.) are

becoming less useful. Bifurcation may further obscure sorne systematic blind spots

persistent on both sides of the argument, with cross-verification of analysis prevented by

set boundaries and loyalties to a specific perspective. This may indeed be the case with

the focus on displacement that seems to pervade both approaches: it is inherent in the

transmission view as weil as strongly manifest within the ritual view.5 It is this focus,

rather than any major philosophical or conceptual division between the two approaches,

thal seems to fonn an obstacle 10 a deepening of the discourse. Paradoxically then, it is

the conceptual similarity of the two approaches rather than their differences that may

need to be critically examined.

The transmission view of communication, Carey points out, came into being al

the onset of the age of exploration and discovery.6 Certainly, the connection can be

traced etymologically, with the general modem meaning of communication coming into

use in the 15th century, its extension to physical facilities (roads, canals, railways)

recorded in the early 17th century, and its meaning as the transmission of invisible

messages introduced in the 20th century.7 If we pause al the temporal markers and

ponder their significance, an interesting dynamic between the modem meaning of

communication and physical place is revealed. And while considerable attention bas

been focused on the role of the printed text in the development of the modem meaning of

communication, witb Gutenberg's innovation positioned as a watersbed in human

5 And il seems even more apparent in the perspective of the production of meaniDg approocb
as described by fiske. See Aske, InlToduction 10 Communication Studies.
6 Carey, Conununication as Cu/ture, p. IS; The OED.
7 See Raymond Williams, Keywords. A vocabu/ary ofculture and society (New York:
Aamingo, (979).
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communication~ the changing conceptions of space that profoundly marked Western

societies at the same time bave been afforded much less attention. Exceptions are those

scholars~ particularly Innis and Mumford as we bave noted~ who persistently pointed to

the importance of the shifts in the human relationship to immediate physicaJ

surroundings~ to place.

If the beginning of the modem meaning of communication as transmission is to be

set in the late 15008, it could certainly he linked to the development of printing

technology, and the book, to the age of discovery and exploration and thus the increased

need for, and expanding knowledge of, cartographie rnap production. The book and the

map are bath effective exarnples of the possibilities of extending messages in space, but

the notion of transmission over distance does not intrinsically define their purpose. They

exist as useful objects, as artifacts, containers of social knowledge even when they remain

in place. The notion of transmission can be seen more effectively through other

milestones in communication, particularly those that are primarily defined by their

linkage to place.

Lewis Mumford in Technics and Civilization points out that "the cannon was the

first of modem space-annihilating devices by means of which man was enabled to

express himself at a distance."8 The cannon only became effective against city waJls in

the mid-I400s, marking an important shift in the human relationsbip to immediate place:

the waJls of the city becoming obsolete, defenseless against the transmission of power

over distance facilitated by the machine.9 Armand Mattelart sets the beginnings of

modern communications in the 1700s when a complex system of communication routes

and canals was established in the kingdom of France, thus structuring space in new and

profound ways, as weil as setting in place a new mabix of politicaJ power with its

8 Lewis Mumford, Technics and Civi!i1.QlÏOn (New York: Harcourt, Drace et World, 1934).
9 Nonnan F. Cantor, 00. The Encyc!opedia 0/the Middle Ages (New York: Viking, (999)
p.49.
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infrastructure for nonnalization and reason. IO Again, the importance of place and Iocality

needed to be reconsidered within this new power dynamic. A third etymological shift in

the teon 'communication' is marked by the development of the technology that makes the

idea of the pure transmission of immaterial, invisible messages possible. Immateriality

forces a reconsideratioD Dot onJy of place, but also of the immediacy of presence. These

three temporal milestones signal significant shjfts in the relationship of communication to

place, with detachment from place, contex~ and locality becoming an increasingly

imponant dimension of its modem meaning.

The notion of transmission began its association with communication al the onset

of the modem era. Disenchanbnen~ detachment and displacement often have been used

to characterize modemity <as in the work of Weber, Taylor, Borgmann). Albert

Borgmann summarizes the shifts in modem orientation responsible for our increasing

preoccupation with displacement. 11 He proposes that the pre-modem world and its

cosmic unity was shattered by a disorientation introduced by the ideas of Columbus,

Copemicus, and Luther. Each weakened the basis of a central system of belief:

respectively, the centrality of the Eanh in the cosmic order; the spatial centraJity of the

Medieval order; and the spiritual centraJity of the Church. I2 Since then, he further

asserts, modem thought has convincingly argued the domination of nature to be

invaluable and imperative, and western civilization bas concomitandy asserted itself

entirely through reason and control. The primacy of instrumental reason embodied in the

Cartesian method assumes that understanding cao he achieved onJy tbrough abstraction,

dissection, reconstruction, and control. Already the tirst step of the reasoned approacb

affirms the necessity of detachment: of the skepticaJ assessment of a problem, the

severing of its essence from its larger context before dissection into ils smallest parts, and

Hl Annand Mattelan, The Invention ofCommunication (London and Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press9 1996), p. xvi.
Il Alben Borgmann, CToss;ng the Postmodern Divïde (Chicago and London: The University ri
Chicago Press, (992).
12 Ibid.• p. 21.
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re-construction ioto a new, logicaJ, rational whole. 13 This indifference to context makes

the notion of transmission possible. The "transmission meaning" of communication thus

emphasizes a progressive displacernent set forth by the new technologies of

communication; no longer transit but transfer, a conceptual shift related to the agency of

the communicated entity. Moreover, with communication understood as such, as

transmission, the directional dimensions of the concept change, and the possibility of

one-way, one directionaJ transmission gradually gains ground.

Of course, the conceptual links between communication and transportation (and

travel) have much deeper and more complex historical roots. The pre-modem world was

as Borgmann argues "Iocally bounded, cosmically centered, and divinely constituted." 14

Concepts of communication and transport were intricately hound together, rooted in

physical place, their material reaJity imbued with eloquence and meaning. is The

concepts of transport, commerce, travel, passage, communication with gods and

ancestors, the imparting of knowledge, persuasion, orientation, the finding of one's way,

measurement of time and distance, were ail profoundly inter-related. Is it coincidentaJ

that the Greek god Hennes, the messenger of gods, was also protector of roads and

travelers, patron of the oracles, as weil as, according to sorne sources, the inventor of

language and ils deceptive uses?16 The cornplex bistorical links between transportation

and communication are followed up in more detail in Part Two of tbis work, here we

13 Borgmann. Crossing the Postmodun, p. 34.
14 Ibid., p. 22.
IS Borgmann, Holding On to Reality. In the pre-modem world Borgmann Dores, "Reality spoke
powerfuJly to people; it was overwhelmingly significant and eloquent", p. 10. Meyrowitz sees
elearonic media as changing the oommunieational characteristics of place; the association of
movement of infonnation with physical movement, communication with baveJ. No Sense 0/
Place, p. 117.
16 Hennes is credited with the invention ofmeasurement, bis presence and patronage bonored
in the fonn of archetypal signposts, road markers, cairns of stones and herms. This is discussed in
Part 2, chapter 7. Several sources a1so explore the links between Hennes and communication,
particuJarly language and rbetoric. Forexamples see: Bruce Krajewski, Travelling with Hermes.
Hermeneutics and Rhetoric (Armherst: The University d Massachusetts Press, 19(2), p. 7; J.
Rendel Harris, The Origin 0/the Cult 0/ Hermes ( Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1929), p. 4; Karl Kerényi, Hennes. Guide 0/Souls (Zürich: Spring Publications, 1976), p. 68;
Michel Serres COIlsiders Hennes the patton ofcommunication in He~s. üterature, Science.
Philosophy. This is discussed further below and in Chapter 7 and Part 3.
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focus more specifieally on the relationship of communication to place from the ritual

perspective.

On the surface a rocus on ritual may seem counter-intuitive to the project of

signage. One would expeet the transmission model to accommodate investigation of the

dynamic aspects of the built environment. eSPeCially the notion of wayfinding: movement

through space. directionaJity. distance. spatial relations. But in the process of

transmission, the movement of messages, the 64extension of messages in spaeen
, 17 is the

point. To understand the process of wayfinding. we need to look at messages that have

what Preziosi calls "pennanence of broadcast'·.18 While 1 am moving past, toward, or

among these messages, they must remain in place long enough for me to notice and make

sense of them. They also need to provide sorne context for simultaneous and more

epherneral communication events, as weil as indications of sorne larger orientation, a

sense of common understanding. The message in this process is not mobile, rather it

remains in place, deriving much of its meaning from its position. Given this, one can

argue that the maintenance of the message, its broadeast and meaning in lime, is

responsible for the mediating dimensions of place. Since ritual and custom reflect social

knowledge and its maintenance though time, it seerns fitting to tom to the ritual view of

communication for an examination of the infonnational environment constructed to

facilitate the process of wayfinding.

Carey argues tbat '~e transmission view bas dominated our thought and culture

"with the historie religious undercurrent never eliminated trom our thougbt'·19

Transportation and movement over vast distances can he seen as fonnative activities of

North American culture, with mobility (both social and geographical) exceptionally

highly regarded. Movement in space has been seen as redemptive in North America.20

17 Carey, Communication as Culture, p. 18.
18 Preziosi. Architecture. Language, p. 4.
19 CareY. Communication as Culture, p. 18.
20 Ibid., p. 16.
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with every invention of communication technology viewed through the lens of religion9

moraJity and values,. and invested with the possibility of bringing about moral

improvement.21 Thus eacb new medium or technology of communication (Iike the

telegraphic message or press)9 and each new technology of movement (the steam engine9

railwaY9 car, highway) was at sorne point invested with considerable hope for bringing

communities together and improving society as a whole9each considered Ua realizable

prograrn of Christianized technologyt9.22

The ritual view9in Carey's words9takes communication as ~'directed not toward

the extension of messages in space, but toward the maintenance of society in time, not the

act of imparting the information, but the representation of shared beliefs."23 This much

aider conception of communication deriving from communicare (to make common to

many), is based on the notions of "community" and "sharing'\ and "the possession of

common faitht9
• As such it al50 has religious roots, as il invokes the sacred rite9

communion; "the sacred ceremony that draws persans together in fellowship and

commonality".24 Raymond Williams points to the very important difference in

directionality of the two base conceptions of communication: the notion of transmission

denoting a one-way action, and the concept of sharing involving a mutual process. 2S

Carey suggests that the ritual conception of communication has been unpopular in

North American scholarship because "the concept of culture is such a weak and

evanescent notion in American social thought".26 He places the blame for the negleet of

rimaI (and "the inteliectuaJ aversion to the idea of culture" which he equates with it) on

obsessive individualism, Puritan disdain for non-practical activities9and the separation of

science from culture in North America. Since he argues for a cultural approacb to

21 See Carey's discussion in 'The Mythos of EJectronic Revolution" and 'The History of the
Future" in Carey9 Communication as Culture.
22 Perry Miller. The Life ofthe Mind in America (New York: H3lOOurt, Drace and World,
1965), p. 91, discussed in carey, Communication and Cu/ture, p. 19.
23 CareY9 Communication and Culture, p. 18.
24 lbid.~

2.S Williams, Keywords.
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communication, Carey's discussion understandably focuses on culture. We can,

however, consider another explanation for the secondary position of the ritual view of

communication, and draw upon Carey's discussion (or rather uPOn that which his line of

argument fails to take ioto account) to support our assertions. The aim is not to critique

Carey's work, but to point to sorne overlooked dimensions in it and their importance for

the notion of communication as ritual.

James Carey repeats, after Ernst Cassirer, that communication is the primary

phenomenon of existence, aod that the highest manifestation of communication is "the

construction and maintenance of an ordered, meaoingful, cultural world that can serve as

a control and container for human action".27 This, together with Dewey's insistence 00

the preposition in, 28 form the important argument that what exists around us, what we

are immersed in - the cultural world with its physical environmental manifestations that

we construct and apprehend around ourselves - is in fact important to communication.

How do we establish the relationship of ritual to place, as weil as the relationship

of communication to place? Carey discusses the symbolic fonns, of which a ritual is a

function in his view, as possessing two distinguishing characteristics: productivity and

the capacity for displacement He defines productivity as the facuJty of creating an

infinite number of representations from a finite number of symbolic elements. He

compares this capacity to language, with ils infinite set of sentences produced through

grammatical combinations of a finite set of phonems. He further suggests that it is ooly

througb language and other symbolic fonns that the world becomes comprehensible.29

Are we back to a focus on language then? Apparently we are, since both conceptions of

communication give language a principal position, although they may implicate it in a

given communication act or a process iD ditferent ways. As Carey proposes:

26 Carey, Communication as CU/lUTe, p. 18.
27 Ibid., pp. 18-19.
28 That is, in communication, as opposed to bycommunication. Dewey (1916) see note 1 this
chapter.
29 Carey, Communication as Culture, p. 35, note 5.
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.. .in the transmission view language is an instrument of practical action and
discursive reasoning, of thougbt as essentiaJly conceptual and individuaJ or
retlective, and of symbolism as preemioendy analyticaJ. A rituai view of
communication, on the other band, sees language as an instrument of
dramatic action, of thought essentially situational and social, and symbolism
as fundamentalJy fiduciary.30

The second parameter of ritual in Carey's view is displacement He defines tbis as

the capacity to represeot sorne thiog wben the object itself, the "reaJ" stimulus is not

physically present. Here, we appear to move into the domain of semiotics and "the

production and exchange of meaning.''31 Tbe criterion of displacement thus also takes the

ritual view into the domain of language. It may he, bowever, that the concept of ritual

cannot be examined in a satisfactory way from within the language point of view. Ritual

is not merely bound by language, it does not rely entirely on the code, and is not only

produced by symbolic fonns that have the capacity for detachment, displacement.

Because ritual is enacted, it is oever entirely linguistic. By its nature, ritual is implaced

and multimodaJ. ft is bound explicitly to social praxis, material reality, and historicaJ

continuity. Its permanence of broadcast is linked to objects, context (both spatial and

temporal), and social knowledge. And it is linked to memory: memory tbat is itself

implaced, embodied or embedded in material fonn.

Carey sees ritual as a symbolic reality abstracted from its physical 'realoess' by

way of symbolic constructs. 32 He thus suggests that communication is the process of

production of this symbolic reality, reality that is brought into being ooly by "the

construction, apprehension, and utilization of symbolic forms".33 But why must symbolic

forms he displaced ta produce reality?34 And does displacement actually result in a ritual

30 carey, Communication as Culture, p. 3S note 4.
31 fiske in bis Introduction to Communication Studies describes the two approaches to
communication as 'transmission' or process school, and the 'production and exchange of
meaning' or semiotic school, p. 3.
32 Carey, Communication as Culture, p. 25.
33 Ibid.
34 Mumford in bis discussion of the human "capacity for symbolism" writes that 'lman] is also
capable to abstract and re-present parts of his environment, parts of bis experience, parts of
himself, in the detachable and durable fonns of symbols." Art and Technics, p. 17. However, he
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or abstracted representation? While Carey asserts that ucommunication is a symbolic

process whereby reality is produced, maintained, repaired and transfonned" ,3S his

relation of symbol to reality needs to be examined carefully. When communication is

seen in terms of the Productiog of symbolic reaJity, a certain conceptuaJ difficulty arises,

that of confusion of symbolic fonn with representation. The example of the symbolic

process that Carey cites is a good case in point. It demonstrates how conceptually

dependent communication scholarship has become on the transmission approach, and

how detrimental this may be to arguments for any alternative or complementary

viewpoint. As an example of rituaJ practice, Carey discusses the concept of the map and

argues that "space is understood and manageable when it is represented in symbolic

fonn".36 The symbolic fonn that he focuses us on, however, is a Dotational system rather

than a ritual process. A map as an abstracted arrangement of markers transferred to a

second medium, forms not a ritual but an infonnational transmission.37 There is no ritual

in the act of drawiog a map for the purpose of explanation. There is no ritual in 'reading'

that map for the purpose of way-finding.

Carey argues that "by arrangjng Hnes, angles, and names... in a pattern on paper...

one transforms vacant space ioto a featured environment".38 It can be argued that the

symbolic features of space, and their relational dimensions, are constructed before il is

possible to represent them on paper. Thus Carey overlooks a crucial step in the process of

symbolic production: the assigning of importance, hierarchy, and meaning to the amw
features of the environment, and the recognition of their semantic dimensions as related

aJso emphasizes the importance of embodied experience in the production of symbolic reality,
(pp. 9,~I) and the importance of durable media which he explored in The City in History.
p.569.
35 Carey, Communication as Cu/lUTe, p. 23.
36 Ibid., p. 27.
37 When we extend the ritual ta practice (professionaJ practice) of transference, map-making
and map-reading can he discussed in terms of ritual. This point was brougbt up by Brenda Lee in
a conversation. October, 2000. For a discussion of practice, see Albert Borgmann, Technology
and the Character ofConremporary Ufe: A Philosophicallnquiry (Chicago: Chicago University
Press, 1984).
38 Carey, Communication as CullUTe, p. 27 (emphasis added).
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to position within the landscape, whether natural or constructed. Only after this step is

complete, can we proceed with the representation of the spatial relationsbips in sorne

notational form (the notational system of a map as one of the number of possible

representations).

It is rather teUing that Carey dismisses the process of walking through the

environment to explain its spatial relationships as mere "imprinting".39 ft seems lbat such

a "walk through" would have more in common with ritual than the "ananging of lines on

paper". And the representatioD of spatial relationships through the ritual of song and

dance seem closer to that of a uwalk about" than the modes of 'mapping' proposed by

Carey. First, why would a dance ritual necessarily be placed in a different category than

a walk-through? Are they both not based on successive kinesthetic actions, memory of a

sequence of movements, and spatial links (or gestural suggestion of such) between

movement and the pbysical environment within which the action is placed? Perhaps the

act of retracing of steps, an individual leamed action, does not seem sufficiendy

symbolic. But communication does not need to mean 'production' of new symbolic

reality. It cao also mean the calling upon of a symbolic reaJity "out there", recognition of

its dimensions and hierarchies, the assigning of meaning to a reality already present, the

marking of that reality in ways that render it meaningful. A walk through is in fact a

process of pointing to the meaningful dimensions of the environment and conveying

(communicating) their hierarcbies of spatial organization, social knowledge. It iDvolves

both experience of the environment and the process of communication of social

knowledge about it througb enactment of that very process, the tracing of a sequence of

motions, setting of hierarchies, recognition of patterns, the search for meaningful

elements.

Carey weaves together the transmission and ritual views and Innis' sPace and

time-bias, linkïng transmission to bis notions of space-bias, and ritual ta those of time-

39 Carey, Communication as Culture, p. 27.
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bias. Wbile Innis7concepts of bias are useful as historical generalizations and conceptual

tools, they do not necessarily fit the contemporary complexities of communication, and

are not useful in defining disciplinary divisions. Innis' idea of the bias of communication

involved the proeesses of "changing the character of symbols (things to think with) and

changing the nature of community (the arenas in which thought lis] developedY'.40 These

necessarily implicate the built environment7and in fact, are most expressively manifested

in this arena. With each improvement in communication we encounter difficulties with

the understanding of the emerging communicative milieu, with our orientation within its

complexities. Innis argued that the mechanization and standardization of knowledge

through the creation of language monopolies inhibits understanding. Monopolized sets of

knowledge are created when we become "dependent on an external source of supply77.41

This happens when local knowledge is not accessed, or not accessible, when the near

spbere loses its significance and eloquence and cannot be used as a resource for social

and personal knowledge. Innis's sentiments about monopolies of knowledge are retlected

in the arguments of Manuel Castells and particularly his concept of space of tlows:

ahistorical tlows of power and control that make local places disappear as meaningful

entities within the abstraction of a new undifferentiated 1andscape.42

We can speak of monopolies of knowledge in relation to the built environment

and the knowledge sets related to its navigation. Innis included navigation within space

biased technologies when he linked it direcdy to spatial expansion and exploration (the

extension of messages in space). Navigation7however, implicates social knowledge and

the memory of places and events7and cao thus he argued to he linked primarily to time.

Navigation, spatial orientation and wayfinding7we cao argue7are based on ritual and thus

embedded in what Innis tenned time-biased cultures.

40 Carey, Communication as Culture, p. 160.
41 Innis, The Bias ofCommunication, pp. 25-29.
42 Malluel Castells, The Informational City (New YorIe: Basil Blackwell, 1989), pp. 348-350.

70



•

•

The main reason for ils preoccupation with displacement, 1 propose here, is the

lime and space split that underlies much of communication discourse. This bifurcation of

concepts has two major consequences: first, it fails to allow for a notion of place to come

into focus; second, it leads to a conceptualization of both lime and space in absolute or

abstract tenns. We therefore taJk of the ~space of discourse', 'social space', the space of

f1ows', each detached from its spatial moorings and embodied experience. We cao also

conceive of lime in purely abstract tenns without its anchoring in a spatial context, in

experience and events. A problem exists with the conception of time separated from

space, however, as time is not conceptualized in its own tenns, but rather, in significant

part metaphorically and metonyrnically, in tenns of motion, space, and events.43 If we

separate time from its spatial dimensions, the only way we can conceive of it is with the

help of technology, through its measurement and display. We must rely on an external

source of supply then, hand control over temporal knowledge to the technological domain

which measures, defines, describes it for us, thus making it present

Discussion of changes in the concepts of, and our relationship to, lime and space

penneates communication discourse. Communication technologies are examined through

the perspective of their time and space bias, or through their conquering effect on

distance and time. Harold Ionis has argued that the "tragedy of modem culture" stems in

part from the ioherent tendency of technology (electronic media in particular) to "reduce

time and place to the service of a calculus of commercialism and expansionism".44

Other theorists also seem troubled by of the modern conundrum of shrinking or

disappearing time and space. Lewis Mumford, for example, talks about the "one

dimensional world of the immediate present unable to remember lessons of the past or to

anticipate the probabilities of the future" .4S Innis elaborated the concepts of time and

space in relation to the cbaracter of buman civilization and its dominant mode of

43 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh. The Embodied Mind and Ils
Challenge to Western Thought (New York: Basic Books 1999), pp. 136-7.
44 Innis quoted in Carey, Conununication as Culture, p. 133.
4S Mumford, Art and Technics.
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communication. and argued that the bias of modem technology undermined both space

and lime, geography and history. The concept of geographical space and the use of space

in architecture, he believed, were strongly linked to communication technologies since

power and social control were expressed in their physical structures and the physical

manifestations of institutions. He argued that each civilization was defined by ils

dominant fonn of communication, and its cultural bias towards time and space. Time

biased societies were dependent upon the durable media bound in context and difficult to

transport, while space-biased societies were focused on the creation of abstract science

and knowledge, on a conquest of space that sacrificed locality, sense of place and

community.46

This division makes it deceptively easy to conclude that modem societies are

disposed to a space-bias.47 But easy conclusions may not have been what Innis had in

mind. His attentive analysis carries us further, particularly if we consider the concepts of

bias as tools with which to investigate the uansfonnations of communicational

environments.48 (nois claimed that modem culture, through successive increases in the

capacity of modem media and technology to control space, destroys the sense of time by

its fragmenting, cutting ioto measurable and manageable uoits.49 But space, towards

which modem culture is said to be biased, also increasiogly takes the form of the

measurabJe, fragmented, structured technological space of grids. While the concept of

lime, the Joss of which Innis decries in "A Plea for Time", is embodied and experientiaJ,

46 Although tbe elaboratioo of the space and lime bias is illuminaling, the strict orality - literacy
divisions of communications (as related to time- and space-biased cultures) that Innis proposes is
somewhatlimiting when one attempts the anaIysis of the l'Ole of the built environment vis a vis
communication technologies. Innis. The Bias o/Communication. The difficulty in discussing the
concepts as separable, cornes from the fundamental collusion of time and space in the notion of
place. and the impossibility ofconceptualizing time without spatial concepts. See furtber
discussion of spatial metaphors in Chapter 8, below.
'" By cootrast, Edward Casey argues that modemity is characterized by topocentrism: focus on
time and the discarding of ioterest in place. The Fate 0/Place, A Philosophical History
(Berkeley: University of Califomia Press, 1CJfTl), p. xii .
48 As Carey argues, il was Innis' intention to use tbese conœplS as "tbings to think with", tools
for examining "tbe aetuaI historical record". Communicalion as Culture, p. 150.
49 Innis quoted in Carey. Conununicalion as CU/lUTe, p. 134.
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the concept of space that fonns the space-bias seems abstracted, measured and controlled.

One may argue that while the concept of time-bias seems positioned within the ritual

approach, space-bias is viewed as transmission-based. Innis' examination of

communication history through the concept of time- and space-bias is thus particularly

useful to our discussion of the role of the built environment as a communication medium.

It is so because of the challenges of its application to the subject of place. We also must

keep in mind that the concepts of space and lime tbemselves have changed through

history, and what from our modem perspective may seem like a spatial parameter, May

have been, at sorne prior moment, deeply rooted in temporal characteristics. Would we,

for example, consider Roman planning of cities by way of incantation as purely spatiaJ?SO

Cao we see the history of exploration or conquest as only space-biased if space continued

to be measured in the temporal dimensions of the space traversed before the exactitude of

spatial measurements were scientifically referenced to the precision of time computation?

When applied to the context of the built environment, lnois' concepts reveal both the

challenges and the necessity of involving the simultaneity of spatial and temporal

characteristics in our analysis.

The relationship to time and space clearly preoccupies theorists in many

disciplines (Baudrillard, Harvey, Meyrowitz, Lakoff, Borgmann, Casey, Casteils, Lynch)

and occupies a curious position in late modem discourse. On the one hand, il is argued

that space as a certaiDty has disappeared or become irrelevant in our contemporary

society (which is present and future-directed). On the other hand, we seem to he

obsessed witb the control of space, with proof of its authenticity through simulation, the

maintenance of its presence in metapbor. Notions of space and place, as those of

experience and rea/ity, while constandy re-defined and re-worked, remain ubiquitous and

used as the chief referents for a definitioD of the new areas of human technological

endeavor, human way-finding in imaginary and virtual spaces.51

so See Pérez..o6mez, "'rbe City as a Paradigm of Order," p. 8.
51 Specifie examples are discussed in Part 3.
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Understandably, such a curious positioning of space wouJd create considerable

uncertainty for the built environment and the notion of place. Every built fonn must be

anchored in a landscape; it requires a place. The idea of built environment can hanlly be

accommodated in a notion of place defined merely through access and control of

boundaries; it requires some "Ianded description".S2 There is a strong relationship

between place and social situation, but this relationship cannot be fully understood when

the social situation saturates the entire time/space frame. Concem for the dissociation of

physical place and social place is strongly represented in communication discourse but is

mainly elaborated through a focus on the social aspects of place.53 Social space, like the

space of flows, can make physical place irrelevant; it cao make it disappear in social

discourse, strip its physicality of presence.

Meyrowitz, for instance, finds the control of space and the emphasis on access is a

dominant theme of communication in late modernity.S4 Access and control of

boundaries, however, comprise a limited set of tools for an assessment of place; the

notion of sense ofplace cannot be fully understood apart from the experience embedded

in a physical place that carries with it its inherent temporal dimensions.55 Defined

through access and the control of boundaries (territorial ownership), landscapes, places,

and cities fit snugly within the culture of commodity: they fonn packaged environments

that can he bought and sold, marketed, exported, transmitted, and discarded. John Urry

points out that "most social tbeories deal unsatisfactorily with the nature of place because

they have not known what to do about lime, space, oature".S6 William Mitchell,

fascinated witb the transfonnative possibilities of new technologies, describes the

52 Shepbeard, What;s Architecture? p. 38.
S3 Meyrowitz argues that electronic media change our relation to place resulting in
"dissociation of physical place and social place~" Meyrowitz, No Sense 01Place. p. 116.
54 Ibid.
55 CenainJy, boundaries are fondamental 10 the notion of place, it is important, however, to
ioclude in the anaIysis the spatial, visibly perceptible dimensions cl boundedness. See Pérez
G6mez on the importance of boundaries in the symbolic arder cl the city. 1be City as a
Paradigm of OnIer," p. 8. See aise the discussion of differentiation and plaœ~ in Chapter 4~
below.
56 John Uny~ Consuming Plac~s (London and New York: Routledge~ 1995).
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contemporary city as '~no longer a geographicaJ place with unique architectural flavor and

plan... [but' a collection of services that can be branded and distributed by wire...t757

Such a vision may be conceivable only with the temporal dimension of space bracketed

out.

Our current approach to time is thus similarly ambiguous. Despite often-voiced

arguments for the irrelevance of bistorical time to the late modem condition, we seem to

have a peculiar fascination with its passage; we are preoccupied with temporal junctures,

discrete "points in time". The end of the milJennium, the tom of the century, and

predictions for what May possibly await us after them, have been obsessively recurring

themes in politics, advertising slogans, professional conferences and academic symposia.

We are preoccupied with various concepts and processes that are functions of time:

mobility, progress, obsolescence. David Crowley argues that the modem social order is

obsessed with the "increasing linkage of cultural fonns of communication to the

functional values of transportation: quantity, mobility, efficieocy.tt58 A culture based on

mobility,oo progress defined by the oomadic not the sedentary, must necessarily sever its

spatial loyalties. In societies focused on the control of space, social relationships based

on the continuity of place lose their centrality and "concems for ideotity and place

become subordinate to preoccupations and judgments grounded in technologies of

information control.ttS9

Within our conceptual world based on the notion of displacement, space and

temporality often become collapsed ioto the single quantifiable function of distance and

time: speed. Velocity of movement and accelerated change transform the boundaries of

space and time, of geograpby and history, lifting our understanding and experience from

S7 William Mitchell, City 01Bits. Space, Place and the Infobahn (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT
~s, 1995),p. 12S.
58 David Crowley, "Harold Innis and the Modem Perspective CÎCommunication." in Melody,
William H., üora Salter and Paul Heyer, eds. Culture, Comt1Ulnication, and Dependency. The
Tradition olH. A./nnis (Norwood, NJ.: Ablex Publishing, 1981), p. 237.
59 Ibid., p. 241.
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the framework of culture, memory, and meaning.60 It leads to the increasing discarding

of pennanent media in a culture focused on speed, progress and the quick turnover of

products and ideas, "the technological culture of sensation and mobility".61 The

importance of the concept of place rests largely on its power ta anchor the spatial (the

physical, experiential, tactile) and the temporal dimensions (the memorable, and the

urgent). Place acts as a stable framework for both the grounding and continuity of human

experience. So does ritual, ordering memory and action, anchoring memory in the

artifactual world, linking the eloquence of the specific to the larger hierarchies of

symbols and systems of concepts.

North American social though~ it cao he argued, is characterized by a generally

weak attacbment to place.62 Within communication scholarship, and in both conceptions

of the domain, importance is placed on the media of detachment and displacernen~ on

technologies prornoting the speed and efficiency of moving messages, and the processes

that abstract the context of knowledge and information for the purpose of transmission or

symbolic representation. Neglect of the role of place attachment in North America

should not be surprising. In the New World, newness, the expanding frontier, and the

speed and efficiency of progress have traditionally garnered high regard. Of course,

various groups of newcomers who settled the land tried to relain sorne attachment to their

previous places of dwelling, laodscapes, older traditions and rituais, whether by

"importing" place names from "the old country",63 retaining customs and building

traditions, or constructing new places that would communicate sorne sense of continuity,

that would have sorne pennanence of broadcast But the notion of pennanence and

60 Edward Casey speaks of dromocentTism of thecontemporalY culture :&'topocentrism writ
large", a preoccupation with speeded-up time, The Fare 01Place, p.xiii. See also a discussioo of
speed as &&the fonn of ecstasy the teebnical revolutiOD bas bestowed on man" in Milan Kundera,
Siowness (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, (996), p. 2.
61 Carey, Communication as Culture, p. 135.
62 See Chapter 3 in Cbmielewska, Dwelling in Postmodernity.
63 Numerous place-names (aU tbose Albens, Warsaws, Parises, etc.) scattered aaoss the Nonb
American continent are a telling remainder ofauaehments to place, and bids for cootinuily of the
early settlers. See Lynch's What rime is this Place for a discussion of migration and OODtinuity
of spatio-temporat manifestations. pp. 163-189.
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continuity in the immediate environment was necessarily weakened. Settlers, immigrants

carried with them just a few meaningful abjects. Building techniques, customs, even

languages needed to be modified in order to fit into, and survive in, the new context. At

the same lime, the indigenous cultures were displaced in their own land with profound

social consequences that are still palpable today.64 So it could be argued that the entire

continent has been buitt on notions of uprooted society and value.

ln the new society, social mobitity became possible and was facilitated by the

physical mobility and sheer vastness of the land, by the many places to go to get away

from the shackles of the "old" community. Moreover, newness and mobility - bath

physical and social - have been generally equated with progress. The intellectual

traditions which developed in sucb a conceptual climate necessarily reflected interest in

the more "mobile" (and more technologically-driven) transmission view of

communication. If the intellectual tradition focused on notions of detachment and

mobility is partially responsible for the secondary position of the rituai view of

communication, cao the establisbing of linkages with place help us to understand

communicational environments in a more comprehensive way?

64 See C3sey's discussion on the disorientalion caused by the 1055 of ancestral land and the
values embedded tberein "Displacement" in Gening Bacl into Place, pp. 22-39; and Borgmann
on ancestral informatiOD in Holding On to Reality, pp. 35-6.
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CHAPTER4

ImplaciDg CommUDicatioo.

The world was so recent that Many things lacked names,
and in order to indicate them it was necessary to point1

A generaJ description of the world and of history must first take
into account the way our house was situated...2

We have looked at the preoccupation of communication scholarship with the

symbolic world of language and code, and the displacement that lies al its bases. We can

contrast this with communication with (and through) the environment, and the symbolic

forms manifest in its material reality. We can even argue that sucb communication

predates language.3 Of course, if we were to consider fossil evidence in the debate, the

built and artifactual fonn would predate language by millennia. It is not, however, the

intention of this work to engage in a debate on the chronology of pre-historie events, but

rather to consider communication as ritual and its promise for the notion of place.

Reaching for Vitruvius's seminal treatise on architecture, as unJikely as it may

seem as a source of reflection 00 communication, tums out to reveal a text propitious 10

the task al hand.4 Vitruvius shows an acute understanding of the way buman

communication implicates its surrounding context. In his description of the origins of

human dwelliog, be emphasizes the common roots of communication and the built

environment; he sees the beginning of architecture (the creation of shelter) as marked by

1 Gabriel Garda Mârquez, One Hundred Years ofSolitude, trans. Gregory Rbabassa (New
York: Harper & Row, 1970).
2 Italo Calvino, The Road to San Giovanni, trans. Tim Parts (Toronto: Vintage, 1995), p.3.
3 Mildred Constantine and Egbert Jacobson, Sign Languagefor Buildings and lAndscape
(New York: Reinhold Publishing, 1961), p. 141. Constantine and Jacobson's work may still he
the most comprehensive treabnent of signage to date. It is a detailed survey of various types of
contemporary signs and an attempt to make signage a focus of urban design. The focus of the
work is style and aestbetics, bowever, important relationships between urban form, systems of
movement and various types of signs are draWD, and historicallinkages indieated.
4 Marcus Vib'Uvius, VitnlVius, lM T~nBoob on ArchilectllT~, trans. MOITis H. Morgan
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1914).
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the coming together of tire and a community gathered in an act of public rituaJ.s In bis

narrative, Vitruvius suggests that the human desire to communicate the comfort of the

tire provided the stimulus for the advent of language, as weil as that of dwelling. Dripps'

astute analysis of the origin of human dwelling elaborates the importance of the links that

Vitmvius sees in the genealogies of communication and architecture. The common

ground of the two domains contains the notions of orientation and ritual, and thus

manifests what Dripps describes as "a prearchitectural state of ritual action directed

toward establishing orientation, order, and stability in the world".6

In Vitruvius' tale, the power of newly discovered technology (tire employed for

human action and rituaJ) plays a cataJytic role. The fate of technology, communication

and the built fonn has been inseparable ever since, inseparable from one another and

from the arena where the power stmggle (conflict or consensus) among the constituents

of the biad takes place. The changjng power relationships among these elements lies at

the basis of the formation of any symbolic reality, even one as seemingly abstraeted as

language and its notations. In fact, it is only in this relation of interdependence that

language and other symbolic fonns are fully revealed.

The metaphoric structure of our language reflects the important role of its

physicaJ surroundings and our action within it in the structuring of our conceptuaJ world.

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson demonstrate the key role orientational metaphors play

in this structuration and the conceptuaJ realm expressed through language use.' Not

surprisingly, the relationship between place and the symbolic fonn of language has been

most eloquendy revealed not in linguistic analysis, but in the poetic sensibility of literary

lexts. Gabriel Garcia Marguez and Italo Calvino, whose words begin this chapter capture

the complexities of the penneable territory between language and place in the most

S R. D. Dripps, The First Ho~.Myth, Paradigm, and the Tosk ofArchitecture (Cambridge,
Mass.: The MIT Press, 1997), p. ix.
6 Ibid., p.3.
7 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We üve By, and Phi/osophy ill the Flesh.
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profound ways. Susan Brind Morrow, in her retlections on bieroglyphs and the Egyptian

desert. portrays the links between language and landscape: "In ancient Egypt hieroglypbs

were called medew nelcher. sacred words. Netcber is the picture of a flag on a pole, like

tlags that mark sacred places througbout the desen even now: tombs and rocks and

trees.''8 Tbe sacred word is a marker. a signpost that links the embodied world with a

realm of larger meaning and expresses these links through ils own fonn and the ritual of

its communication. Communication as ritual is an act of marking, naming, connecting the

focused field with the larger cosmos, and recognizing the significance of the links. This

ritual is implaced in the pbysical artifactual world, as it is embedded within the

conceptual and symbolic realms. This rituai in its various symbolic fonns most

powerfully manifests the hannony or dissonance between the directly palpable near

world and the circumambient spheres within which we are immersed. between language,

the representation of our conceptual world, and the experienced world of senses and

action. We can argue that it is through the analysis of communication modes (marking,

nanting, recognizing, connecting) that we disclose and understand the ways in which the

varions conceptual shifts and transformations affect us and the physical world around us.

One arena illuminated by the analysis of communication modes is that of technological

transfonnation and its effect on social knowledge, culture, and symbolic reality. ft is the

communicative dimensions of the built environment that are made most visible, are most

manifestly brought to the surface, by technologjcal shifts, and thus reveal important

conceptual transfonnations. The flag poles in the desert described by Brind Morrow may

8 Susan Brind Morrow, The Nomes 0/Things. li/e, Language. and Beginnings in the Egyptian
Desert (New Yorle: Riverbead Books, (997). Unies between martïng the road and language are
encompassed by the mythological figure of Hermes. Kerényi, for example, speaks cA Hennes as
the inventor of language, "the word for the simplest mute stone monument, henna, from which
the name of the God stems, conesponds phonetically to the Latin senno,'speech' or any verbal
'exposition'. Hermes. Guide 0/Souls.J p. 88. Kermyï men to the Homeric hymn to Hennes and
the passage "no word was lost on the god Hermes." Krajewski in Travelling withH~s argues
that the word herma fonns the basic verbal root for h~neio, "explanatioo"; thus Hermes is
hermeneus ("interpretor") who brinp wbat is bidden out in the open, (and hermeneus meant also
someone skilled in dealing with text), p. 38.
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be a fitting metaphor for communication as ritual: the rnarking of important junctures

where symbol, meaning and experience converge.

As previously discussed, communication research has a rich tradition of exploring

these convergences. Harold Ionis and Lewis Mumford articulated the intersecting

influences between human communication practices and technologies; they developed

valuable models for examining historical, social and cultural developmeots through the

perspective of communication technologies. The debates spurred by their analysis within

the communication discourse largely centted, however, on text-based domains and the

nurnerous ways in which alphabetic language and, particularly, print culture have effected

human understanding and actions. In contrast, analysis of the communicative dimension

of physical places, or non-text based approaches to visuality and the production of

symbolic reality have not been sufficiently elaborated upon within the discipline, despite

the imponant groundwork of Innis and Mumford, and despite their explicit inclusion of

the physical environment and the centrality of a spatio-temporal dimension to their work.

The built environment has always played an important role in the mediation of

human actions and the place of human life within the larger orders of nature and the

cosmos. BuHt form, whether settlement, temple or dwelling, has always retlected human

creative genius, socio-economic conditions, and human attempts to understand both

nature and self. The built environment has been an important force in the development of

human civilization, acting traditionally as both container and generator of history and

culture. Mumford argues that "as compared with the complex order of the city, our

present ingenious electronic mechanisms for storing and b'ansmitting information are

crude and limited."9 In a way, the built environment has served as bath the container and

the conduit, and in either role it has been resonant witb ontological metaphors often used

to structure our thinking about major concepts. 10 ft has remained the most eloquent, the

•

• 9

10
Mumford, The City in History, p. 569.
Lakoff and Johnson. Phi/osophy in the F/esh.

81



•

•

most immediate and lasting means of expressing and recording the buman condition. 115

significance extends beyond the mere creation of pbysical structures and environments to,

subverting James Carey's description of the respective roles of communication media, the

"giving [of] shape to human societies and to the products and processes of the human

mind".11 One can assert that the built environmeot bas been, like the communication

technologies described by Carey, "consequential both in maintaining social order and as a

powerfuJ agent of cbange".12 It cao also he seen as adynamie "structuring structure", a

mediating system in itself, and an important social setting lbat frames the inferences by

which we live")

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson demonstrate that most of our fundamental

concepts are organized in terms of spatialized metaphors, and that our metaphorical

orientation in the world is not arbitrary but rooted in physical and cultural experience.14

And it is only by virtue of its experiential basis lbat metaphor can effectively serve as a

vehicle for our understanding of a concept. 15 Our conceptual system is grounded in

spatial concepts (up-down, front-back, in-out, near-far, etc.), The structure of these spatial

concepts emerges from our ubiquitous spatial experience, from our continuous interaction

with physical environments.16 These concepts provide the framework for the

organization of our entire system of knowledge and its networks of hierarchies of value

(via the spatial concepts of up-down), the ways of conceptualizing temporal abstractions

such as future, past, present (spatiaJly ordered along the front-back axis); our ways of

11 Carey, Communication as Culture, p.87.
12 Ibid.
13 Lakoff's work on metaphors and cognitive categories needs to be noted here. His study of
there-construetions in Women, Fire, and Oangerous Things: What Categories ReveaJ aboUlIM
Mind (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press 1987). Discussion of orientational
metaphors takes place in Lakoff and Johnson. Metaphors, and their eIaboralion on the
conceptualization of time cao he found in Phi/osophy in the Flesh.
14 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors, p. 17. Also, see their discussion of pbysical basis and
cultural coherence of orientatiooal metapbors: up-down, in-ou~ front-bock, centtal-peripberal.
Lakoff and Johnson, Melaphors. pp. 14-32.
15 Ibid., p. 18.
16 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors, pp. 56-7.

82



•

•

thinking about concepts, theories, and arguments (through metaphors of construeted

edifices, buildings, frameworks, structures).

Our functioning in the physical and cultural environments shapes our conceptual

system through metaphor and metonymy, but this structuration is not purely linguistic.

The physical world around us abounds in material metaphors and metonyms that

structure our conceptual systems through their presence and the code of practices

associated with them. The strncturing code manifests itself in ritual,17 with ritual

functioning within the artifactual world very much like metaphor within language,

making the conceptual world legible, organizing its artifacts, ordering its conventions.

To understand the concept of ritual, however, we must look beyond the spatial basis of

orientational metaphors and their Slatie relationship to our pbysical context and body.

We need to place it within the dynamies of action and experience. Orientation, because of

ilS static nature, is a necessary but not in itself sufficient condition of understanding.

Merely knowing the where we are in relation ta other entities, the mere mental mapping

of spatial relationships, will not disclose all the clues we need to know to get somewhere,

the sequence of events, actions, and steps we must take. Orientation in itself does not

necessarily bave a temporal dimension; this dimension is revealed only through the

sequential ordering of events. Ritual, then, bas the capacity to combine the spatial and

the temporal.

Lakoff and Johnson's discussion of ontological metaphors is very helpful in

understanding the difference between orientation and the concept of wayfinding, whether

through the physical or information environment They argue that the understanding of

our experience in tenns of objects and substances, of bounded entities, allows us to

categorize, group, and value experience and phenomena and to reason about tbem, think

about them, communicate our thoughts t and represent our ideas in meaningful ways.

17 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors, p. 46. Lakoff and Johnson's anaIysis dmws from the
anthropological work of Bronislaw Malinowski, Oaude Levi-Strauss, Victor Turner, and Qifford
Geertz. Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors, p. xii.
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"Human purposes typically require us to impose artificial boundaries that make physical

phenomena discrete just as we are: entities bounded by a surface.nl8 Such a

differentiation, the making and the marking of difference, may appear purely spatial but

has, in fact, a powerful temporal dimension. In its retention of the memory of specific

action and function, it contains the traces of past experience and future purpose.

Container metaphors are pervasive among the ontological metaphors discussed by

Lakoff and Johnson. They are particularly revealing of the importance of physical place

to language and communication; these are the metaphors of land areas and related notions

of boundary imposition, the marking of territory, and notions of dimensionality and

surveying. Territoriality and boundedness are paramount to our conceptual systems. For

ritual to be fully communicated, however, these concepts need to be understood in their

full spatiality and materiality: in tenns of making boundaries palpable, legible, and not

merely in terms of socially constructed notions of access or ownership.19 The container

metaphor is oCten used for the conceptualization of the visual field, with our field of

vision correlated with bounded physical space and the related dimensions of in-out,

within-outside, center-periphery. The idea of container, then, carries not merely the

notion of boundedness but also its palpability.

Another metaphor pertinent to our discussion of communication and place is that

of the conduit. 20 Lakoff and Johnson argue that this pervasive metaphor obscures two

important aspects of communicative process: context and speaker.21 They demonstrate

that language reveals the importance of place in communication through metaphor, that

18 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors, p. 25.
19 As noted in Chapter l, Meyrowitz, in his discussion of the effects of communication
technologies on place, focuses on access and control in the social sphere. A fuller understanding
of the notion of place and its relationship to communication practices can be reveaJed when
notions of orientation and differentiation within physical sphere are aJso taken into consideration.
Meyrowitz, No SellSe ofPlace.
20 The language about language entails the following metaphors: ~4 ideas (or meanings) are
objects", "Iinguistic expressions are containers", "communication is sending". These metaphors
seem to underpin the ttansmission view of communication. Lakoff and Johnson (after Michael
Reddy), Metaphors, p. 10.
21 Lakoff and Johnson, MetapllOrs, p. 13.
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"existence is understood as location in a conceptual space".22 The temporal dimension of

existence is revealed through events, with place acting as container of lime.

The conceptual systems of cultures and religions are metaphoricaJ in nature.

Symbolic metonymes are crilical links between everyday experience and the coherent

metaphorical systems that characterize religions and cultures. The metonymic concepts

that allow us to organize our thoughts and conceptuaJize one thing by means of its

relation to something else are also grounded in our experience. It is interesting to note

how often place (place name) is used to stand for an institution or event (the White

House, the Kremlin, Pearl Harbor).23 Theories and arguments are often discussed as if

they were buildings: they have foundations, require support, they hold up, or collapse, we

can shore them up, talk about their framework, construction, architecture, structure, etc.

Of course every experience takes place within a vast background of cultural

presuppositions, with culture "aJready present in the very experience itselr'.24

Place is a container of lime: we cannot observe and experience time itself... we

can only observe and experience events. We define time as the successive interactions of

events, their sequence marking intervals of 'time'2S Very little of our understanding of

lime is purely temporal, rather "[m]ost of our understanding of lime is a metaphorical

version of our understanding of motion in space".26 Motion is understood as the change

of location over lime. According to Lakoff and Johnson:

There is an area in the visual system of our brains dedicated to the detection
of motion. There is no soch area for the detection of global time....motion is
direcdy perceived and is available for use as a source domain byour
metaphor systems.27

22 Lakoff, Women, Fire, p. 543.
23 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors, pp. 38-9.
24 Lakoff and Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh, p. 57.
2S Ibid., p. 138.
26 Ibid., p. 139. For an imaginative play with possibilities of conceptualizing lime, see Allan
Lighbnan, Einstein's Dreams (New York: Wamer Books, 1993).
27 The metaphor system for lime bas a spatial structure with the location of the observer
signifying present, the space in fron~ the future, and the space behind the past Lakoff and
Johnson, Phi/osophy in the F/esh., p. 140.
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The buUt environment has traditionally acted as a medium of communication al

many levels: as a medium of expression itself; reflecting and making manifest social

values, beliefs, norms and accepted aestbetic standards; as an agent mediating the effects

of other media, responding to changes in these media and of technologies,

accommodating the requirements of these changes and bearing the consequences of tbese

technological shifts; as a stage and backdrop for (and container of) social, cultural and

economic processes; as a repository of social and individual memories and rituals; as a

source of esthetic pleasure or entertainment; and, finally, as a conceptual and Perceptual

way-finding system.

Until very recently, it has functioned as a powerful mediating agent between the

human world and the larger cosmic order; reflecting, in its architectural and

infrastructural fonns, the purpose of our social institutions and human life in general, and

seeking to communicate the symbolic order of the world around us. Throughout

successive technological and cultural developments, the built environment has provided

the supporting setting, and visibly structured the hierarchy of their importance. ft has

also acted as mediating agent for the multitude of social and economic forces that have

influenced the development of other media of expression. 28 The styles and foons of the

built environment, from cathedral to dwelling and garden, have provided the stage for,

and structure of, the power play of various (political, social, artistic) actions and

manifestation of the values placed on common beliefs and aesthetic hierarchies. The

built environment has been the most ubiquitous and visible reflection of individual

desires and public consensus on social and aesthetic issues. Perhaps because of tbis

ubiquity it has been taken largely for granted and increasingly compartmentalized,

fragrnented and in many ways marginalized. And increasingly, its products have been

28 For a discussion of the relatioDship between mass media and architectural form see Aurora
Wallace, Architecture ofNews: Nineteenth CenlUry Newspaper Buildings in New York
(unpublished Ph.D Tbesis, Graduate Prograrn in Communications, McGill University, Monbéal,
2000).
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treated either as merely technical or aesthetic~ stylistic, manifestations rather than

retlections of broader humanistic concerns.

Until modem limes, the built environment retained its role as mediating agent

between nature and the human world, remaining one of the most solid and permanent

fonns of expression and a significant marker of shifts in the development of human

civilizations. This role was virtuaJly undisturbed by the shift from the oral tradition to

1iteracy and the development of print media. It remained constant throughout the distinct

eras of development of other communication media. The fonns and stylistic concems of

the domain evolved~ but its position between the human and the natural worlds endured.

Architectural and urban fonn prevailed, anchored solidly in the landscape until the last

century. Only then. did their power and meaning shift in a significant way.

Because of its role as witness to the shifts in other media~ it is particularly

interesting to examine the historical context of the built environment as a fonn of human

communication. Since architectural and urban developments do not necessarily follow

the traditional division of oral versus literate society, investigation of this domaiD offers a

fresh approach to the history of communication. Conversely, examination of the history

of human communication within the context of the built environment cao help to explain

the puzzling dichotomy in ils approach to architecture and the city: on the one hand, its

failure to acknowledge the importance of architecture or urban fonn and its resultant

tendency to fragment them into functionaJ components (of structure, construction, the

way things work) which are then used to explain other domains (like "computer

architecture" or "system architecture", the urban grid); and, on the other hand, a

fascination that leads to the mining of the built environment for important metaphors used

by other disciplines and fonns of communication - metaphors for well-being and a sense

of community (Iike "sense of place"), or political metaphors for public life and

democracy (like "agora"). The relatioDship between the built environment and technology

is crucial to communication research. An analysis of the reconfigurations of tbis
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relationship can be helpful in the understanding of the many cultural processes

manifested in contemporary media, and particularly in the increasing role played by

surface-applied signage and the human-machine interface within the cultural

environment

Paul Shepheard proposes that the major shifts in the trajectory of human

civilization occurred at two points: tirst, the opening up of the walls of cilies; and second,

the freeing of technology from ils "Ianded description", the loosening of machines from

their bonds of gravity.29 This proposition is interesting because it identifies the point at

whicb cultural changes begin to undennine the mediating role of the buitt environment

It also suggests the possibility of shifting our communicational discourse from the

belaboured orality versus literacy debate into a more comprehensive tenitory that would

include architectural and infrastructural environments and the grounding of physical

presences.

ln the walled city, ail relations were fixed, and the city with its arrangement of

buildings acted as a model of society: buildings themselves expressed fixed relatiooships

and beliefs.Jo Such an immutable authority provided the boundaries and structure for

social consensus. Uotil quite recently, the design of machines followed architectural

aesthetics and many mechanical objects resembled buildings: furoiture, vehicles, clocks,

and crinolines (there were times when eveo fashion seemed to follow design criteria).31

With the encroachment of modemity, Shepheard proposes, objects and machines began to

change, coming in to their own, as it were, while buildings were gradually confounded

ioto ordered neutrality.J2

The technologjcaJ possibility of detachment from context (and displacement)

unleasbed a major shift in the relationship between architecture and technology and

29 Shepheard, What is Architecture? p. 57.
30 Ibid., p. 51.
31 Ibid., p. 58.
32 Ibid.

88



•

•

ended the hegemony of the mother art. Machines moved to the realm of physics and

became govemed, not by mecbanics, but by the invisible forces of elecuomagnetism;

they became dependent on computer speeds of sophisticated calculations; and their scaJe

moved beyond the scope of the human hand and the focus of human vision. As the

machine became "'subperceptuaJ''' the built environment, still governed by the laws of

mechanics, by gravity, was left behind.33

Shepheard argues that architecture, to retain ils position at the vanguard of

progress, began to chase after machine imagery, with architeets creating buildings that

looked like machines. In an attempt to prove its usefulness, architects began to expose its

functions, proclaiming the modem spirit with the use of industrial materials and machine

aestheties. According to Shepheard, at the time when ~~the machines were heading for

invisible spaee" of progress, buildings "remained sadly stunned by their own gravity".34

Thus, architecture, seduced by "the exploration of the possibilities created by

technology", abandoned its mediation of man and nature, its representation of human

social structures and values. Instead, it took up the challenge of projecting the

modernization process itself and the legitimization of its agenda; it became synonymous

with teehnology.35 Technology facilitated its detachment from, and transformation of

nature; making desirable the replacement of nature with a new, man-made and perfect

proxy.

33 Shepheard, What is Architecture, p. 62.
34 Ibid. These two shifts cao he compared to the major developments in communications as
seen by Mumford in bis assertion tbat die cannon could he considered the tirst major
development in communication technology. Another watershed tecbnological breakthrougb, the
telegraph, could he compared to the umacbines defying gravity" in Shepheard's discussion: the
detaching of technology and the message (or the vehicle iaselt) from the ground, as a force
changing conceptual systems and bierarchies of importance for various technologies (building
versus transportation teehnology, for example). For a discussion of the process of detachment
from place as related ta the notion of dwelling see Chmielews~ Dwel/ing in Postmodernity. pp.
16-24, and 6g.19.
35 Aaron Betsky, Violated Perfection. Architecture and the Fragmentation ofthe Modem (New
York: Rizzoli, (990), p. IS.
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With the advancement of modemity, technology pushed architecture, and more

generally the built environment, from its mediating raie and usurped that role for itself.36

With increasing technological dominance, both the character and direction of mediation

began to change. Rather than as a physical bridge between human and nature, a

centripetal force for the development of civilization, technology increasingly acted to

seParate the human from the natural world. In its new raie as a mediator, technology was

not anchored in context and place, was far less dependent on its surroundings and more

foodoose than architecture could ever he. It could easily detach itself from the grounding

and continuity of human experience. While architecture has traditionally been focused on

the anchoring of human experience and the assertion of permanence, technology is now

acting as a centrifugai and fragmenting force separating architecture from social context

and the city, isolating human agent from nature. The sarne fragmenting force delineates a

discord within each domain, separating: Umeat" from mind within the human agent; the

physical world from the larger order within nature; the social fabric from urban form in

the city; fonn from function in the domain of architecture; ethics from aesthetics within

the realm of human concern.

Architecture has lost its predominant role as reflector of human progress and

instead, in an attempt to catch up, has begun to manifest technological progress, to

promote technology as a means of expression and the basis for (rather than a tool of)

practice. The resultiug environments are increasingly mediated through market demands

for new artifacts, and more visual consumption; they have become more ephemeral,

succumbing to notions of stylistic obsolescence, and the demand for quick turn-over

limes. They seem bent on accommodating themselves to the mostly anti-architectural

requirements of the oew technology.

36 Ella Chmielewska, ··Symbols eX Arcbiteaure and Technology", proceedings of the Canadian
Congress of Landscape Architects, High Tech - High Touch, (Edmonton, August 1997).
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Technology, especially the increasingly invisible electronic technology, DOW

demands a different kind of mediating platfonn; it calls for a separate interface that can

take on sorne of the communicative functions embedded previously in the built

environment This new interface is needed for the machines to explain themselves, to

make legible the different ways of navigating the environments which they have re

configured. ft is needed to instruct us on how to operate the machines, how to convey our

instructions ta them, as weil as how to communicate tbmueb the machines, how to make

their signais understood by others. Within the last few decades the communicative

aspects of technology have gained importance and are perhaps most dramatically seen in

the adoption of the many tenns previously reserved for human communication practices;

like machine Ulanguage" and machine Uintelligence", notions which have entered our

conceptual world and everyday vocabulary. Many other tenns previously reserved for

human thinking or rnovement bave also been co-opted by computer technology.

The role played by the built environment in the transformations of communicative

practices can be traced through an anaJysis of signage: a multitude of way-finding

elements articuJated in different ways throughout the history of human communication.

Exploration of the wayfinding elements of the buitt environment can help to articuJate a

number of issues important to communication research, particuJarly the changes brought

on by the modem re-orientation of society on human communications and the physical

sites of communicative practices.

Let us examine ways in wbich the concepts of communication and place come

together in the notion of impJaced communication. Wilbur Schramm defines

communication as relating to the environrnen~ as addressing the key questions: u~

am 11 ..!tJlg is out there? hm! shall 1 respond to my immediate environment?"37 None of

these questions can he answered in isolation from one another. In any communicative

37 Wilbum Schramm and William E. Porter, Men, Women, Message, and Media.
Understanding Humon Conununcation (New YorIe: Harper & Row, 1980), pp. 26-rT.
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ac~ the positioning lrllm, the identifying" personal Mm, and the social mm: are

intricately interconnected. Communication is inherently context-bound, and is framed by

the personal and the social. Edward Casey defines the concept of place in lerms of the

same three questions: place establishes, determines not only .lrllm 1 am, but also~ 1

am, and.bmf 1 interact with others and the world around me, how 1 fit into the lrllm.J8

Place anchors me personally and socially: the personal l!JJ.g and the social ~ are

intricately fused with the placiallrllm.

One is distinguished by place not merely through its immediate characteristics"

argues Casey, but also through its embeddedness in a series of more encompassing places

that one occupies simultaneously. These overlapping places position one spatially and

temporally; they provide both the multilayered Jls:œ and the historical 1I.œt. And one is

not merely contained by place, one lives w;thin it, and through it; it is anchoring and

orienting. Place identifies, as the mere name of one's original locale provides an account

of personal and social history. Place, as Casey further notes, embodies one's complex

collective and personal "concreteness": places are loaded with values, hierarchies,

important political and social dimensions.39

The pedestrian navigating a busy street combines the great dance of the collision

course witb the encoding of layers of information, the reading of a multitude of signage

systems around ber. This camplex communicative process enacted within the built

environment cannot be analyzed througb the study of specialized actions where "a whole

human being ris reduced) into a magnified eye, a magnified hand, a magnified

finger...".40 It cao neither be fully explained bya decision-making or preference model of

behavioral research. The exploration of behavior in space must include sorne of the

basic, if intangible and more difficult to operationalize, dimensions of human

environment interactions. Knowledge is a key element here. It is thus necessary to look

38 Casey, Gening Back ;nto Plac~ p. 23.
39 Ibid, pp. 23-4.
40 Mumford, Art and Technics" p. 65.
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at the traditions and modes of storage and presentation of knowledge, of understanding

the world, and expressing this understanding through the various modes of infonnation

presentation. The history of graphic communication and the canons and methods for

concept and information visualization provide sorne clues to an understanding of the

conceptual continuity of the mediating, intelfacing dimensions of place.41

When we inquire ioto the experience of place, we need to include simultaneously

the two major players: body and landscape. Landscape transcends the parameters of

place: it contains place while continuing without apparent end. As Casey notes, "nothing

contains landscape while it contains everything'''. The body, on the other hand, is

enfolded within place, situated at "the near edge of a given place".42 These two elements,

body and landscape, collude in the creation of place, and place then acts as an interface

between them.

We can encounter landscapes directly, raw as it were, without the interface of any

specific place. This happens when we find ourselves in completely unfamiliar territory;

at sea, in the desert, in a vast expanse of plain, or even in a new cityscape with no

recognizable markers. Our interaction with these "raw" landscaPes, our ability to orient

or navigate within them depends on both the individual we are, or the l!h.2, and the social

.hœï. Both collude to determine the l!IK,œ, our notion of our spatial position within

various elements of the surrounding environment. Finding the ~, establishing an

orientation and subsequent trajectories (or possibilities) of movement traditionally used

the body as primary agent in the Jandscape, and place as its interface with environment:

bath rely on the social hm! of stored knowledge and the various technologies used to

negotiate the surroundings.

According to Greek legend, Daedalus, who built the Cretan labyrinth, was the first

architeet. Sorne contemporary theorists suggest a different interpretation crediting

41 Meggs, A History 0/Graphie Design; Josef Müller-Brockmann, Â History 0/Visual
Communication (fefen: Verlag Arthur Niggli, 1971).
42 Casey, Ge«ing Bock in/o Plae~ p. 23.
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Ariadne with the first architectural act instead.43 Ariadne, the argument goes, was the

one who interpreted structure, who understood the labyrinth and created its

representation. Two interesting and problematic ideas present themselves here. First, it

is the labyrinth, according to both interpretations, that is considered the tirst work of

architecture. This is a structure based on the concept of way-tinding not dwelling. To

posit that architecture did not exist before the labyrinth implies, for one, that architecture

is destined to different (superior?) preoccupations than human dwellings, that the object

of its interest and intervention carries an element of abstract detachment from human life.

lt also cames the implication of confinement, rather than accommodation. But could it

also mean that the architectural act necessarily addresses wayfinding and orientation?

Second, the thread of Ariadne is considered here as a representation of the labyrinth, an

interpretation of its structure, while it is in fact a representation of the relative position of

Theseus' body in place, its relation to the point of entry (and the ooly point of escape).

Rather than symbolizing the understanding of the structure itself, the thread gjven to

Theseus marks the path, the passage between the two points of destination. Should

Ariadne he credited, then, with the design of a way-tinding system? a signage system?

She did not interpret the structure of the labyrinth as such, she did not understand it better

than its builder. She conceptualized a means of marking a way through the structure, a

means of wayfinding.

The problem of representation and interpretation is important to this discussion.

Beatriz Colomina argues that the thread of Ariadne is more than a representation of the

labyrinth, that it should be cODsidered "a project, a veritable production, a device that bas

the result of throwing a reality ioto crisis" with an implication that architecture, as distinct

from building, is an act of interpretation, a critical act tbat "has a linguistic condition

43 Colamina, Privacy and Public;ty. Regarding the interpretation of the labirynth, Krajewski
aJso argues in Travelling wilh Hennes that Daedalus couId DOt bathDm! and experiepce the
labyrinth, and that to look at the blueprints of a labyrinth is DOt the same as being inside a
labyrinth. p. 136.
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different from the practical one of building".44 This suggests an equation of architecture

and represeotation, and of a Ulinguistic condition" as a necessary component of the

architectural act. This points to sorne of the communicative aspects of architecture, but

ooly if we consider them in terms of language. It gives us an ioteresting point of

departure for the exploration of the communicative aspects of built environments. It

seems that the interpretation of Daedalus' act may inadverteotly reveaJ a serious

deficiency in much of the anaJysis of both disciplines, architecture and communication.

It can be argued that both disciplines overlook the territory of human interaction that

exists between the acts of building and linguistic interpretation. Just as interpretation

does not need to imply a linguistic project, the practical condition can mean more than

the act of building. The territory between actions shaping the physical environment and

those of its interpretation implicates communication in its broadest, embodied and

experiential sense: it implicates orientation, and navigation, involves ritual, concems

knowledge, and also concems technology.

The contemporary crisis of lime and place is inseparable from the fate of the built

environmen~ from the city, its infrastructure and architecture. Hanoah Arendt believed

that "the reality and reliability of the human world rests primarily on the fact that we are

surrounded by things more permanent than the activity that produced them".4S Such a

permanence of the built environment and the meaning with which we infuse our

surroundings anchor us in space and time, in geography and in history. And the buitt

environment has traditionally acted to bridge and anchor time and place. It has

functioned as one of the most enduring fonns of human expression, the most ubiquitous

and particularly expressive. The built environment retains, in its building fonns, city

patterns and domestic spaces: social memories, patterns of growth, scars of decline, unity

or fragmentation. The built environment manifests public goals and individual desires.

Most importantly, it embodies lime in the physical world, manifesting as it does

44 Colomina, Privacyand Public;ty, p. 7.
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relationships of time and place. That sense of time is embodied in the way we experience

and read the physical environment

FIGURE 1.4-1

4S Hannah Arendty The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago PreSSy 1959), p. 58.
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PART TWO

CONSIDERING LINEARlTY: Marking the Way.

The potentiaJly vast territory of discourse... is 50 dense with the landrnarks
of previous explorers tbat orientation is aJways difficult to maintain. It is
useful to describe such a large world of action by reference to a very small
and seemingly simplistic story. 1

With these words Dripps begins bis discussion of the relationship between buman

dwelling and architecture. The passage aJso captures the nature of the conceptual terrain

c1airned here for signage, where in order to begin to uncover its compJex linkages we

may need to result to a simplified narrative, a story that cao anchor and order this

immense and deceptiveJy obvious territory. Dripps' use of the navigational metaphor,

however curious, also seems salient to this discussion. He refers to the numerous

landmarks left by previous explorers as dis-orientine. In bis exploration, the abundance of

markers makes the search more difficult and confusing. In our inquiry ioto wayfinding

markers themselves, we are faced witb a somewhat similar problem. The layer upon

layer of signs and sign systems tbat we encounter in our daily navigations (within built

environments and increasingly also within virtual informationaJ environrnents) are

complex, conflicting and disorienting, white al the same time, increasingly universal,

homogeneous, and generic. The nurnerous spatial and navigational metaphors that we

employai ail levels of language, from colloquial utterances to the academic lingua,

further expand and obscure the territory.2 It is even difficul~ as discussed in the previous

1 Dripps. The Fist Home. p. ix.
2 ln fa~ in academic discourse, the metaphoric presence of n3vigational and spatial concepts
seems more substantial than tbat of the aetuallandmarks. For example, a keyword searcb througb
contemporary journals for the tenns 'signs', 'navigational markers', 1 milestones,, 'landmarks9 or
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chapters, to assess the extent of the theoretical treatment of the phenomenon of signs.

Even in its marginal treatment, signage has been annexed by such a disparate number of

domains, each claiming ownership and defining its dimensions via its specific

disciplinary lens. Ali this complicates any systematic analysis of the coounon history and

purpose of signage. The territory of discourse undertaken here is not uncharted, but il is

so "dense with the 1andmarks of previous explorers" that a simplified unifying framework

would be particularly helpful.

To explain a space of knowledge means to travel its territory, trace out its paths,

describe its steps, and mark the way... or one of a number of possible ways. An itinerary

may be helpful in describing one's trajectory, identifying the different possible routes and

destinations, and the important markers along the joumey. An itinerary would reveaJ the

dynamic dimension of space; plotting direction and distance in relation to the changing

position of the moving agent ft wouJd fonn an annotated narrative describing the

sequence of way-stations, the progression of marked spatio-temporal events.

We can contrast an itinerary to a conventional cartographic map, the map being a

frozen image of spatial organization, the Slatic representation of relationships placed

within a conventional system of reference. Michel de Cerleau argues that the current

geographical fonn of the map has been arrived at through its slow disengagement '1'rom

the itineraries that were the condition of its possibility". He believes itinerary to he "a

memorandum prescribing actions" and a map - merely "constituted as a formai ensemble

'way-markers' yields entries on "signs of the time", 4lmilestooes in genetics", "ethnicity markers
in linguistics", and the like. Relatively few eobies relate to physicallandmarks, signposts and
aetual way-markers, or wayfinding in physical eDvironments.
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of abstract places." 3 As discussed in the previous chapters~ a map takes the conceptual

leap into abstraction, as ioto detachmeot from its constituent sequences of immediate

events and places, from the moving body to a relationaJ mabix of coordinates. While il

rests upon a system of reference, il contains no temporal structure of action in space. Dy

contrast, an itinerary makes visible the dynamic dimension of a joumey, the succession of

crossroads, decision points, way-stations, places of repose, places of imponance and

landmarks to look for. An itinerary cannot be enclosed within the concept of mental

mapping, within a static conceptualization of spatiaJ relationships, but needs rather to be

seen in terms of the mnemonic dimensions of space, narrative sequence, rhythm, and

punctuation. Il is a description of the route, not the structure of the space around it If we

were to look for an analogy from the domain of language, we would need to think of the

realm of punctuation marks: markings that, while representing a cODventionaJ system,

only gain their specifie meaning once plsitioned within the text The markers make little

sense as a separate group, when detached from their textual mooring. They are topo-

sensitive, and they point at the dynamic dimensions of the written language.

Let us pause to consider the following two maps to make these points more vivid.

Both depict trade routes around Nuremberg in the 1500s. The first is a conventionaJ

cartographie representation showing the route system set within topographie elements

and geographic conventions.

3 Michel de Ceneau, The Praetice ofEveryday Li~ (Berkeley: University ofCalifornia Press,
1988), p. 120.
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FIGURE 2.i-l: Gennan road map, early 15lh century~ Nuremberg.

The second figure anchors its orientation in the city of Nuremberg with trade

routes related to a centre positioned within its larger geographic order.4 Though oriented

4 Such centred spatial and eoneeptual ordering of the world is rather typical for early maps.
Maps of the Middle Ages would frequently he eentred on the Holy City of JerusaJem, as would
various theories and explanatory diagrams of cosmologies. See various examples in Kenneth
NebenzabJ, Maps ofthe Holy Land. Images o/Terra Sancra Through Two Millennia (New Yorle
Abbeville, 1986). The pre-modem world was spatially centred; around a specifie place (like an
important city), axis ""'Mi, or the navel of the world (ompluUos).
For a discussion of modem shift in the eenainty of spatial orientation and eentrality see
Bargmann, Crossing the Postmodern, pp. 20-23.
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hierarchically rather than geographically, the map nonetheless situates Nuremberg within

the cardinal directions. It does not depict the spatial relationships between places (other

than in terms of orientation and distance), nor does it represent any territorial or

topographie infonnation.

FIGURE 1.i-l: Map of trade routes staning in Nuremberg, 1570.

Rather, it proposes a conceptual matrix of navigationaJ elements, an orienting scheme. ft

organizes steps in the process of getting to a destination, providing a sequence of places
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on a joumey, or rather the nurnerous possible joumeys from one point of departure. Each

final destination is reached via a number of en route stops described with a given

sequence and cadence of distances. An itinerary, as seen in this example, embodies the

notions of movement, travel and navigation,5 key concepts through which the

communicative dimensions of place, the mediating dimensions of infonnational

environments, can he elaborated.

The idea of itinerary is pivotaI to the genealogy of signage; it makes vivîd

conceptuaJ linkages among the processes of wayfinding and linear progression, naming

and organizational hierarchies, rituals of path and procession. ltinerary emphasizes the

mnemonic importance of place and rhythm. The rnap, as de Certeau proposes, ucoJlates

on the same plane heterogeneous places, sorne received from a tradition and others

produced by observation", while the itinerary, "presupposing the tirst category of places

and conditioning the second, makes it possible to move from one to another. ''6 Itineraria,

whether in the fonn of written documents or diagrammatic representatïons of a route, are

important records of signposts, ways of punctuating the route and organizing, marking

the space.7

S The lerm oavjption is used in throughout this discussion to mean: plotting and keeping the
course planned througbout the joumey (The OED). This meaning of navigation includes using the
physical markers on the land as weil as larger known or observed reference systems. In this
sense, navigation cornes c10sely in meaning to wayfinding. A more detailed discussion of the
lennisOffeRdinCba~er~

6 de Certeau, The Practice, p. 121.

7 ltineraries remain imponant documents of historical information on the physical features of
the landscape (natural and constructed). Many Medieval maps were constnJcted based on earlier
descriptions of travel whether in text or graphie form (like the Peutinger Table referred ta below).
Descriplions of travel, such as the detailed texts of Herodotus (c. 490 BŒ) in Lionel Casson,
Travel in the Ancient World (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994),
pp. 95-111; Alison M. Devensoo in Small Medieval Towns notes the importanc::e of itineraries as
source material for evidence on the siting of settlements. (upublished Pb.D Tbesis, University of
Southbampton, (995), p. 49.
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FIGURE 2.i-J: Fragment of Tabula Itineraria, a rood map of the Roman Empire ca. 450 BC.

The Tabula ltineraria, the road map of the Roman Empire could be considered

one of the most comprehensive inventories of way-markers and a substantial record of the

complexity of the road sign system.8 Originally compiled to facilitate imperial business,

in its later versions it is also said to have probably supplied the needs of the pilgrims to

travel through the Holy Land, though the latter function is unclear in so far as one can

8 The Itinerarium is chiefly known as the Peutinger Table in its 1598 copper engraving
version, redrawn after the 12111 century manuscript recreation of the original. The Peutinger Table
(6.82 m long sheets) is housed in the collection of the RoyaI Library of Vienna. Nebenzahl, Maps
ofthe Holy lllnJ, pp. 22-23.
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question perhaps the usefulness of the limited Bumber of copies of such it;nerarium

available for the actuaJ purpose of pilgrimage. Still, this document remains an immensely

rich record of the historical development of signage. Jt depiets the expanse of Roman

territory from Britain to Ceylon in a diagrammatic form that emphasizes the road network

with little regard for scaJe, compass orientation, or the actuaJ spatial relationsbips

between places (other than linear relationships of distance and sequence). To a modem

viewer it is reminiscent of a subway map.

The details are astounding: every milepost and way-station is marked along the

route. The Ilinerarium contains some 3,500 place names, including nurnerous sacred sites

of various religions. Distances between places are denoted, with hierarchies and

typologies of ail the places a10ng the road clearly marked. Cities and stopping points are

labelled with symbols indicating their size. The most important places around whicb the

Empire was structured (the cities of Rome, Constantinopole, and Antioch) are represented

by elaborate vignettes, intricately symbolic icons. Sorne natural features of the landscape

are also noted for their importance as orienting devices along the route.9

This section examines the rood (the archetypal communication route) and its

markings (the prototypical signage). Way-markers are shown as an example of the

communicative dimension of the buUt eovironment most vividly epitomizing the links

between place and communication. They mark a peculiar and significant kind of place, a

quintessential lioe of communication. Armand Mattelart emphasizes the importance of

roads as structuring networks and infrastructural communication systems, noting their

conceptual potential for illuminating the history of systems and theories of
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communication. He proposes historical narratives as "an invitation to follow a different

itinerary than one marked out by communication in i15 media modaiityn. IO Mattelart

organizes his reflections around four parallel histories "with their Burnerous junctions and

crossing pathways": the Iinking of ideas of progress to developments in the technologies

of movement; the tracing of the connections between communication links and the idea

of the global social bond; the geopolitical implications of communication technologies;

and developrnents in the systems of BOnns and measures linked to communication

technologies.11

Mattelart situates "the adveot of communication as a project" in seventeenth and

eighteenth century France, detaiJing the development of road and canal oetworks and

their fonnative importance to the developrnent of oew modes of regulation and social

organizatioos.12 The discussion that follows, tbough considerably less focused on

temporal and geographic boundaries, bas the similar aim of positioning communication

within the spectrum that, in Mattelart's words, "simultaneously covers avenues of

communication, networks of long distance transmission, and means of symbolic

exchange". 13

9 Landmark features of the terrain like the Mount of Olives, Ml Sinai, and the "desert where
the children of Israel wandered". Nebenzahl, Maps oflM Holy Land, p. 22.
10 Mattel~ The Invention ofCOmmllnicat;on, p. xiv.
Il Ibid.
12 Mattel~ The Invention ofCommunication. p. 3. Indeed, the development of the road
system during the first Empire sttove to match the scale and organizational complexity of the
Imperial road system of Rome. The system ofrœd markers (coIumns, ·pyramitks t

, arches witb
road names and distances) emulated the Roman system Œ mîlestones. See Yves Bonnet, uBomes
et coIlones indicatives du Premier Empire dans le Departement du Bas-Rhin." Review dtAisace
(France), (110, 1984), pp. 141-1S4.
[3 Mattelart, The Invention ofCommunication, p. xiv.
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According to Mattelart, the polysemy of the tenn communication concems the

notions of cornmunity, commerce, propinquity, perpetuity, representation, and display.14

Ali of these notions are deeply embedded in the idea of the road as linear space of

connection, line of communication, course of progression, and site of commerce and

marked importance. We may be, as Edward Casey notes, "beings of the in between,

aJways on the move between places",ts yet it seems that within tbese between-places we

are not necessarily content witb disorientiog chaos, or void. Rather, we seem compelled

to make each liminal entity into sorne kiod of 'place': either a recogoizable place of

journeying-between-places, or a portable, mobile (even auto-mobile) 'place'. Thus,

wbether we are settled, on the move, or simply in repose, we are - in different ways -

implaced. This is important to keep in mind as we examine the dynamic dimensions of

place and communication.

The road is simultaneously an agent and means of navigation between places; it is

a place of connection, a connecting element, and a site for the opportunities that

communication entails. It provides an interesting ground for investigation of the

relationship between place and communication, and of the mediating dimensions of the

environmenl The road, both in its 'natural' (incidentally created through repeated

passage) and constructed (purposefully built) state, is mos~ revealing of our

understanding of the world and place within il, as it is of the many developments in

communication modes and technologies. ft is a1so expressive of the polysemie

possibilities of the tenn communication; the very concept of the road as a communication

14 Mattelart, TM Invention 0/COtnmlUlicatîon. pp. xiii -xiv. Mattelart points out the semantic
dispersal of the tenn communication noted by Diderot (in bis 1753 Encyclo~d;~):

~~Communication; a term with a great numberof meanings".
IS Casey, Gening Bock into Plac~, p. xii.
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route can he seen as fusing both meanings of communication9 tbat of transponation

(transmission) and that of rituaI (sharing, exchange).

The road is also a vivid manifestation of the merged spatial and temporal

dimensions of place. Its physicaJ linearity is spatially situated9 between here and tbere 9

near and far, the place of departure and that of arrivai. Its sequential progression

implicates temporality9 continuity9 and movemenl And it fuses distance and duration: it

has always been described or measured ioterchangeably in spatial or temporaJ units (uoits

of distance or lime needed for its traversing).16

"One of our major ways of getting infonnation is by moving around in the worldn

note Lakoff and Johnson in their discussion of the importance of metaphors in the

conceptual ordering of the world. They point to the persistent use of the metaphor of

movine for thinkine17 and that of linear sequences of locations for processes. 18 An

ar~ument is often conceptualized as Jmtb.19 The road (and the associated concept of a

joumey) is a metaphor that underpins major concepts in cosmology; it is a substantial

element of the differentiation of the landscape, and a key component of the infrastructure

of communication and control. This peculiar place - with its inherent tbough ambiguous

directionality and implied dimensionality, its significance and varied functions, and its

ambiguous position between places, landscape and dwelling, between natural and built

forros - vividly affinns the multifarious nature of communication in the built

16 Route lengtb, the distance between places, bas been traditionally measured by the time
required for passage. This is reflected in the ancient unit ofparasangs (distance covered in one
hour's joumey on foot), or in contemporary practice of mening to distance in driving lime. The
fusion of distance and duration is ret1ected in the etymoIogy of the ward 6joumey': distance
covered in the course ofone day. casson, Travel in the Itncient World; the OED.
17 Lakoff and Johnson. Philosophy in the Flesh, p. 236.
18 Ibid., p. 184.
19 Ibid.
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environment The path (trail, route) is an archetypal marker, direetional and orienting,

both funetional and symbolic. And as we will see in the following ehapters, waytinding

and trail-marking have been generative processes in the development of the rood, as they

have been in the developrnent of mapping, although very few arguments in the literature

support this claim.20•

The material presented in this section requires sorne eommentary on the metbod

used for its researeh. Even a cursory review of the literature reveals a number of

methodological difficulties. To begin with, a disciplinary dispersion must be dealt with

in order to give the vasdy scattered enbies sorne unified treatment. Fragmented threads

of the subjeet are taken up by different disciplines and ineorporated into a number of

theoretieal frameworks and historical narratives. Equally diffieult is the long historical

axis one must contend with, as examples of way-marking can be drawn from prehistoric

to eontemporary times, and no substantial historical treatment of the subject has been

published to date. Finally, the geographic area is itself foreboding, for similar

manifestations of way-markiogs ean be found across the eotire geographic field. How

can one deal methodologically with these three layers of dispersion? How can we arrive

at a simple narrative? My solution adds a forth layer in a forro of an organizing

framework. This overlay is of a taxonomie nature, a matrix of relations superimposed on

the other three fields (disciplinary, geograpbic, and temporal) which draws out zones of

connections and commonalties.

20 These sources are discussed in Chapter S below: Forbes, Hindly, Adler, Blakemore, and
Good Morelli. Interesting tbeoretical developments have emerged from the field of the
arcbaeoJogy of landscape, particuJarly in the work of Gabriel Cooney, Christopher Tilley, Barbara
Bender, David Cannichael, also discussed further below.
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Conceptually, this approach is inspired by a number of analyses attempting to deal

with "the ambiguous state of the historical semiotic trace, the necessary construction from

fragmentstt and the difficulties with bringing together narratives from a number of

different planes (tbeoretical, cultural, temporal).21 A number of urban scholars have

recounted millennial histories of the city by traciog the changes in specific elements of

urban fonn or patterns, or pausing at the portentous moments that marked tbem. Lewis

Mumford, Arnold Toyobeee and Richard Sennett, for example, used a necessarily

selective historical narrative to elucidate a particular relationship between the built

environmeot and human practice. Richard Sennett employs selective sarnpling and

detailed probing of the nurnerous layers gathered for his inquiry; 'post-holing', as it were,

through historicallayers at particular places.22 Sennett's probing is primarily temporal as

he examines particular moments in the history of places chosen for significance to his

theme.23 The sample presented in the following cbapters was gathered in a differeot way.

To schematize the metbod, we cao draw on the work of Michel Serres, panicularly bis

notion of tirne as multiple and foldahle planes. Serres conceptualizes time as a

topological field, and we can schematize the fields of this analysis (diseiplioary,

temporal, geographie, and taxonomie) in a similar way.24 Each field is plotted oot in a

geometric nor )inear fashion, but topologically, witb peaks and valleys, high places of

activity and empty hollows of silence. The points of connection between these layers

(places where they come ioto contact with one another) are thus "polychronic,

21 From a conversation with David Crowley, Deœmber 1999.
22 A good eumple of this metbod cao be found in Richard Sennett. Flesh and Stone. The Body
and the City in Western Civilization (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1994).
23 Sennett. Flesh and Sto~, p. 22•
24 Serres. Hennes, p.59.
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multitemporaly and ... gathered together with multiple pleats.n25 The narrative proposed

below also follows Serres's method, in as much as it "assumes the fonn of excursion...

with necessary pauses al certain crossroads",26 al certain "points of exchangen
• 1:1

The reasons why Serres' approach is brought into this discussion lies in its

encompassing: (a) the idea of the myth underslood as the first explanatory principle thal

weaves the metaphor into the system of knowledge about the world; (b) an epistemology

which joins the concepts and territories of science, philosophy, and myth (as in the figure

of Hermes, the inventor of language, of measures); (3) the importance of place brought in

by the metaphor of Hermes: the protector of boundaries, although constantly on the

move, is not disconnected from place, Serres sees him as the "geo-grapher" of space; and

(d) the symbolic, mythical importance of the road in Serres's epistemology.

The historic narrative presented here is deliberately selective and provisionaJ. It

seeks to disclose ''the connectedness of things that seem to have happened: pieced

together pattemings, after the fact" evoked by Clifford Geertz's retlections on historical

anaJysis and wbat he has tenned the "confusion of histories".28 Il is intended, to use

Dripps' words, to be a "seemingly simplistic story",29 with no ambition to be a

comprehensive or continuous account, for that would far exceed the scope of this work.

2S Serres aetually uses me term "anti-method" for bis cooceptualization oftime. Serres, He~s
p.60.
26 Harari and Bell in Serres, Hermes, p. vii.
27 Serres, Hermes, p. xi. It may be subversive to bring Serres ioto the discussion of linearity.
According to Hanui and Bell,"the idea of linear progress and development is fundamentally
antithetical to bis method of tbinking" in Serres, H~nMs, p. vii. However, witb bis thougbt
roored in the idea ofjourneying, and bis alter ego being Hermes, the patron of the road, one cao
venture to assume that it is chance, rather tban simply me oon-linearity of connections between
the points of passage, tbat is of importance ta Serres.
28 Oifford Geertz, After the Fact. Two Countr~s, Four Decades, One Anthropologist
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995), p. 2.
29 Dripps, First HOIM. p. ix.
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It is not proposed as an exhaustive survey of phenomena, but ratber a method for

contextualizing the subject's complexity through the pattemings of lime, space and

discourse. Again, we cao bring fonh Geertz's words on the possibility of adequate

treatment of the past:

One works ad hoc, and ad interim, pleclog together thousand-year
histories...[which) must to sorne extent he soldered ioto the final
construction. So must geograpby, trade, art, and technology. The result
inevitably, is unsatisfactory, lumbering, shaky, and badly fonned: a grand
contraption.30

While tbis work is not the "grand contraption" formed by more comprehensive

anaJysis, there is much to he learned from constructiog '4conb'aptions" as such,

particuJarly for newly emerging fields of knowledge. Exarnination of past spatial

practices and concepts related to environmentally contextualized communication aHows

us to put in perspective sorne of the confinements of modem thinking, particularly its

detachment of knowledge from place and materiality. ParadoxicaJly, if we are to examine

the converging, multimodal tendencies of the new environments of communication, we

may he wise to look back at the multidimensionality of historical precedents. The idea of

a convergence of communication modalities has strong historicaJ roots and can he

thought of as 'emergent' only when examined within the modem specialized mindset

trained to detach and fragment. The discussion offered in this section is intended to

demonstrate that it is often through the probing of past knowledge, and the questioning of

the nonnalized, that we can gain insight ioto new developments. The concepts of roads,

networks, and communication "were not always perceived as utilitarian in our present

day sense" as noted earlier. 31 Much can be learned about the multidimensionality of

contemporary developments through consideration of their layered etymologies and

30 Geertz, Alter tM Pact, p. 20•
31 Charles D. Trombold, Ancient Rood Networks and SenleTMnls Hierarchies in the New World
(Cambridge and New York: Cambridge Univemity Press, 1991), p. 7.
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conceptuaJ significance, together with their materiality and multiple functionality. New

research in the archaeology of Jandscape points to sorne fmitful directions in this

regard.32

One of the concepts that is oonnaJized as limiting, and coosidered passé witbin

the contemporary discourse, is the notion of linearity. Yet, 00 understanding exists

without sorne linear progression 4;from ... to'. The idea that Hnearity is confining seerns

related to the modem scientific understanding that the Hne is necessarily set within

Euclidean geometry and must mean the 4;'shortest distance between two points". Linearity

is about progression, thus offering interesting conceptual possibilities for communication.

The notion underlays the very concept of development, in communication for example,

from the wheel, through print, to telecommunications. No network exists without linear

connection, no knowledge exists without its presence. The idea of an itinerary points to

the potential of linear concepts in revealing aspects of knowledge that may be obscured

by concepts that are non-Iinear, spatially relational. 33

The following discussion of way markers is thus intended to highlight the

multifarious nature of prototypical signage; to probe the complexity of the various

overlapping functions of path-markers, and of the communication within, and by way of,

the built environment. It is meant to examine how both the functionaJ and symbolic

aspects of place markers have been expressive of the significance of place itself, of its

orienting power. What follows, then, is simultaneously a story of travel and of dwelling;34

of transportation and ritual; of movement and pennanence of broadcast ft is a story of

32 A nomber of sources are discussed in chapters 5 and 6 below.
33 The lerm l!ine' does not have to carry the connotation of lstraight', tbougb the English
language conflates bath meanings. Other languages, like Polish for example, may distingWsh
between linio (a line) and prosta (an abstraet straight fine defined as the shortest distance between
two points). While linio, is a trace tbat cao take different sbapes and thickness, prosta is an
abstract concept that bas no spatial dimensions or presence. See the OED; AJeksander Bruckner.
Slownik, etyrrwlogicuryiltY/ca polskiego. (Warszawa: Wiedza Powszeclma, 1989).
34 See Casey's discussion Œ two ways to dwell and the notion of dwelling as wandering.
Casey. Gening Bacle into P/Qce, p. 114-116.
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wayfinding. The road sign, signpost, it emerges, has been a short-hand for the multitude

of articulations of orientation, placement, locality, identity, direction, ail entangled with

commerce and advertising, religion and ideology, tourism and navel, and superimposed

on the multitudinous hierarchies and priorities of communication technologies al their

various stages of development. Necessarily complex, it can also he simplified to a story

of wayfinding markers placed upon the landscape. And as de Certeau claims, ~'Every

story is a travel story - a spatial practice." 35

FIGURE 2.1-4: Gennan scrolling itinerary, Silerschen Itinerarrolle, of trade routes. 1520.
Portable itinerary over 238 cm long and only 6cm wide, written on wax paper. It listed routes in a
number of stretehes: l1'rom Frankfurt to Nümberg", or as shown, "from Leon to Antdorff" (Lyon
Antwerp)•

35 de Ceneau, The Practice ofEveryday Li/e, p. 115.
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This Part consists of four chapters. With its focus on the linear place, the rood, it

is intended to briog the dynamic perception of space to the fore.J6 Chapter 5 discusses

the road as an important cosmological concept with a strong presence in mythology and

religion; as a powerful metaphor that to this day carnes symbolic richness and meaning.

The road remains a place of importance where rituals of procession are enacted and the

meaning of continuity and linear progression is manifest (with ceremonial routes, ancient

sacred trails connecting sites of cult and religious festivals, enduring in their old foons

and in their modem equivalents). The road signifies a place of passage and a Hok betweeo

places. It is a place of connectioo: a link for trade, communication, exchanges through

trade-routes or communication networks. The road also functions as an important

element of the infrastructure of control, with territorial measurement, surveying and

marking ensuring command and imposing order. It is a differentiating element of the

landscape, and a directional and orienting sign, a landmark. The road itself cao serve as a

boundary, can trace out and delimit the territory. The road delineates sacred ground,

gives shape and meaning to important real estate, creates places of significance. The side

of the road is also a place of high visibility to passing traffic, a fitting place for

advertising, and for commemorating fallen heroes and great deeds, a wonhy place indeed

for communicating with gods, ancestors, and contemporaries.

Chapter 6 focuses on the complexity of the links between the marking of a

landscape and the very concept and history of the road. Explicating these links is

important to the understanding of communication within the environrnent Marking is

discussed here as the differentiation of the surroundings; the process necessary for

understanding and organising environmental information, for wayfinding, orientation,

36 See a discussion of the Iinear (dynamic) perception of spaœ in oomadic cultures, as opposed
to the static, or radial perception of space found in the cultures of settled peopIes. O.V.
Ovsyannikov and N. M. Terebikhin, uSacred space in the culture of the Arctic regi~" p. 48, in
David L Cannicbael et al. Sacred Sites. Sacred Places (London and New York: Roudedge,
1994), pp. 44-81.
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and navigation. The road sign, an archetypal element of place marking (and place

maldng), thus differentiates, identifies, points, makes discemible and familiar. As an

exampJe of signage, the way-marker is therefore particuJarly rich in its multi

dimensionality: it combines directionaJ, infonnational, symbolie, and techoological

aspects in one fonn of artifact (as weil as in one symbol, one metapbor).

Chapter 7 presents a story of the way-marker revealed through several vignettes,

each representing a particular type of marking; each charaeteristie of sorne generalizable

process or historicaJ force and human purpose. A provisional typological mabix

organises exampJes of way-marking into groups according to their relationship to place.

A focus on the differeot relationships between markers and their sites allows us to by

pass the functional groupings of signposts needed to bring into one narrative a wide range

of manifestations: sites of cult, infrasb'Uctural elements, boundary markers, orienting

landmarks, direetional signs, signs of warning and probibition, and advertising and

identity signs. The simplified typologicaJ triad used here is related to the functions of the

road, but its focus on place brings about a broader, less instrumental and utilitarian

perspective that may he used to extend discussions previously limited by disciplinary

fragmentation and the scientifie orientation of modem approaehes to the environment and

related knowledge and discourse

Cbapter 8, whieh concludes this section, offers a discussion of the relationsbip

between specificity of place and the communicative dimensions of the environmeot,

between infonnatiooal environments and way-markers. The idea of implaced

communication is brought baek ioto focus and the linkages between pbysical

environments and their ioterfaeing layers of messages are bighligbted. This cbapter also

suggests a provisional framework for examining the interplay betweeo navigational

modes and tbeir manifestations, communication technologies, and the physical place.
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CHAPTER5

The Road and Its MarkiDg.

.c_- ~.
~. .'.~' Or ..

- ,,-~ .':~ . ,. .... , ' ;- - .

FIGURE 1.5-1: a path as a visible marker in the landscape of natural landmarks.

Road: a strip of ground over which one walks.... A road is a tribute
to space. Every stretch of road has meaning in itself... 1

1 Milan Kundera, lmmortality (New Vorle Grove Weidenfeld, 1990), p. 223. In this novel
Kundera offers an interesting insight into the different spatial meanings of a road and a highway.
He further probes the relationship between space, road, technology, and body through examining
the notion of speed in the later novel, Slowness.
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Where and when does the history of the way marker begin? One would assume

that examination of the origins of the road itself may reveal sorne clues. There seerns,

however, to be linle agreement on what is considered the first road. Is it the prehistoric

metalled track? The "corduroy" track with its log or twig surface? The cbiselled groove

or stone pavement that marks the beginning of this built fonn? A considerable body of

literature deals with the history of road-building, travel, and transportation, yet few

sources explore the genesis of the road.2 Many seern to pick up the thread of the

bistorical narrative wben the road had already been traced, blazed, or surfaced, when it

had been markedly differentiated from the surrounding landscape. Sorne sources elide

the earHest developments with a general acknowledgement, "the [first] 'roads' traced the

wanderings of early tribes", and consider the road simply as "a [two-way] route of

overland communication between established communities".3 Within snch a definition,

the trails of the First Peoples of the North American continent, the stone paths of the

Colombian Kogis (path dwellers),4 or any processional route and sacred trail would be

excluded from investigation. Sorne bistorians begjn their narrative with the appearance

of the vehicle for, as Lionel Casson notes in his study of travel iD the ancient world, "A

2 Some of the important sources: R. J. Forbes, Notes on the History ofAncient Roads and
Their Construction (Amsterdam: Adolf M. Hakkert,I964); Hennann Schreiber, The History of
Roads. From Amber Route to Motorway (London: Barrie and Rockliff,1961); Geoffrey Hindly, A
History ofRoads (London: P. Davies, 1971); Hans Hitzer, Die StTajJe: vom Trllltlpelpfad ZJlr
Autobahn (MÜDChen: GDW Callwey, 1971); M. G. Lay, Ways oflhe World. A History o/the
World's Roads and the Vehicles lhat Used Them (New Brunswick, NJ.: Rudgers University
Press. 1992); and Trombold, Ancient Rood Networb. Sorne of these bistorical accounts,
Schreiber. Forbes, and Ritzer, for example, and Adler in bis seminal work in history of
eartograpby, eacb witbin bis spbere of interes~explored the genealogy of the mad.
3 Hindly. A History 0/Roods. p. 1.
4 Ricardo L. Castro, "Sounding the Patb: DweliiDg and Dreaming" in CHORA: lntervals in lM
Philosophy ofArchitecture 3. Alberto Pérez-G6mez and Stepben Parcell, 005. (Montreal &:
Kingston: McGiII-Queen's University Press, 19(9), pp. 26-44.
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walker or animal needs ooly a track. A vehicle oeeds a mad."s Charles D. Trombold7 in

an essay on the history of rood networks notes that "roads prior to the vehicle [are)

considered of little significance7 or curiosities al besf'.6 This comment is related to the

pre-Columbian tracks of the New World, but it also sheds sorne light 00 the neglected

narrative of the ancient roads of the Old World. Since histories of technology and

transportation have placed empbasis largely on the development of the wheel and vehicle,

the very idea of the road would often he associated with wheeled traffic and its

significance, with the progression of technological development.7 The historical

narrative that leads us from this point on through the development of the various road

building techniques and road uses is indeed fascinating, but can we say with certainty tbat

the earlier developments were not related in aoy causal way to what foJlowed them?

Another difficulty, of course, cornes from the fact that IittJe physicaJ evidence

remains of roads that were informaI, constructed with Jess pennanent materiaJs, or with

elements that later historians and archaeologists did not necessary recognise as part of the

road stnJcture.8 lodeed, the "question is raised whether simple route markings such as

5 The contemporary meaning of the tenn 'road' , particuJarly in transportation related
Iiterature7 carries a connotation of the vehicle-road. This may partially stem from the English
etymology of the word linked to horse riding and thus differentiated from a 'path' used for traffie
on foot7 a point discussed further in this chapter. The imponance of the difference in meanings
between 'road7 and 'route' (and consequendy a 'path') in different disciplinary Iiterature was
brougbt to my attention by ROD Rice. Casson after making this distinction, however, carefully
attends to the history of ancient travel onf~ its dangen, amenities provided along the road, and
historical accounts of road conditions and various rea50ns for travel. In his narrative, he does not
come baek to the originally stated distinction and he uses the word 'road' in relation ta wayfaring.
Casson, Travel in the Ancient World, p. 25.
6 Trombold, Ancient Rood Networlcs, p. 2.
7 Ibid.
8 The scarcity of physical evidenœ remains a chief challenge for reconstructing a historical
narrative of the road and its markings. The pbysical evidence bas been mostly obscured or
destroyed by numerous layers ofdevelopment that often retraced the same roads. For a discussion
of how the increasing ginh of the roads damaged the wayside hospices and related architectural
structures see Laura Good Morelli, Medieval Pilgrims· Hospices on the Road to Santiago de
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stakes or cairns constitute a path or a road".9 Is a trail in the forest which obviously

involved clearing of foliage to be considered evidence of road construction? Questions

that are probed by archaeologists involved with the study of pre-Columbian routes in the

New World and the field of landscape archaeology 10 may be useful in the tracing of the

early history of Old World roads. Of particular importance is the inclusion of the

cognitive and symbolic aspect of routes, altbough they are the most elusive to investigate,

and the emphasis on the idea that "roads were not always perceived as utilitarian in our

present-day sense".11

This chapter explores the genesis of the road. Its aim, however, is not to fill the

gaps in the history of this built form, but to discover how way-marking came about and

how it relates to the meaning and historical development of communication routes (the

archetypal "lines of communication"). In this regard, we cao consider the 1934 study

published by the Archaeologisch-Historisch Instituut of the University of Amsterdam a

true landmark. 12 R. J. Forbes's history of roads continues to he regarded as a particularly

Compostela. (unpublished Pb. D Tbesis, Yale University, 1998), "Considering how dramatically
the automobile bas transfonned the topography of Europe, the fact that any of the roadside
hospices survived... seem notbing less tban miracuJous." p. 26.
9 Trombold, Ancient Road NetwoTIes, p. 3.
10 Landscape archeology is the study of civilization 's imprint on the natural temin. "Its basic
premise is that the cuJturallandscape ref)ects the interplay between teehnology, environment,
social structure, and the values of the society that shaped il." The culturallandscape fonning the
terrain of inquiry ioclude roads, agricultural tenaces, hydraulic works, field systems, and
settlement patterns. The field bas developed steadily siDœ the advancements in aerial
photography. Trombold9 Ancient Road NetwoTIes, p. 1. In the 19905 the focus of research within
landscape arehaeology shifted considerably 10 more detailed studies of human imprints on the
landscape, see particularly CbristopberTilley, A PhenomenologyolLandscape. Places, Pallu
and Monuments (OxfordlProvidence: Berg, 1994); Peter Ueko and Robert Layton, eds. The
Archaeology and Nlthropology 01Landscape. Shaping YOUT lAndscape (London: Roudedge,
19(9).
Il Trombold, AncientRood NetwoTIes, p. 7.
12 From this study, Notes 011 the history, authored by a chemist of the Laboratory of the
Bataafsche PetroIeum Maatsebappij in Amsterdam, R. J. Forbes, one would expect a focus on the
technical aspects of the roads and marerials used for their construction. Yet, this work republisbed
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significant contribution to the understanding of the beginnings of the road (aod of the road

sign, though this has largely passed unnoticed). Forbes, in his survey of road-building

techniques, contrasts the "wild animal path" theory often put forth to explain the genesis

of human road-makingl3 with the somewhat startling consideration that the road sign or

landmark should be seen as "the primary cause of the development of paths or roads".14

While sorne other authors mention the importance of trail-marking to the beginning of

road construction,15 Forbes is consistent in tracing the development of raad markers and

their importance to the history of the road itself. While his thesis finds littJe support in the

Iiterature, it may be a key to the understanding of the origins of the road as built (orm, and

as communication route. It focuses on practices prior to the establishment of the road; on

the path as a differentiating element of the landscape. The idea of the road, thousands of

years in the making, bas become nonnalised and rationalised, particularly in the last IWO

centuries and it may seem couoter-intuitive not to think of the road as a causal, generative

element in other major developments (particularly the ostensibly subservient

manifestations that comprise road-markings).

In tracing origins it is always useful to pause at the etymology of words related to

the particular phenomenon, especially when attempting to fill lacunae of knowledge in

the face of a paucity of surviviog physical evidence. Indeed, as Barthes believed,16

language permeates everything, though il is the interconnections of the various modalities

by the InStituut iD an unrevised edition thiny years later shows the autbor's appreciation of
numerous conceptuaJ, DOl ooly technical, developments in the bistory of the road.
13 Note continuing research in human geograpby and environmentai psychology iota parallels
between 'conceptual mapping' and wayfinding bebaviour in bumans and animals. See GoIledge,
Wayfinding Behavior.
14 Forbes, Notes on Ilu! histOry9 p. 8.
IS Hindly, A Hislory ofRoads.
16 This poiot was discussed in chapter 2, above.
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and manifestations of buman communication within a larger matrix of linkages and

meanings that provides important clues to understanding. As discussed earlier, the

modelling of one communication modality after another or discussion of their hierarchies

(and one's primacy over another) is of limited value bere. Most often developments in

language, social practice and built environments act as mirrors for one another, and

repositories of bistorical traces. In a subject chaHenged by a considerable scarcity of

remaining physicaJ evidence, any historical trace is of import. And language itself carries

much evidence fossilised in the roots of words, place-names and metapbors. 17

The etymology of the word ~road' is most revealing of both the communicative

and identifying dimensions of the concept. In the Sumerian language (2600 BCE) the

word-symbol for 'road' resembles a crossing of two paths. It represents a point of

connection, a crossroad, an intersection. 18

FIGURE 2..5-2: Sumerian glyph for 'road'

Similarly, the Egyptian hieroglyph indicates that 'road' was seen as a connecting

element. In this case it is not a singular point where paths cross, but a path of junctures

17 For a discussion of relationship between place-names and ancient road functions and way
stations see Casson, Travel in the Ancienl World, p. 201.
18 Hitzer, Die StrafJe. p. 10.
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themselves, what seems Iike a collecting place for a number of streams feeding into its

main course. 19 Hitzer suggests that this sign may he a kind of cartographie symbol for a

straight road with trees growing on both sides. One can speculate, however, that the

symbol was related to the defining role of the river in the conceptualization of travel and

communication in Egypt. 20 Still, the idea of the road is pictured as a place of connection,

a spatially defined locale, rather than simply a Iinking element or a channel (a simple

line, for example).

FIGURE 2.5·3: Egyptian hieroglypb representing 'road'.

The Greek roots of the term reveal the communicative aspect of the concept in a

different way. It has been suggested that since ail Greek words associated with the road

have feminine roots, they imply a link with the idea of the first road as groove, furrow,

depression in which the wheel was lodged. 21 The Greeks a1so speak of 'cutting' a road,

as a pair of chiselled wheel tracks with no constructed surface between them was

19 Hitzer. Die Straje. p. 21.
20 This is not to challenge Hitzer's interpretations; even if the symbols represent trees a10ng
the road. that the word for the road encompasses the wayside is still very interesting for this
discussion.
21 Schreiber, The History ofRoads.
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considered more practical and efficient than a surface of fully constructed road.22 So it is

a trace, groove, an elongated mark and not a paved surface superimposed onto the

landscape that fonns the mots of the Greek concept. It is possible to speculate then that

the first road constituted a marking of the surface of the landscape.

The links of the root of the word 'road' to 'marking' are strong in many

languages. 'Road' originates from 'tract', and 'tracing': marks, grooves in the terrain,

whether purposely made or existent and recognisable depressions in the landscape.

Traces of both meanings are manifest in the Slavic languages, for example. The Polish

droga (or Siavic droha) cornes from stad, rysa, bruzda , meaning groove, elongated

mark, or etched-like line, a trace made in the ground (in grass, sand, etc.). The Serb

draga, is etymologically related to 'valley', Siovak draga - to 'a ditch'. This would likely

reflect the nature of Many natural routes, where landfonns themselves marked the route-

ways: river beds, valleys, passages.23

The English road has a different trajectory. fts first uses (going back to the late

800 CE) are related to a joumey on horseback. Only in the late 1500s would the word

begiD to be used in the sense of 'way', or 'course taken'.24 This may accouDt for the later

differentiation between the road as an intentionally constructed way for vehicles, and the

path as an infonnal way fonned incidentally by passage. The word path (in a sense of a

trodden way) has existed in the English language since c. 700 CE. According to the

Oxford Englisb Dictionary the earlier Scottish word rod (path) is connected neither to the

English 'road' nor to the Old English, Anglo-Saxon rad (as in hweolrad, a wheel track,

22 Ibid.
23 Brückner. 9fownik nymologiczny.
24 TheOED.
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or streamrad, the course of a stream). There is apparendy "no evidence that it had any

influence upon the history of the English word".2S Certainly, hard evidence of language

influences are not easily obtainable. The tracing of 'road' back to 'riding on horseback'

does not necessarily account for its continuing figurative usage as "any way, path or

course" (for exarnple, in a way, a direction taken, a course followed in a joumey or to

sorne end). One can suspect that the old Scottish rad crossed paths with the English rode

at sorne point, al least on a conceptual terrain.

Indeed, links between the words 'path' and 'road' are strong and can he traced in

many languages. In Northumbrian the ward peth was used to mean the Latin vallis (vale,

dene) and abyss, gap; hence, in the nonhem dialect it was retained as a hollow or deep

cutting in a road.26 Sciezka, path in Polish, cornes from the old-Slavic word stig, related

to the Gennan steigen, and the Greek steicho (to tread, to pace, to stride) and sto;chos (a

row), as weil as the Dld German Steg, and the Goth staiga (a road). The word 'path' has a

number of important connotations. ft implies a course, a line aJong which a moving body

travels, and can indicate both the made or marked way as weil as the imaginary line, the

continuous mapping of an object (or a reaJ integraJ in mathematics) in a space. It aJso

implies the more general and figurative meanings of Hoe of conduct, way of behaviour,

and a conduit of transmission (as in neoropathways). The connotation of a body moving

along a set course is visible in the word's roots in the Romance languages: chemin,

cammino, from camm;nare (to stroll).

2S TheOED.
26 Ibid. Il is also interesting to look al some derivative words thal also attest to strong linkages
of both 'road' and 'path' witb other spatial concepts: droiny (an adjective fonn of droga, a road)
in PoIish means &open ta passage':clear', and an older ward osciez. (with mots in the word path,
scietJca) means "farther away" and is used with a connotation of an opening into something that
lies beyond. Bruckner, SlOwnilc etymologiczny.
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The OED links the word 'path' with its Greek roo~ meaning "trodden or beaten

way", a track fonned incidentally by passage between places, rather than purplsefully

constructed to accommodate traffic. Il is thus a foot-way, not a rood for vehicles.Tl ft is

likely tbat the differentiation between the words 'road' and 'path' made in contemporary

English scholarship (Iandscape archaeology, transportation history) is pronounced in

sorne languages and opaque in others. The association of 'road' strictly with route for

vehicles, may he relatively modem and not necessarily reflective of its generative

meanings. This is important to keep in mind for historical investigations as it explains

certain preoccupations with types of roads and their selective histories (those of roads

related to wheeled traffic only, for example).28 Sorne threads noted in the OED point even

funher into the entanglement of these w()rds, not easily separated by contemporary

definitions. The word Path is after ail used in the sense of "a track specially constructed

for sorne part of n18chinery to run upon". This relates not merely to surface preparation

and the practice of its non-incidental construction, but more specifically to the shape of

the track: a groove, a hollowed line. In this contex~ the sophisticated Sacred Trail in

Babylon constructed purposefully for the vehicle that carried the chariot of the great lord

Marduk,29 would he considered a 'patb': a carefully constructed groove for the smooth

running of sacred rnachinery.

1:1 TheOED.
28 Note several discussions on the history of pre-Columbian traclcs and landscape archeology:
Trombold, Ancient Road NetwoT/cs, pp. l, 29.
29 The Sacred Trail along which the festive chariot of the god Marduk roIled was a particuJarly
splendid example of a processional route. Built by the greatest ruler of Asia Minor.
Nebuchadnezzar II (605-565 BCE) from the Gate of Ishtar 10 the High Temple of Babylon near
Etemenanki, fringed by two rows of lions in ~Iief, approx. 20 yards wide witb a smooth median
in the centre paved with flagstones witb speàally coostrueted grooves for the chariot's wbeels.
Schreiber, The History 0/Roads, p. 102.
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Another associated tenn, (street' (a paved way that has evolved to mean an urban

road) is aJso worth mentioning because of its interconnections with the word road. The

Gennan word Stra'pe is the same for (road' and 'street'. Il stems from the late Latin

strala, used later as via strata, paved road. However, the reference to surface is not

consistent across languages; in sorne it is, rather, the way the road relates to landscape

that is of significance. The root of the Polisb (street' (uliea) connotes a more spatially

bounded term, coming from botb (gate' and (ravine'.30 Indeed, in the early days of

travel, valleys, ravines, and mountain passes (caJled (gates', bramy, in the Polish) fonned

and bounded the first roads. The first roads traced out the typographic features of the

landscaPe, following river banles, valleys, ridges, and highlands between water sheds}l

The rood, then, is simultaneously a trace within the landscape made by human action, and

a specifie locale; a place of significance. It is where communication (iakes place":

simultaneously a connecting u w heret9 and the "where" of connection.

Historically, the idea of the road is intricately joined to the conceptualisation of

the world that each civilisation held and expressed through its ideas of place, types of

settlements and changing understandings of the human position within the cosmos. The

concept of the road is embodied in the understanding of place, and in its spatial and

temporalorder. Ta paraphrase the words of 1. B. Harley, intended for maps, the road is

30 Brückner, Siownik etymologiczny.
31 Trombold, Ancient Road Networks; Gabriel Cooney, "Social Landscape in Irish Prebistory"
in Veko and Layton, TIre Archaeology and Anthropology ofUlndscape, pp. 46-64; Zofia HoIUb
Paœwiczow~ "ObIicze ziemi poIskiej" in Henryk Paszkiewicz, ed. Polslul i jej dorobelc dziejowy
w ciqg" tysiqca lai istn;enia (Londyn: Ksi"gamia PoIska PoIonia, 1956), pp. 7-26; Scbreibert The
History ofthe Road. Later, the tenn developed ta mean a road within a seulement (in a town or a
village) and, in a more contemporary meaning, a rœd together with the adjacent bouses. See the
OED.
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the visual embodiment of various conceptions of place.J2 The essence of the road itself is

understood and perceived in dramaticaJly different ways in different types of societies (a

nomadic contrasted witb a settled society, for example), in different types of travel

(migration or pilgrimage), in different relations to dwelling (homecoming and

homesteading).33 The word may have developed differently in various Iinguistic cultures;

different belief systems bave infused its meaning with distinct symbolism. Still, the road

is an ever-present and immensely significant force in most cosmologies, in most religions

and mYths.

Lakoff and Johnson demonstrate the importance of the concept of Jmdl. They

discuss how existence is manifest in language in the form of a location metaphor and how

~ is conceptualised most often as a sequence of locations in space, typically in the

rnetaphor of the movinl observer.34 They also explain how the idea of process is

conceptuaJised as movement througb a lineac sequence of locations.J5 The metaphor of a

joumey along a path pervades most concepts of the world, of human Iife and its purpose,

with the joumey typicaJly tbought of as punctuated by way-stations, decision points aJong

the route before the final (or an interim) destination can he reached.36 In many religions,

the human place within the cosmos is seen as a transitionaJ moment of travel within a

larger network of destinies and powers; human lire is envisioned as a stop..()ver (of

varying significance) on the road to spiritual salvation and sorne final, or just other,

32 J. B. Harley, &The Map and the Development of History of Cartography" in Harleyand
Woodward, History ofCanog,aphy VollllM /.
33 For an extensive discussion of two notions of dwelling and tbeir relatioosbip to movement
and place see Casey, Spi,it and Soul and Gening Bacle in/o Place, pp. 109-145.
34 For metaphors of time, see Lakoff and Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh, p. 159. For the
discussion of the existence and locatiOD metapbor, see p. 205.
35 Ibid., p. 184.
36 Lakoff and Johnson, Phi/osophy in the Flesh, p.I93.
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destination. This particular leg of a larger joumey, life 00 earth, is oavigated through a

distinct system of markers and passages, with rituals usuaJly framing and designating

distinct biological and spiritual events. Passages are marked differently, and there are

different cules of the road and rigbts of way; still the metaphor of travel aJong a road

(with its crossroads, obstacles, dangers and temptations) underpins most cosmologies.

Ricardo Castro proposes in bis essay on Colombian path dwellers that

"[f]ollowing a path means following an already established order, or at least

acknowledging sucb an order - bence, the importance of the path as an agent in certain

mytbs." 37 The idea of procession, of a road, of movement aJong a path appears

pervasively in the customs of many societies, wbether modem or pre-modem, across the

entire geograpbical field and linguistic spectrum. In contemporary cultures (whetber

urban or rural), processions and parades continue to play an important role in public life;

they form eJements of civic bolidays and cuJturai festivals, politicaJ demonstrations and

religious processions.38 Whether festive or activist in character, the carrying of messages

aJong the road, or converseJy, their display from the sidewaJk to passing traffic, is a time-

proven method for making presence visible.

Reacbing back ioto history and mythoJogy, we can trace sorne of the aspects of the

road and ils prominence io cosmology. Greek mythology provides nurnerous examples

of the road's importance, both as connecting path and place of important events. 10 the

37 Castro, "Sounding the Patb", p. 26.
38 An iDteresting discussion of urban parades couJd he found in Henkin, '·Words on the Streets"
City Reading, pp. 69-100. Henkin's historicallook al antebellum New York links parades with
the display of words (signs) in public. Similar linkages cao he found in the discussion of Irish
murais, urban signs and parades in contemporary Dublin. Neil Jannan, "Interseeting Dublin" in
Barbara Bender, ed.lmuJsc~: Politics and Perspectives (ProvidenœlOxford: Berg, (993), pp.
107-138.
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ancient world, however, the road was not a simple metaphor for lite as a joumey. The

road itself was sacred.39 To the Greeks, the power to blaze a new trait was attributed to

the gods; the gods themselves had once waJked the roads.40 The sacred nature of the road

was manifest in its view as a line of communication that carried messages of destiny;

communication between the human and the divine presence, between the present, the past

and the future (a connection with the ancestors, with the Underworld).

FIGURE 2'>4: Hermes, the messenger of the gods, the guide of souls, protector of the roads and
travellers, patron of thieves, merchants and oracles.

39 The sacred nature of the route is revealed in pilgrimages, processions, and perhaps most
powerfully in cultures of path dwellers, like the Columbian Kogi described by Castro in
"Sounding the Path" pp. 28-35
40 According ta legend, Dionysus linked most remote countries of the orient with the west and
bridged dividing streams; Apollo had wandered around playing bis lute a10ng the andent
ceremonial road from Delphi to Krissa, a sacred road. Delpbi, the center of bis worship, was Dot
bis original borne, but rather a destination of bis travels. For a funher elaboration of the sacred
aspects of the road see Schreiber, The History ofRoads, pp. 97-113; for a discussion on links
between travel and religious festivals see Casson. Travel in the Ancient World, pp. 77-84.
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The figure of the god Hennes embodies the complexity of the saered nature of the

road; this messenger of the gods and guide of souJs to the Uoderworld was aJso believed

to proteet the travelJer, ensuring the right choiees at crossroads and finding the way.4J

The theme of travel, of joumey as a metaphor for )ife, has a strong presence in ritual,

literature and visual art througbout the ages. In Greek art the theme of the joumey is

often represented by the figure of Hermes who accompanies various gods in their travels,

leads them to destinations, carries messages between them, finds those who are lost, and

guides souis to the Underworld. He is featured with attributes symboJising travel and

communication: bis bifurcated stuff, caduceus, a heraldic attribute, symbol of peace and

safety on the road;41 winged sandaJs symbolising speed and transcendence; and the

trianguJar bat of the traveJler. The attributes of Hennes continue to re-appear througbout

Western culture, signifying the making of connections, travelling, pilgrimage, speed,

finding, and searching.43 And the very name of Hennes, and the Roman Mercury, came

to symbolise speed, movement, travel, and communication.44

We have seen that the idea of the crossroad was embedded in the Sumerian word-

symbol for road. Crossroads and passing points on roads have a1ways carried a particular

significance. This importance is manifest in physical artefacts and mythology.45

41 See Kerenyi, Hermes. The Guide 0/SouIs, p. 83; Harris, T1u! Origin ofthe Cult ofHermes.
41 Among ancient Greeks and Romans, caduceus (Greek Icery1ceilcon) was regarded as a badge
of heraJds and ambassadors, signifying their inviolability. Originally, it was represented as a
bifurcated branch decorated with ribbons and garlands. See Kerenyi, The Guide ofSouls, p. ïT.
43 Saint James of Santiago de Compostala is often depieted wearing a tbree-cornered pilgrim's
bat, similar ta the bat of Hermes. Nancy Louise Frey, Pilgrim Slorles: On and Offthe Road to
Santiago (Berkeley: University of Calüomia Press, 1998), p. II.
44 Serres believes that Hermes personifies communication. Senes, He~s, p.xxxv An
insightful and amusing discussion of the cootemporary metapboric uses of Hennes cao be found
in Stan Nadolny's novel The God o/lmpmiMnce (New Yart: Viking, 1997).
45 For discussions of the manifestations of the importance ofcrossroads and places of transition
see: in neolithic lreland, Gabriel Cooney, "Sacred and secular neolithic landscapes in lreland"
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Crossroads and passing points were of special significance in Greek mythology. Oedipus

kills his father in a road-rage al a passing point. 00 the ancient roads~ passiog points were

not frequent~ serious negotiations were necessitated when two vehicles (or travellers) met

on a single-track.46 Passing points were thus obvious sites of conflict Crossroads are

quintessential sites of decision-making~ signifying competing forces, possibilities of

different outcomes, chance. The element of chance is connected to the conceptualisation

of road in other ways as weil. Travel has always been associated with danger, for

unforeseen forces could be encountered on the way. Numerous literary works describe

the trials, temptations, choices and encounters "along the road". Life's joumey is not

typically portrayed as an uninterrupted flight; it is normally a passage punctuated with

way-stations and places of conflict and decisions: Homer's Odyssey, Dante's lnferno~

Cervantes:'Don Quixote.

In the fifteenth century, Ages~ Hieronymus Bosch powerfully expressed the idea

of joumey, of travel on the road of life. In his Path ofLife (the image framing his 1484

panel The Hay Wain) ~ travel fonns the work's central subject. Many other paintings

depict the rich details of travel in their background scenes.

pp.3243; the Arctic regions in the culture of Nenets - O.V. Ovsyannikov and M. Terebikhin,
uSacred spaœ in the culture of the Arctic regioDs," pp. 44-81; conlemporary Saami (Lapp) - Inga
Maria Molk, "Sacrificial places and their meanïng in Saami society," pp. 121-131; WiDm
tradition of Northem CaJifornia Dorothea J. Tbeodoratus & Frank LaPe~ "Winto sacred
geography of Northem Califomia," pp. 20-31; Old Siavic and coDtemporary PoIish Catholic
tradition - Katarzyna Marciniak, 'The perception and treabnent of prehistoric and conlemporary
places and sites in PoIand," pp. 140-151. Ail in Cannicbael. Sacred Sites, Sacred Places.
46 Tbere were of course practical considerations; one needed to remove a vehicle from the
grooves and place it back after giving the right of way, obviously DOl an easy task. Casson, Travel
in the Ancient Wor/d9 pp. 70-71.
47 Franco de Poli 9 Bosch. (Warszawa: Krajowa Agencja Wydawnicza~ 1987), p. 45.
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FIGURE 2.5-5: Bosch's paintings depict rich details of the physical markers a10ng the road.

Bosch portrays life's passage as a joumey along a path strewn with physical obstacles,

places of peaceful repose, erotic temptations, way markers, and various (real or
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symbolic) dangers and a forbidding landscape. Il is a road marked both by the natural

elements of landscape and by man-made landmarks, specifie, highly visible, and imbued

with signifieance and symbolism.

The idea of the rood as metaphor and organizing principle for life does not ooly

retlect the ancient or medievaJ mentality. The concept of the road remains strong in our

modem mindset as weil. The road, a joumey, the path taken, important stations along the

way are prominent in Bumerous contemporary rituals and practices (processions, parades,

walks for or against a cause), with eontemporary pilgrimages and travels perbaps the

most vivid examples of the enduring power of the path. Much has been written about the

rituals of religious pi1grimage, witb an entire body of literature devoted to the famous

Camino, the road to Santiago de Compostela in Spain.48 The Cantino underscores the

importance of the road as saered place, and the enduring power of this idea in

contemporary times. The Camino has beeome a destination in itself, with Santiago de

Compostela principally the final stop on the joumey. 49

For most pilgrims, and authors fascinated with the phenomenon of pilgrimage, the

Camino represents a ritualistic trajectory punctuated by stations or milestones. The road

itself has a progressive structure, a rhythm akin to a liturgieal act; il is defined by its

intermediary points and discrete ends to various phases of the joumey, stations along the

route.50 The tenns used in describing the pilgrimage reveal the importance of the concept

of the road as a metaphor for life: eontemporary pilgrims, for whom walking the Cantina

is often a personal joumey and secular experience, speak of a sense of being guided

48 Frey, Pilgrim Stories, Good MoreIli, Medieval Pilgrims' Hospic~s.
49 The Camino remaios an important site eX a tbriving tourist industry, as do many otber
pilgrimage sites and routes. Good Morelli, Medieval Pilgrims' Hospk~s: Frey, Pilgrim Stories.
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towards a goal, a sense of direction, and feelings of accomplisbment as they reach the

stations on the way.51 The Carnino with its strong one-way directionality, is comforting in

its assertion of a singuJar purpose and a struggle towards a goal. For many pilgrims, il is

not a strictly religious experience that they seek, but this very palPable sense of direction,

of perceivable continuity. In contrast, the world outside the Camino may not be as

clearly pUrPOseful; it rnay be discontinuous, fragmented, difficult to comprehend and to

find connecting points within. VirtuaUy every culture has its pilgrimage sites, defined as

much by the destination points as by the way-stations along a route and the ritual of

progression towards a goal embodied in a particular location, a specific place of

significance.52

The importance of the road as a concept and as a place, 1 propose, lies not merely

in its function as a conduit but in its power to mark the connections between language,

the ernbodied experience of journey and the rneaning of place. It is the marking and

orienting power of the road that continues to structure our conceptual systems. Plato may

have alluded to the importance of the road in his metaphor of the cave; the shadows he

describes are not just moving about in space, they move along a road marked specifically

50 Good MoreUi, Medieval Pilgrims' Hospices, p. 99.
51 Frey, Pilgrim Stories, p. 102.
52 The mythical status of the highway in American culture and iconography cao bee regarded
as an extension of the importance of the road, ratber than a mere fascination with the vehicle
bave). Kundera in bis DOvel/mmortality discusses the differenœ between the rœd and highway
focusing on the way eacb treats space, p. 223. A ricb body of literature exists on the American
highwayand related architecture, advertising and symbolism: froID Venturi and Scot Brown work
on the commercial vemacular, tbrough numerous sources describing the landscape and attractions
along the road. Anderson's Vanishing Roadsük Amuica needs to he mentioned because il
contains, beside a unique documentation of the disappearing signs along oIder highways, a
discussion of some of the changes within the landscape of signs and billboards.
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by a defloiog wall.S3 ln many cultures, conceptual systems are visibly and experientially

linked with the road and movement along a patb (path dwelling cultures, the AustraJian

Aborigines, nomadic peoples sucb as the Roma, Beduin, or Saami). But the importance

of the road is also prominent in cultures with a less direct relationship to movement. Aod

late modem cultures may oot be detached from the spatial continuity of the rood and

passage, either. It is enough for our purpose to consider the prominence of road-related

metaphors in our everyday language, and our contemporary preoccupations with

movement, mobility, speed, commuting and communication.

53 P1ato, The Republic. Book VU in Srott 8uchanaD, ed. The Portable Plalo (New York:
Penguïn: 1976), p. 546: "there is a raised way, and you will see, if you look, a low wall built
aIODg the way,... men passing along the wall •.."
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CHAPTER6

WayfiDdiDg: MarkiDg the Landscape.

FIGURE 2.6-1: Inukshuk, Voho National Park, B.C.

. . .it is more than a matter of belonging to a specifie family or village; it is
standing in a specific spot that has been recognisabJe since the beginning of
time by the same unchanging spatial markers... inspiring to acknowledge
permanence, to worship iL.l

We have considered the marking of the landscape as a generative act in the

process of road-making. Let us now examine the different ways in which place specificity

is revealed indexically through marking. To begin, we need to acknowledge the act of

marking, of designating, differentiating the surroundings, as fundamentaJ to the process

of any creation. Most creation myths emphasize this generative force of differentiation

and marking of the previously undistinguishable. The beginning of the world is explained

Rhodes, Architecture and Meaning, pp. 17-18.
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(conceptualized) as the bringing forth of order by way of specifying fonn. Verbal

denotation (naming) or physical imprinting (marking) are essential components of any act

of conception.2

ln discussion of the importance of place in the creation of order Casey argues that

~~or creation to proceed differentiation must occur"} In Many creation mytbs

differentiation of the landscape is the primordial act that introduces spatial order ioto the

world, distinguishing one place from another, circumscribing cosmic regioos, makiog

places specifie, delirniting and naming them.4 The Pelasgian narrative of creation (3500

BCE) described by Casey places the generative force directly in the act of creating order

through "primordial scission": "In the beginning, Eurynome. the Goddess of Ali Things,

rose naked from Chaos, but found nothing substantial for her feet to rest upon. and

therefore divided the sea from the sky, dancing lonely upon the waves." S

Marduk, the master builder of the Entlma Elish, sets out to create by surveying the

expanse of Tiamat, the depth of her being. measuring out and marking the abyss before

creating new order. He then marks the spatial and temporal positions of the various

elements of the universe, conferring a directional pattern upon the world, and delineating

the entire landscape, assigning positions, directions, and detennining specifie places for

the gods and cosmic forces. Marduk differentiates the terrain with specifie topograpbical

markers, distinctive elements of the landscape. mountains, valleys, bodies of water: '4He

crossed the sky to survey the infinite distance; he stationed himself above apsu, that apsu

built by Nuddimud over the old abyss which he now surveyed, measuring out and

marking in."6

Borgmann discusses differentiatioD as necessary and sufficient for the creation of

80y conceptual or symbolic systems; both a principle of generation and the basis of

2 Mircea FJiade, "Sacred Spaœ and Making of the World Sacred" in The Sacred and lM
Profane (New YorIe: Harper Torchbook, 19(1), pp. 20-65.
3 Casey, The FOIe ofPlace.
4 Ibid., pp. 4, 25.
5 Ibid., p. 8.
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structure whether in a system of religious belief, mathematics or language.' For Leibnitz,

binary notations of numbers formed the essence of creation, the very image of being

(Imago Creationis), whereby the divine unity (one) and fonnless zero gave rise to "a

wonderful order and hannony which cannot be improved upon".8 For de Saussure, the

concept of difference was necessary and sufficient for the structure of language: "in

language there are only differences".9

Narningt marking and ordering are inseparable in any conceptual world, though

they may he enacted in different ways, given their material reality through different

means. Much has been written about the Australian Aborigines and their '4walk-abouts",

rituals of enacting and verbalizing (singing) place-difference, and meaning. In this

culture, the singing out of the names of objects, beings, forces and places is used to

circumscribe the world and its relationships, thus fixing the positions of its constituent

elements, asserting and confirming human place within the cosmos.IO Names, objects,

and places are thus linked through a sequence of incantation and movement.

Ricardo Castro in his discussion of the Colombian Kogi and their path dwelling

practices emphasizes the importance of inscribing space and pronouncing cosmic

relationships in the world view through movement and bodological space, the liminal

space of the path.1I He argues that for the Kogi, stone paths, not houses, are places of

dwelling, and that their landscape is mediated predominandy through path-making

6 CaseY. The Fate 0/Place, p. 28.
, Borgmann discusses the Genesis and the first aet of creatingldividing described there:
dividing the light from darkness. He aIso points to an important subtlety of labels: '6a distinction
wben made by the mind, a difference WOOD found in reality." Holding On to Reality, p. 141.
8 Borgmann. Holding On to Reality, pp. 141-142. for a specific discussion of differeotialion in
mathematics see Anton Glaser. Hislory 0/Binary and Dlher Nondecimal Numeration (Los
Angeles: Tomash. (981)
9 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics. 00. Charles Bally and Albert Secbebadye,
(New YorIc: McGraw-HiIl. 19(6). p. 120.
10 Bruce Cbatwio. The Songlines (New York: Penguio. 1987); Oaire Smith. '6Anœstors, place
and people: social landscapes in Aboriginal Australia." in Ucko and Laytoo. The Archaeology
and Anthropology 0/Landscape; R. M. Bemdt and C. Bemdt, The Spealcing lAnd (Ringwood.
Vidoria: Penguio. 1989); Howard Morphy. 6-colonialism. History, and the Construction eX Place:
The PoIitics of Landscape iD Northem Austtalia" in Bender, Landscape: polities and
perspectives.
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elements such as steps, stone surfaces, bridges, and retaining walls. Castro links this

hodological space of the Kogi to a conceptual world based on the symbolic importance of

weaving. He describes how weaving not ooly represeots the '~web of knowledge", but

sets the pace, rhythm and organization of the space of the path dwellers. 12

Weaving and walking are inseparable in this "web of knowledge", with the

rhythm of chanting, remembering, making objects, setting the pace of thinking; ail

intricately implicated in language. 13 What binds together the ideas of weaving, walking

and language is the continuous progression of steps, actions and words. Thus narning,

and marking come together along the path. The linkages among naming, tracing, and

placing are not necessarily confined to culturally distant times or lands. The naming of

places, the making visible of their specificity, the highlighting of their history and

symbolic dimensions continue to preoccupy contemporary minds as weil. Casey notes

how the basic question "Where are you from?" indicates the defining power of place in

our contemporary lives, as weil as the importance of entanglements between language

(naming) and place (placing).

Toponyms not onJy carry geographical coordinates, but are profoundly imbued

with history, sociaJ meaning, and personal memory. 14 Place-names continue their original

broadcast, continue to reveal the features of landscape that were used to guide and orient

earlier travellers, their knowledge of, and their movements in the world. Many sacred

sites and places are still known by their descriptive place names, even if their original

connection with the features of the landscape are lost or obscured.15 Sorne toPOoyms

Il Castro, "Sounding the Path."
12 Castro describes the spindle as representing the axis mundi, the loom with its four corners a
map of the universe, and the cross-bars representing "pathways of the souls". Castro, "Soundïng
the Path," p. 29.
13 The concept of weaving is not very distant from associations with language in the Western
culture either. The word Alext', as noted earlier (Chapter 3), comes from the Latin textum meaning
a web. The OED.
14 Tilley, A Phenomenology oflandscape, p. 19.
15 The narnes of places in aboriginallanguages of the land remind us of the significant
connection between naming and specifie locale. Like these names from the Arctic territories:
Labakhei-to Clake with steep shores'), Khaktsyarka Chilllike a man's ears'), Sivngevak Cseven-
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carry the memory of the original shape of the wayside, even the material from which the

wall skining the road was constructed, like Fosseway, Wattling Street.J6 Many places

still hear witness to their original importance, as when over hundreds and even thousands

of years tradersltravellers used the same mountain passes and crossed rivers by the same

fords. Names of settlements that grew at points of intersection and the main river

crossings still aUest to their original purpose and specifie relation to the features of the

surrounding landscape: from Bosphorus (Cowford) to Oxford, from KJugenfurt to

Herford. 17 Many modern place-names carry the memory of the important amenities (first

ions or tavems, for example) around which the original settlement grew: from

Strassbourg, Metz, Saverne to Tavems. 18 The spatial distribution of holy places and

sacrificial sites can be reconstructed with the help of place-names.19 And toponymie

legends continue to carry the spatial and topographical information of historical sites.2o

ln the modem world, the relationship is no longer tangible between place names

and places as such, and is becoming increasingly difficult to disentangle from visually

and verbally manifested labels. Often no longer expressing the specificity of a site, the

label has become a sign in itself, or as is the case of Hollywood, the specifie articulation

of the label, the very lettering and placement of the sign has become a symbol of the

headed bill'). o.v. Ovsyannikov and N. M. Terebikhin," Sacred space in the culture of the Arctic
regions", p. 46. Tilley cites the descriptive names of the Apache in A Phenomenology 01
Landscape, p. 19.
16 Hindly lists severaJ places in England and Gennany tbat bear the information on the
rnaterials of the original roads, Hindly, A His/ory 01Roads, p. 8.
17 Sehreiber, The His/ory ofRoad, pp. 2-3.
18 Casson, Travel in Ancient World, p. 201.
19 Mulk, "Sacrificial places and their meaning in Saami society", p. 127.
20 Most older places have legends, stories of siting the settlement. legends of famous places
have become pan of general knowledge, like the story of Romulus and Remus. Many are carried
ooly in local memories, the Iocallandscape and its landmarks. O.V. Ovsyannikov, "Sacred
Space", p. 63. Many newer places (towns, villages) associate their names with known stories,
famous personalities and events (reai and invented). Paul Bunyan, one of the great folk legends of
Arneri~marks many places along the American higbway, as do numerous claims to local rame:
"the home town of...... "the world's biggest....". A survey of America's roadside attraction is a
telling indication of the imponance of assening "bere". See John Margoies, Fun Along lhe Road
(Boston: Bulfincb Press, 00).
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place}) Thus the display/advertising sign is attaioing the status not only of landmark, but

of the very symbol of identity of the specific place.

But why, apart from sorne obviously functional reasons (Iike marking a ford,

passage, source of water for example) have specifie places been given importance and

marked as such? Why has it been paramount to physically manifest the 'here' in the

landscape? The relationsbip between place and its physicaJ markers (as between

architecture and site) has not been sufficiently explored in the Iiterature. 22 The

multidimensionality of this relationship forros a major difficulty for such explorations.

Any place that can he considered of 'importance' in our contemporary understanding

would have originally been imbued with sacred meaning and power. 10 scholarship, as in

conventional thinking, we often categorize traditional places of ritual as sacred, as holy

spots, associate them with religions practice (or magic and myth in pre-historie limes)

and examine them from this particular perspective. It has been rather typical of earlier

scholarship to assign the label of "sacred rite' to practices or manifestations that were not

understood within the newer world view. Greek and Roman scholars thus believed

Egyptian hieroglyphs to be nothing more than magical symbols for sacred rites. 23 We

continue to make similar claims about prehistoric communication, about cave paintings,

petroglyths and prehistoric mapping. Philip Meggs, for example, in his history of visual

communication, notes that cave paintings could not be considered as manifestations of

'an' for "these early pictures were made for survival and were created for utilitarian and

magical PUrposes".24 Rather than simply assigning the specifie and iocompletely

21 Arnold ScbwartzmaD. Designage. Art ofDecoralive Sign (San Francisco: Chronicle Books,
19(8), pp. 7-8.
22 Vincent Scully makes this claim in The Earth. the Temple. and the Gods (New Haven and
London: Yale University Press. 1972), pp. 187-188; Edmund Bacon focuses on the dynamics eX
the relationship between architecture and site in Design ofCities; Robin F. Rhodes explores tbis
in much deptb in Architecture and MelJlling olthe A1henian Acropolis (New YorIe: Cambridge
University Press. 1995) and claims tbat the tbeme bas little presence in arebiteetural scbolarsbip.
A similar assertion is made by Maurice Lageaux, A typo/ogy ofthe building-site relation in
architecture (LSE Discussion Paper S, Cilies Programme, 2000).
23 Meggs, History ofGraphic Design, p. 10.
24 Ibid., p.S.
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understood mode of communication to the sphere of magic, let us probe the ways in

which these special places were reveaJed within the landscape, and seek possibilities for

understanding the complexity of communication within that environment. We may not

immediately grasp the signification of these relatioDships, or see their relevance to our

present communication practices; still, we need to acknowledge their palpable

significance.

Let us bring back into this discussion the notion of ritual, as it may he that the

sacred dimension associated with ritual manifestations clouds our view. R F. Rhodes

argues that ritual is a major component of cultural memory, and that its enactment

acknowledges, commemorates and orders significant moments, myths and places: "il

makes the unfamiliar, the irrational, the unpredictable, the unknowable accessible, less

terrifying through fami1iar, predictable, pattemed ineantations."25 Through specifie

practices enacted in designated places (places associated with these practices), ritual

provides a certain discernable order and a consistent access to the spiritual.26 Rituai

typically develops at sites of transition between people, places, and spiritual conditions, at

sites of liminality, the betwixt.27 Tbrough ritual formula, metaphor, and incantation, the

uncertainties associated with the actual transitions are diminished. 28 Typically, these

sites of transition, located at the margins and thresholds (crossings, passes, shores,

mountain summits, cliff edges) were regarded as special, sacred.29 These specifie

landscape sites, Rhodes proposes, ~'exuded a godlike sense of permanence" and

compelled people to react with acknowledgement and respect, marking and indicating

2S Rhodes, Architecture and Meaning, p. 7.
26 Ibid., p. 9.
27 Victor Turner argued the importance of liminality to ritual and symbols. See Victor Turner,
"Variations on üminality" in B/az.ing the Trail. Way Marks in the Exploration ofSymbols
(Tucson &: London: The University of Arizona Press, 1992), pp. 48-65.
28 Rhodes, Architecture and Meaning, p. 6.
29 Holy places could also be sites of transition between sommer and winter pastures, crossings
between the mainland and the isles, like the Kozmin Copse, a pathway sanctuary of the Aretic
Nenets. In the grove along the passage, offerings are still made on sacred trees. See Ovsyannikov
and Terebikhin, .6Sacred space in the culture of the Aretic regioos," pp. 58, 71.
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them. "These are the holy places~ where gods aJighL~'30 And these were~ in Borgmann's

words~ the focal points of an encompassing order}1

These were places of communication; of connecting the known and the unknown,

the human and the divine, the living and the ancestral, the present moment and destiny.

These were places of vertical connection, as it were, they marked the "here" of

communication. They also indicated the "here" of temporality. When Kevin Lynch, in

What Time is This Place?, gives examples of how lime is revealed in built fonn, he

resorts to a pictorial essay: "signs of time" show signposts, signs, markers, posters and

graffiti; ail changing surface layers of the cityscape. Beginning with a 1734 stone marker

indicating "Boston 8 miles", Lynch narrates a story of "time signais" in the urban

landscape.J2 The marking of place, he argues with images, reveals in the landscape these

temporal expressions (whether signs of permanence or temporality)~ and makes the

change, the transition, visible. Like the relationship between landscape and temple,

discussed by Rhodes, temporal expression in the landscape, Lynch claims, remains

largely unexplored. Rhodes argues that "few who spend time considering ancient

architecture will deny the power of the landscape in Orcek holy spots, or the crucial

relationship between it and the Greek temple".33 ln the same way, it cao be suggested

that while the importance of signs and markers of place has not gone unnoticed, the

problem of their relationship to the landscape has largely evaded scholarly attention.

Equating the two (the marking of the sacred and the marking of time) may not be as far

fetched as it seems, especiaJJy when we consider how prominendy place is featured in

both. Rhodes notes how the siting of temples often happened on particular long-used

sites, with the original inspiration or religious impulse derived from the landscape, from

the particular place. Even if forgotten by successors to the first temple on a site, the site

30 Rhodes, Architecture and Meaning, p. 26.
31 Bargmann, Holding On 10 Rea/ity, p. 25.
32 Lynch, What rime is This Place? pp. 135-162.
33 See also Scully. The &rth. Ihe Temp/e.
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itself would continue to broadcast its importance.34 The siting of later temples,

particularly on long-used sites, May be thought of as reflecting a more contemporary

notion of adherence to architectural or religious 'tradition'; still the specifie locale

continues to communicate the temporal dimension of place.

Often places naturally and dramatically distinguisbed within the landscape, vivid

landmarks, would be considered to be imbued with special powers: an unusually shaped

stone or a rock, a large tree, a hill, a grove, waterfaJl, a spring. These places would be

"marked" by their prominent presence, they would be natural landmarks, nature's way of

saying "here". As such, they would be considered to be animated witb spiritual being or

divine force.35 Borgmann describes such a naturally marked ancestral landscape as

"profoundly coherent because of the regular interplay of signs and things".36 Often

prominent, dramatie elements of the landseape were seen as markers of speciaJ place, in

Borgmann's words, '~ocal points of an encompassing order"}7 These often would be

features that were out of the ordinary, strangely looking stones, trees, mountain tops or

ranges, sometimes resembling human figures or animais, elements that fired the

imagination, that were memorable, that singled out specifie places by their very presence

as landmarks. The anthropologicaJ literature cites nurnerous examples of sacrifieial

places, places of ritual located neac outstanding features in the landseape, with choice

locations primarily govemed by topographicaJ eonsiderations.J8

34 Rhodes, Architecture and Meaning, p. 88.
35 Tilley, Phenomeno/ogy ofLandscape; Mulk, USacrificiai places and their meaning in Saami
society".
36 Borgmann, Holding On 10 Reality, p. 24-37.
37 Ibid.
38 For a discussion of patterns of tomb-siting and orientation see Cooney, "Soclallandscape in
Irish prehislOry." Derailed case studies of the significance of the siting of linear monuments
along the Ridgeway in South Dorset are pIOvided by Christopher Tilley, Metaphor and Material
Cu/ture (Oxford: Blackwell PubJishers, 1999) Often, not ooIy orientation seemed considered, but
specifie relationsbip between the particular monument and skyline sighling: Tilley. Metaphor, pp.
215-16. Penniek gives examples of megaliths with horizon-following shapes, Nigel Pennick, The
Celtic Cross (London: Blandford, (998), p. 65. Similarly, eariier researchers of ancient
monuments and stone crosses of Eogland refer to sitings as a detennioing characteristie. For
exarnples of specifie landmarks see: W. Onnsby Gore, Ancient Monuments. Volume II and In
(London: His Majesty's Stationary Office, 1936); J. T. Blighl, Ancient Crosses and Other
Antiquities in the East ofCornwall (London: Marshall and Co., 1858).
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At points of transition (gates, crossroads, crossings, passes) pennanence and the

forces of nature and destiny were confronted. De Certeau calls these places '·mouthpieces

of limits" as they appear both to communicate as weil as separate.J9 Strong emotions 

of awe and fear - thus resonated there and were made manifest in markings. These

matched the drama, the height of emotion that the spot evoked. MegaJithic stones, even

today resonate with the power of place and the strength of presence in the landscape.40

Emblematic monsters, gorgons, lions, leopards, were also used to mark entrances, gates,

sacred places and traits, directly confronting those approaching. Numerous historical

examples could be cited here: from the lions along the Sacred Trail of Babylon, the she

bears marking many pre-historic Siavic sacred sites, to the 1lib century St John's

CathedraJ in 's-Hertogenbosch. 41 For centuries, gorgons and monsters, wild animais and

gargoyles have guarded entrances, bridges and gates. The tradition continued long into

the 19J! century, when many even quite ordinary buildings, no longer inspiring awe,

would feature fearsome omaments at their gates and entrances, conspicuously present to

thase approaching.

Often places were marked because they carried specifie memories of past events,

not only of larger historical significance, but often those quite local or personal: where

someone took a fright or died; where something unexplained happened; where someone

had a vision.42 These places would he marked ta differentiate them from the

surroundings and to remind the travellers of the event each time the place was

encountered. Places of executions, suicide, murder and personal tragedy would also he

39 See de Certeau's discussion of the paradox of the frootier, The Practice 0/Everyday lift,
p.IZ7; "Boundaries are transponable limits and banSportations cL limits, they are a1so
nu!taphorai,'· p. 129.
40 Tilley, A Phenomenology 0/lAndscape, see a1so descriptions of cromlechs in Bligh~
Ancienr Crosses, pp. 60-65.
41 Katarzyna Marciniak forexample, lists places of sacrifice on Biala Gom (Southem PoIand
marted witb large stone sculptures of sbe-bears: "Tbe Perceptioo and treatment of prebistoric and
contemporary places and sites in PoIand" in Cannichael et al, Sacred Sites, Sacred Places, p. 14.
The roof of the main cathedral in the town of Hieronymus Bosch is lined with figures of gotbic
monsters evoking as much fear as images that Bosch used in bis paintings of buman fJailty and
evil. See de Poli, Bosch, pp. 12-13.
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marked. These would serve a social function of waming, their presence demanding

reflection on the deed, a prayer in someone's intention, a ritual of memory.43

Rhodes proposes that "our ooly meaningful access to memory lis] through myth,

and through the land itself'.44 Myths embodied in architectural manifestations like

shrines, temples and grave monuments were responses to divinity and the problem of

humanity's relationship to it.4S Originally these were not vehicles for the expression of

aesthetics, nor for the aggrandizement of gods or the individuaJs who built them. Rather,

they marked the points where prayers could be heard, and sacrifices received; points of

communication and connection. 46 They demarcated the sites wbere a divinity could be

approached by mortals, where communication with the gods was possible; these markers

were "metaphors in stone, rituai in three dimensions."47 De Certeau emphasizes the

importance of the detennination of spatial experience through "objects that are ultimately

reducible to the being-there of something dead, the law of a 'place' (from the pebble to

the cadaver, an inert body always seems, in the West, to found a place and give it the

appearance of a tomb)."48

Important places in the landscape, the holy spots, often functioned as sacrificiaJ

places. They could have been associated with healing powers; water sources by

outstanding features of the landscape (waterfalls, springs, lakes, wells) were known for

their healing properties. Water sources invited many rituaJ activities: pilgrimage, the

taking of water from the spring, rituals of purification. At these special places, marked

42 Ovsyannikovand Terebikbin, "Sacred space," p. 58.
43 Wayside crosses often functioned in this way. See Tadeusz Seweryn, Kapliczki i /crzyze
przydroUle w Polsce (Warszawa: Instytut Wydawniczy PAX, (958); Alfred Rimmer mentions
several types of "memorial crosses", "weeping crosses', "crosses of mouming", Ancienr Stone
Crosses ofEngland (London: Virtues and Co., 1875), pp. 13-14.
44 Rhodes, Architecture and Meaning, p. 13.
4S Ibid., p. 14.
46 Ibid., p. 8.
47 Ibid., pp. 5-6. Tbere are Dumerous important sites of ritual described in Iiterature. From the
ancient Greek wood, the Periclean Acropolis, and the Uon's Gate al Myrœnae are perbaps most
often mentioned. For a discussion of the Panathenaic processiOD see also Bacon, Design ofCilies,
pp. 64-73.
48 de Certeau, TIre Practice ofEveryday life, p. 118.
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by naturaJ or conventionaJ markers, offerings typically were made. ft is interesting to

note the specifie types of offerings used by a range of cultures: ribbons, cords, strips of

cloth or gannents. At healing wells, in particular, the traditional meaning of strips of

cloth as sacrifices transcends numerous cultures; similarly, the adding of a pebble or a

brancb is often an offeriog at a wayside shrine.49 Frontiers, places of transition, would

typically be associated with the making of offerings to ensure safe passage. The offering

of a sacrifice was a means of establishing communication between the holy and the

secular, the offering itself serving as the material embodiment of that link. Totl booths,

city gates, tumpikes are ail descendents of these special places and the traditional demand

of offerings at points of passage.

These special places, and their visible presence within the landscape, served a

mnemonic function; de Certeau refers to this as "implantation of memory in a place".so

In pre-literate societies it cao be argued that they constituted a "holy book" of landscape,

preserving memories of a people's history, and individual destinies.51 Places and their

markings recorded and transmitted infonnation over the course of lime; they had a

pennanence of broadcast Thus, their destruction meant not only desecration, but the

destruction of culture, knowledge, the wipiog out of an annotation system of place

marking. The symbolism of this change was powerful for early societies, and it remains

so for contemporary societies. The superimposing of another layer of markers on

previous symbols makes visible and immediate these political, territorial, religious, and

linguistic changes. The power of the language of signs can be traced far ioto the history

49 Ovsyannikov and Terebik.bin, "Sacred space," p. 69. Wayside shrines, crosses, maypoles are
also typically decorated witb ribbons, and garlands. See SeweryD, Kapliez,ki przydrozne, and a more
specifie study of architectural histOl}' of PoIish kaplicVci Icryniczne (sacred wells and shrines) Wiktor
Zin, Piekno utracone (Warszawa, Krajowa Agencja Wydawnicza, 1985); Marciniak, '7he
Perception," p. 148. On marking trees in sacred groves witb offerings see: Ovsyannikov and
Terebikhin, "Sacred space". Also, see Walter L. Brenneman, Jr. ""'e ciœle and the cross: Loric and
sacred space in the boIy wells d lreland" in David Seamoo and Robert Mugerauer, eds. DweUing,
Place and Environmenl. Towards a Phenomenology 01Person and World (New York; Columbia
University Press, 1985), pp. 136-158.
50 de Certeau, The Practice 01Everyday Ufe, p. 86.
51 Ovsyannikovand Terebikhin, "Sacred space," p. 59.
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of signposts, guideposts, wayside shrines and trail-markers. Ancient stone crosses in

England and Ireland show pagan roots overlaid with Christian symbolism: Christian

crosses crudely carved into the phallic monoliths of the pagan culture attested to the

changed system of marking, the new Christian tradition of reference.52 Similarly, the

wooden crosses that replaced holy stones in the tundra landscape of the Nenets, changed

their sacred symbols.S3 Wayside crosses in Poland were erected on the sites of pagan

statues of the crossroad gods when the Christian religion was accepted in the tirst

millennium.54 Centuries later, many wayside crosses, which had become a strong symbol

of Polish culture, were removed after czar Peter the Great's edict in an attempt to wipe

out signs of local culture within the recendy annexed territory.55

1 want to stress that it was not necessarily the sacred nature of the markers that

was at issue, but the act of making the specificity of place manifest in a constructed,

"institutional" Marker of specifie beliefs. The differentiating and appropriating

characteristics of these markers made them most vulnerable to changes. Signs of inns

and tavems perbaps best exemplify the susceptibility of signs to various historical

shifts.56 They often would he painted over, changed with every changing political tide:

like the head of Charles 1on signs of tavems in England, which was promptly repainted

to represent Cromwell when the king was executed, only to have Cromwell's features

covered by the likeness of Charles n severaJ years later.57

52 See Bligbt's survey of ancient crosses East of Cornwall, Ancienl Crosses; and Peonick's
discussion on "re-dedication" of ancient crosses. The Celtic Cross, p. 71.
53 Ovsyannikov and Terebikhin, "Sacred space," p. 71.
54 Seweryn, Kaplicz/à i knyte przydroi.ne.
55 Seweryn, Kaplicz/(i i knyte przydrow. The ediet of 1722 was laler complemented with
signs appearing in offices and govemment buildings that proclaimed, in Russian Cyrillic letters,
tbat "it is forbidden to speak PoIish" (govarit t pa polslci "i~ vospraschiaelSia). Exterior signs of
buildings, place-names, and street names were also changed to Russian in the early 1800s, and
remained 50 uotil 1918. Marian Sokolnicki, "W niewoli i u progu wyzwolenia" in Paszkiewicz,
Polslal i jej dorobe/c, p. 434.
56 Edward C. Guillet, Pioneer Inns and Taverns. Volume 1 (foronto: University of Toronto
Press, 1964).
57 Guillet documents a fascinating bistory of the cbanging faces and names of the tavem and
inns signs in England. He cites one story that exemplifies the phenomenon: "An alehouse-keeper,
near Islington, who bad long lived al the sign of the French King, upon the commencement eX the
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Il is important to note that within the changing religions, changing traditions, and

often against the wishes of the consecutive mlers, the power of places themselves seemed

to endure. The markings may have changed to conform to the current acceptable canon of

symbols. The same places remained marked, however, and the same landmarks retained

their importance. Local history was still being inscribed and remembered in the

landscape. And one could see that religious symbolism was often exactly that: a canon for

the artifactual manifestations. As an example, one can look at the use of crosses in the

Arctic territories by the Nenets. They fonn places on gravesides that, given our

contemporary ideas on the function of symbols, would seem appropriate. But they also

demarcate fishing places, much like the inushuks of the Canadian North. They signify

territorial daims when used as boundary markers on fields, in addition to the more sacred

function as places for thanksgiving for plentiful harvest or the successful huntSB

Typically, numerous examples of successive temples, built or successive markers placed,

on the same site can he found in the Iiterature.59

As proposed in the previous chapter, the path or road can be considered a way

marker in its own right, and indeed cannot he separated from the genealogical survey of

signage. A path can in itself he a visible, differentiated mark on the landscape, a mark of

passage. To become such, it needs to he traversed over a period of lime; many footprints

need to be layered repeatedly over its surface. It needs to be frequently re-traced. But

first, it needs to he recognized as a route. Long before its surface becomes discemible

through repeated use, the road exists as a track constituted of markers aJone. Its course is

detennined through nurnerons navigational, orienting signs, cues placed inadvertently or

last war pulled down bis oId sign and put up that of the Queen of Hungary. Under the influence of
her red face and golden sceptre he continued la sell ale tiU sbe was DO longer the favourite eX bis
customers; he changed ber, therefore,... for the King of Prussia" Guillet, Pioneers Inns, pp. 8-9.
58 Ovsyannikovand Terebikhin, uSacred space," p. 73.
59 Rhodes, Architecture and Meaning, Ovsyannikov and Terebikhin, "Sacred space".
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deliberately. Thus Forbes considers road signs, as "the tirst traces of human activity in

road building".!JO

y et another way of differentiating the path from the surrounding landscape is

through the marking of its surface: either through clearing, grading, paving6l, building an

elevated surface (causeway), or the creation of grooves (tracks) for vehicles. ft is the

surface, particularly the paved surface not just "any surface indication that people

traversed a given route", that for many historians, as noted earlier, becomes the true

beginning of the road. 62 This is not surprising; there is ample tangible archeological

evidence of such differentiated roads (both Detworks and processional routes). Sorne

sources, especiaJly within landscape archeology and transportation research, make a clear

terminologicaJ distinction between roads whicb are "fonnally constructed"', and mere

paths defined simply by the passage of many people, and in sorne cases animais, creating

a visible route 00 the land's surface.63

But even when the path is not distinguishable from its surrouodings by the

continuous trace of previous passage, it can exist as a series of signposts alone. The

earliest "man-made tracks", it is often noted in the literature dealing with the history of

roads "consisted of little more than a series of observed landmarks and man-made route-

markers.''64 For early humans, to follow a trait meant to carefully observe changes in the

face of the landscape, and to "read" its distinguishing features. Sometimes it was the

terrain itself that c1early suggested the course: ridgeways that followed high ground,

60 Forbes, Notes on the history, p. 3
61 Paving depended on soit conditions and available material. Pre-Roman roads in many pans
of Europe, especially in low-Iands and lake areas, were log roads. It is considered that the earliest
made road network in Western Europe is Somerset Level, west of Glastonbury in England. This
neolithic trackway (dating to 2500 BeE) is a log road, a similar, but much later, road was found
in Hungary in the Pagola swamps. See: Hindly, Â History ofRoads, p. 9. üke consbUetioo was
used for wooden pavements of the "Iake" villages in Switzerland dating from about 1700 BCE.
Hindly, A History ofRoads, p. 10, and in well-preserved log settlement of Biskupin in north
centml Poland, dating from about 620 BCE, Paul G. Bahn, Lost cilies (London: Weidenfeld &
Nicolson, 1'»7), pp.~1.
62 See J. Ryslop, ··Observatioos about research on prehistoric roads in South America" in
Trombold, Ancienl Road Networla, p. 29.
63 Ibid.
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riverbeds~ valleys. clearings in the woods. Many such Datural tracks are discemible today

and can he described as the listing of the successive natural landmarks and topologicaJ

features of the traversed territory.6S Many existing roads followed the original pathways

set down within natural features of the landscape and can he examined with the help of

aerial photography. In Many places that experienced less extensive developrnent over the

centuries~ traces of the original roads are stilliegible (many pre-Colurnbian roads are still

clearly iDSCribed in the landscape and their relationship to the natural features of the

surroundings cao he examined).66

Roads in the Old World~ though overlaid with numerous developrnents~ still show

the patterns of natural tracles leading through mountain passages, major ri ver valleys,

ridges and escarpments. The ancient amber routes leading through the valleys of

Moravia toward the Baltic sea can be described even today by referring to major

landscape formations and features. Adler, in his extensive study of mapping and way

finding techniques among early people, notes the nurnerons natural markers used.67 ln

addition to larger-scale elements of the landscape, he mentions "compass-plants", plants

and growth that specifically point in cardinal directions. In highly repetitive (like dense

forest), or poorly differentiated landscapes (desert, tundra, plains), however, it was not

always possible to fix one's course or position through reference to conspicuous natural

landmarks (Iandforms, hilltops, trees, rocks). In addition, various important places (fords,

safe passages through marshes, good fishiDg spots, etc.) needed to be specifically

identified for future refereDce. In those instances, early humans Deeded to ensure their

64 Hindly, A History ofRoads, p. 8.
65 Historical North Arnerican Indian overland travel-ways, for example are described in this
manner in: Chester B. Priee, "Historie Indian Trails of New Hampshire," New Hampshire
Archae%gist{March, 1958); W. B. Hinsdale,ulndian Overland Travelways", Wisconsin
Archae%gisl (9,110.2. 1929), pp. 114-119; William Paul Corbette Oklahoma Highways: From
lndian Trails 10 Urban Expressways (Ph. D Tbesis, Oklahoma State University, 1982).
66 The field of landscape arcbeology focuses on sucb marks imprinted in the landscape by
historical developments. Trombold, Ancient Road Networlcs.
67 Adler, Karty, pp. 24-26. See Borgmann's discussioo ofinfonnation about reaJity and the l'Ole
of natura1 and CODventiona1 markers witbin the ancestrallandscape, Holding On 10 Reality, pp.
24-37.
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orientation through landmarks of their own making~ through artificial (conventional)

markers.

It is often argued in the literature on the history of travel, road building and

canography that so called "primitive people~VJ8 had a powerful sense of orientation and

that their navigations (whether inland or al sea~ though the latter is not pan of this

discussion) were guided by an "unparalleled sense of direction", a largely intuitive

familiarity with the territory.69 But early peoples relied on numerous markers, many of

them no longer existing as pan of our social knowledge and conceptual systems. These

studies in fact illustrate the importance of way-markers~ of eues from the landscape for

peoples who were often assumed to have "intuitive" way-finding and orienting abilities.

The intricate overlay of sign and marking systems is rarely examined, yet these signs

attest to road marking as a pre-condition for road-making; evidence exists that later roads~

and even major auto-routes. followed the early trails marked in subtle ways by the First

Peoples. 10

Hindly argues that '1"rom leaming the sequence of natural landmarks and the

setting up [of] his own road signs, Man took his tentative steps towards the science of

road building. ''71 PhysicaJ historical evidence of early way marking is sparse, particularly

in the Old World, where nurnerous layers of consecutive developments have obscured or

destroyed previous traces. Even where the evidence exists. the original function of the

artifacts is often not readily recognized. as was the case with what was tenned in early

literature the "Indian Trees" of the North AmeriC8D Middle West ln the 1940s. several

studies were conducted on these curiously defonned trees growing in the Mississippi

Valley and the Great Lakes region. The trees were in fact surviving guideposts, made by

68 For a thorough examinatioo of the notion of the Ilprimitive" (the Noble Savage) in relation to
wayfinding, mapmaking and spatial orientation see Blakemore, "From wayfinding to
mapmaking".
69 Schreiber, The History 0/Roads.
70 Sorne examples can be found in: Priee, "Historie Indian Trails of New Hampshire";
Hinsdale,"lndian Overland Travelways"; Corbett, Oklahoma Highways.
71 Hindly, A History 0/Roads.
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bending saplings at right angles about three or four feet from the ground. 72 Earlier last

century, hundreds of such defonned trees could still be round and were described in

several studies and popular articles in the forties. They marked trails through the forests

and in intervals of from about two hundred feet to a half mile, their trunks paralleled the

trail's direction; they would be referred to as "Indian trees", or "Indiao trail markers".73

Several different techniques were used for conventional marking: bent or broken

boughs, incisions on the trunks of trees, sticks driven into the ground, poles and tlags,

stone cairns in open country, a single stone strategically placed.74 Adler's extensive

study of way-finding techniques among aborigjnal peoples describes a number of

different techniques used in different cultures and climactic, geographic conditions.7S

Many of these are still used in present times in some cultures, or under certain conditions,

so these are not Mere anthroPOlogical relies. They are used to mark the landscape without

necessarily differentiating the course of a path itself. Rather, they suggest the path of

movement through the provision of a sequence of reference points, orienting markers.

The inukshuks, for example, have changed their material composition over the centuries

(in addition to stones, man-made objects like car tires are often used nowadays in their

construction) but both their basic structure and purpose have endured.

A contemporary hiker travelling in a heavily wooded terrain, unless s/he resorts to

the use of positioning technology (such as a compass or GPS device) is likely to employ

techniques of landscape marking, or to look for available eues from the surroundings,

similar to those used by the early peoples in similar terrain.76 Way-markers have always

been site-specific: they reflect the panicular climactic conditions of the site and have

been typically constructed with materials available in the place. They can also come in

72 Horace Kemble, "Indian Treesn Southwest ÜJre (Gunnison Colorado, 1947), pp. 78-79.
73 Kemble in ulndian Trees" refers to several other sources from the 1940s.
74 Adler, Ktuty; Forbes, Notes 011 the history; Kemble, uindian Treestt

; ways of mamng pre
Columbian roads are noted in Trombold, Ancielll Road Networks; flags in the Egyptian desert are
noted in Brind Morrow, The Names ofThings.
75 Adler, Ktuty, p. 28.
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more ephemeral fonns, like footprints or trait traclcs, particularly in the snow bound

tundra, that would he re-traced by a hunter on bis way back. Casey tells a poignant story

of the difference in spatial and way-finding concepts of an explorer in Alaska and bis

Eskimo guide in the early twentieth century.n

Tbe markers needed to he recognizable by those who were iotended to follow

them (members of the same group), and yet possibly rnissed by those for whom they were

not meant (the enemy or competition). Prehistoric roads of the Etruscan overland trade

were mostJy rough tracks, often "00 more than narrow paths, about which one trader

leamed from another, or which he blazed for himself with small and frequently hidden

signs".78 Even trade routes were guanled this way. About 330 BeE wheo the Romans

interrupted Etruscan trading, the arober routes were lost together with the Etruscan

knowledge of their navigation. The Romans were forced to find new ways of accessing

the gold of the sea.79

The path-finding skills of the native guides used by European explorers in the

New World are legendary. They allowed their guides to follow trails that to the untrained

eye simply were not there. Rather than their instincts, however, the guides were

following trails "reading" the landscape through the use of their complex knowledge of

the territory and ability to detect the nuanced traces left (intentionally or inadvertently) by

previous travellers. Markings that were left intentionally would most often employa code

that would allow them to rernain hidden from those who were not meant to notice or

understand them. Such codes, notations of the particular language of the path, can he

encountered in our contemporary world in the symbolic markings used by the Scouts, or

those used by nomadic peoples, like the Gypsies, or sub-groups like hoboes. The

76 See Borgmann'8 discussion on biking with global posilioning system devices in die
wildemess of Montana, Borgmann, Holding On 10 Reality, p. 217.
n Casey, Gening /Jack inIo Place.
78 Schreiber, The History ofRoads, p. 2.
79 Ibid., p. 7.

154



•

•

symbols employed to denote specifie concepts are very similar across codes7 the language

of the path. 80

Another way of marking the trail was a continuous differentiating of its shape and

direction 7 making the side of the path ioto a marker. This differentiation was made in the

fonn of lioes of cairns or even low walls that skirted the road and served to mark it more

precisely. Sorne early roads were skirted on each side bya wicker or wattle fence7 or by

a fosse or a ditch7 and the names of roads frequently retained these origins.81 Hindlyalso

notes that many of the Gennan ancient ways had wicker or wattle fences built aloRg

them. Studies of pre-Columbian roads in the New World are a particularly rich source of

examples of marking a path7 s course: with the use of curbs, low walls7 high walls7 sticks7

lines of small stones.82

Victor Turner uses the tenn 'way markers 7 metaphorically in his exploration of

symbols in Blazing the TraiL The complex connections between ritual and places of

transition 7 between the symbolic world and the marking of the landscape fonn a

continuous theme in his work. He begins his discussion of ritual and symbol with a

description of the Ndembu tenn for a ritual symbol which is a landmark, chinjikijilu7

derived from kujikiji/a, to blaze a trail by cutting marks on trees. Marking7 he believes is

"a means of connecting known with unknown territoryU, thus the ritual symbol functions

like the trail which a Ndembu hunter marks to find his way back from the unexplored

bush to his village.83

80 Various sources on graphie symbols refer to symbols of the Roma or hoboes. For example
see Rosemary Sasson and Albenine Gaur7 Signs, symbols and icons: prehistory 10 llu compuler
age (Exeter: Intellect Books, 1997).
81 Hindly, A History ofRoods, p. 8.
82 For exarnples of different road types and surface differentiation see Colleen M. Beek "Cross
cutting relationships: the relative dating ofancienl roads on the oorth coast of Pero77 in
Trombold7 Ancient Road Networks, pp. 66-79.
83 Turner, B/azing the T,ail.
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Way Sïgns in History.

nGURE 2.7-1

•

We have traced the generative role of way-markers in road-making, in

establishing archetypal routes of communication, and looked at the importance of place

marking in constituting systems of cosmic order. Throughout human history, the

significance of place has been made manifest in both ritual practice and the physical

marking of the 1andscape. The markers were intended ta identify places and remain in

the landscape broadcasting the place specificity over time. These markers of location

denoted relationships between place and systems of knowledge, power, and
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understanding; they made visible and pennanent the meaning with which a particular

place was imbued. In addition to being signs of location, then, they c8rried other

information which may have related less to the specifie site, and more to its spatial

relationship to other locations or the opportunities for exposure that the site provided.

Early markers would combine ail these functions in complex ways that are

difficult to disentangle, particularly from our contemporary perspective. It may seem

counter-intuitive, for example, to think that a crude stone slab or a cairn by the wayside

would be invested with the power of myth geoeration. Yet, sorne scholars of classical

Greece and mythology argue that certain ancient gods "began tbeir rituallife as hermae",

"those stone piIlars or herms, which were used as way-marks or boundary-stones in

Greek lands".1 Karl Kerényi, in his discussion of the cult of Hennes, posits that 4'from

the signpost grew the God of the road" and 44Hennes is a herm".2 This suggests that

hermae were markers of the worship of place itself and the ideas associated with its

specificity and power (orienting, protecting, providing) before any particular deity was

assigned to represent tbese concepts. Herm, the archetypal signpost and way marker,

originally signified its siting, with the mythical figure of Hennes brought ioto the scene

Harris, The Origin ofthe Cult ofHermes, pp. S, 49.
2 Kerényi, Hermes. Guide 0/Souls, p. 4S. Kerényi refers to Hermes as first a mere
'4gravestone or a signpost spirit". He cites Deubner's argument that the god of the road was DO

more than the spirit of the signpost, L Oeubner, Der ithyplrallische HeT1MS (Stuttgart 1937) pp.
201,203. W. K. G. Guthrie a150 suggeslS this direction of progression: from the signpost to the
myth and the figure ofa god: "we are back apin al our primeval uprigbt stone froID which 50

much of Hermes' nature seems to bave takco origin." The Greelcs and their Gods (Boston:
Beacon Press t 1950), p. 92. More reœnt sources , on the otber band, seem 10 deny any
relationship betweeo the hum and Hermes, as iD "the gad bas DO original connection witb the
huma or cairn of stones, as was once thougbL" See curiously assertive colly by Madeleine Josl
in Simon Homblower and Anthony Spawforth, eds. The Oxford Companion 10 ClassicaJ
Civ;li~tion (Oxford and New York; Oxford University Press, (998), p. 336.
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• later to embody the depth of meaning a1ready present and made manifest in the marked

place.

FIGURE 1.7-1: Hennes as a herm.

It is often mentioned in the literature on antiquity that these "shrines to Hermes",

no more lban heaps of stones, were used as primitive road signs, on which each passerby

was expected to add another stone as an offering to the deity. Casson describes the Greek

roadside as featuring "no road signs as 5uch, but at least at crossroads or boundary lines

there was a serviceable substitute, the hermeia or shrines of Hermes".3 Sorne argue that

as time went on, the hermeia became more sophisticated and in sorne places the simple

heap gave way to arrangements of hewn stones. Harris, suggests that the post (first a

branch, a tree trunk, later an upright stone) was originally a structural element of the

heap, or a device which rendered the cairn more prominent, and laler developed into a

• J Casson, Travel in the Ancien! World, p. 71.
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single pos~ a herm.4 Harris also suggests that this was originally a wooden post~ and

links this to tree trunks often later represented in sculptures of Hennes.s

FIGURE 2.7-3: A typicaJ herm from 6th century BeE,
Aegean island of Siphnos.

Kerényi~ on the other hand~ argues that the herm developed not from a heap of

stones~ but from the simplest conceivable monument or a marker, an upright stone, "a

phallus-monument that was the primordial symbol of life".6 There seem to be no

agreement on the sequence of the development; what is, however~ more important to this

Harris, The Origin ofthe Cult ofHermJ!s.
Harris notes the often used motif of a tree trunk with its lower limbs lopped away. He links

this tree trunk: ta the wooden post in henns and to the bifurcated stuff carried by Hermes. Harris~

The Origin ofthe Cult ofHermes.
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discussion is that bath manifestations, the cairn and the upright stone, endured as markers

of places aJong the road and in points of transition. While the tradition of cairns

continued along the country roads as informai and highly interactive signposts, the more

sophisticated pillar herms would he posted at the gate to the city, in front of the house, at

crossroads.7

Early markers of the toad, boundary markers, and grave markers were similar in

their fonn and placement The association of grave markers with the road is noted, for

exarnple, by Mumford in his discussion of the foreshadowings of human settlements.8

This relationship is strongly manifest in the Greek mythology by the figure of Hennes

and bis role as the guide of souls to the Underworld.9 Kerényi argues that Hennes is

both, "a gravestone of signpost spirit" and the "God of the road"IO thus explaining the

siting of graves along the roads and the use of the phallic fonn in road markers, boundary

stones and grave stones. But, as Kerényi also notes, the traditions of placing phallic

stones on graves could he found in many early cultures. 11 [n sorne discussions of ancient

stone crosses in England and [reland, the phallie shape of rnany of the rnegalithic

6 Keréoyi argues that /umna is not the name Dot of a "stone beap" (hermax or hermaion, botb
derived from herma) but a single stODe. The Guide ofSouls, p. 78.
7 ln later fonns herm featured partial arms (tenons) used for bangiog wreaths or other
decorations. 115 pballic form was retained either in the shape, tapering towards the base, or in the
detail of a sculpture of a phallus at the front of the piUar. and larer developed iota an element used
in the design of formai gardens. Achter Band, Meners Konverlations - Lexicon (Lepzig und Vien:
Bibliographiscbes Institu~ 1890), p. 428. see also WIadyslaw Kopalinski9 Slowni/c mitôw i
trodycji ku/tury (Warszawa: PaDstwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 1988), Karl Kerényi, The Gods 01
the Greelcs (London: Tbames and Hudson, 1951).
8 Mumford9 Th~ City in History9 p. 7. For a discussion of the lines between buriaJ sites and
early roads and landmarks see Tilley, Metophor and Materitll Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, (999).
9 This mie is also present in the identification of Hermes with Thoth the Egyptian god of
wisdom, and as Harris suggests, also a guide of souls. Harris, The Origin ofth~ Cult ofHermes,
p.4.
10 Kerényi, Hennes. Guide ofSouls, p.45.
Il Ibid. pp. 70, 67.
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monuments and Celtic crosses is related to the concept of omphalos, the navet of the

world, the centre of the holy place, or sacred area. 12

The phaJlic fonn of these early markers was the primordial symbol that, together

with the four-corner base typical of herms and many road side and graveside monuments

in traditions distant in time and space, is linked to the "archetypal expression of totality,

inasmuch as it is rooted in the very foundatioD of the world.,,13 The Celtic monuments,

often phallic shaped stone "crosses" set into a rectangular base, are a group of weJJ-

documented wayside markers. They were typicaJly re-dedicated in medieval limes and

transfonned ioto Christian symbols.14 These early stone markings functioned as boundary

stones, memorial sites, '6crosses" of mouming, indications of sources of water (holy weJJs

or springs), etc. These functions would, of course, converge in complex ways, and at

times a specific function could be seen as predominating; still, what remained constant

was the specifie relationship to the landscape and the siting in places of transition or

12 Pennick, The Ce/tic Cross, p. 24.
13 Kerényi, Hermes. Guide ofSouls, p. 78. He links both the phallic fonn and the quadranguJar
base to the primordial, lite affirmiog qualities of Hermes. He links the cult of Hermes to the
number four, and thus the four-comer base: quod quadratus deus solus IuJberatur ("let the four
square God alone possess tbis"), p. 67.
14 Bligbt in bis 1856 and 1858 surveys of ancient stone crosses in Cornwall and East Anglia
shows several examples of pballic crosses re-fashioned into Christian symbols, Ancient Crosses
and Other An!iquities. Peonick discusses the various re-consecrations on numerous sites, The
Ce/tic Cross. pp. 67-68. Aise, see Rimmer: "the earliesl preachers of Christianity... pointed 10

the graves and holy wells, and dedicated them in another name. Crossroads were aise beld
panicuJarly sacred in the earlier times, and even as far as the period of the Dnüds they were
marked by upright stones, not dissimilar top Ihose we see al Stonebenge though, of course, mucb
smaller, and these stones were chiselled on the upper part witb a cross in relief... the numbers of
them near ancienl wells is very great." Ancient Stone Crosses ofEngland, p. Il. Rimmer links
the cuslOm of wayside crosses witb ttaditions in Cbristianity and cites ttthe habitants ofCanada
across the ocean; these are one and ail Roman CathoIics, and very simple and devout They
descended from the cid French families who first peopIed Canada. and adhere fondly 10 their
language and ancienl tradition. There are many road sign crosses along the lanes leading to
Montreal." p. 56.
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passage. 1S The prehistoric Siavic pillar-god Swiatowid whether rendered in wood or

stone, canied features similar to those of Greek herms, with the four-comer pillar related

to the cardinal directions emphasized by the god's four faces carved into the sides of the

pillar and "watehing over the world". 16 Similar symbolism of fonn and placement of

markers could be found in cultures distant geographically and bistorically, and associated

with different local deities. 17

The idea of the way sign was that of an orienting and protecting device marking

the place where important communication occurred. The way marker then can be

considered an archetypaJ medium of communication. The mythical figure of Hermes

embodied the complexities and multitude of communication modes: he was as much the

protector of travellers and mercbants (of transmission along the route) as the guide of

souls, protector of the household, insurer of arrivai and safe passage (of ritual). Kerényi

empbasizes mat the position of the herm at the entrance - whether in the yard or on the

road - and we could add, the position of a cairn at the crossroad, is that of the mediator:

Through Hennes, every bouse became an opening and a point of departure
to the paths that come from far off and lead into the distance. Standing at the
doorway, he indicated that here is a source of life and death, a place where
souls break in. as though be were pointing out a spring of fresh water. 18

15 Rimmer, Ancien' Stone Crosses ofEngland, pp. 12-14.
16 Swiatowid is "the one who sees the wood". See: Tadeusz Sulimirski, "Czasy
prehistorycme" in Paszkiewiez, Pois'"' ; jej dorobek dziejowy. pp. 80-85, p. 81; Pennick, The
Celtic Cross, p. 33; zamoyski, TM Polish Way, p. Il.
17 Casson refers to remaries made by Strabo, the Greek geograpber of the first century that
similar stone markers were found in Greece and Egypt, wim sorne Œ the latter in the shape of
large bouJders. Casson, Travel in lM Ancient World, p. 71. Band notes lhat in Africa hums were
used as signposts on military roads, see Band, Meners Konverlotions - Luicon, p. 428.
18 Kerenyi, The Guide 01Sou1s, pp. 83-4.
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FIGURE 2.7·4: herm positioned at the bouse entrance.

What follows is a brief pictoriaJ survey of way markers that highJights their

multifunctionaJity and their significance, transcending their many different forms and

manifestations in cultures distant in space and time. The pilgrims aJong the Carnino still

add stone pebbles to the cairn by The Iron Cross.19 Maypoles, wayside shrines and

crosses, are still decorated with wreaths and garlands and celebrated in many cultural

practices. Important messages continue to he posted in places of passage, along the road.

The road markers thus remain "the artifacts of state of rnind along the way".20 The

sample of markers presented below is necessarily limited; it is intended to bring forth the

19 Frey, Pilgrim Staries. Also see figure 3, in section A. Indicating Markers, below.
20 Annstrong , Vanishing Roadside America, p. 29. Armstrong suggests that signs often outlast
what they originally symbolized, and thus continue to broadcast infonnation about the past
tifestyle, betiefs, pace of changes, aceretion of values: u even derelict sign of a c10sed theatre
carries on the show in its own way," p. 133.
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aspects of way-markers that ioclude tbeir generative and communicative power and the

enduring importance of their placement

The examples are grouped into three broadly defined categories, with the

typology intended as a provisional organizing structure that highlights the markers'

relation to place, and captures their overlappiog functions. We must keep in mind that

throughout history, the categories, functions and manifestations of the different

dimensions of way markers and signposts overlapped in complex ways that cannot he

completely disentangled. The typology choseo is intended to focus the discussion of

signage away from the strict functional divisions of the pbenomena. By demonstrating

that the multiple functions encompassed by way-markers cannot be clearly separated, the

typology used is intended to underscore the multifaceted nature of the way-sign, and

signage in generaJ.

Tbe first group comprises what is termed here, indictlting IlUlrken: markers of

specifie places of significance (such as landmarks, gravestones, holy stones or shrines).

These markers say, "here", and can he envisioned as pointing to particular spots in the

landscape, making vertical cODnections between place and meaning. The second eategory

groups referencing indietllon: signs denoting the relationship of the specifie location to

other places, a system of reference, organization, or hierarchy (like milestones,

directional signs, half-way markers). These can be envisioned as horizontally linkiog

places, points of reference, networks of meaning. And the third group of examples

gathers displtq signa, markers that opportunistically use the site as a place for exposition

of other, not necessarily place-specific infonnation. These markers carry promotional

messages lbat in contemporary tenns cau he regarded as advertising: self-promotion of
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the sign founder, the marketing of a service, a plea for suppo~ a prayer or an offering.

We can list here votive stones or crosses, memorial or 'weeping' crosses, inscrihed

stones, various advertising signs, and contemporary billboards.

The varied expressions of road-marking have often been too narrowly understood

in a literature hound by specifie disciplinary foci. The modem perspective tends to

normalize specialization of purpose, separating specifie functions and applyin.g to them

an analysis particular to a disciplinary approach. In this way, most specifie mentions of

road signs in the literature feature the Roman milestones but not taverns, mile-easdes or

grave markers.21 The latter would most typically he viewed within the domain of

architectural expression or religious symbolism respectively.22 The standardized marking

of distance can easily he related to contemporary concepts of higbway infrastructure and

its familiar system of signage; the navigational and orientational aspects of buildings or

sepulchral markers, however, are not so obviously linked to contemporary functions of

the built environment. In the literature related to the history of roads, wayside graves are

often discussed either as testimonies to the dangers of travels or stricdy as burial

monuments.23 This does not address the relevance of the siting of the grave markers,

21 Though herms are mentioned typically as 'lcrude", or serviceable road signs, see Casson,
Travel in the Ancient World, p. 71.
12 Few sources discuss in a comprehensive way the infrastructure of travel or marking. Casson,
in Travel in the Ancient World. examines b'avel and the various elements of infrastructure tbat
supponed its purposes, in much detail, although the focus of bis discussion is DOt the pbysical
manifestations of road-marking. Gore, in bis survey of aocient monuments in Nonbem England,
offers a thorough examination of the Roman road infrasttucture (with the wall itself. and its mile
casties, milestones), and he includes referenœs to numerous other markers and monuments found
around the Hadrian Wallon wbich bis analysis centres. ÂnC;enl MOlJlll1lents. Vol. 1.
n For a discussion of the dangers and safety of travel sec casson. Travel in lhe Ancient Wor/d,
pp. 4043. Hindly, in A Bistory ofRoads. suggests the causallink between the danger of bavel
and the siting of graves along the roads. But certainly, bigbway robbers would he unlikely to bury
the amber tradesmen with tbeir precious cargo or bury the wealthy traveller with bis chariot. For
a discussion of the importance of siting important monuments and markers in ~Iation to places of
passage see Tilley, A Phenomenology ofLandscape.
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which in most traditions would specifically he placed along roads, at crossroads or by

important places of arrivai, like city gates. Similarly, ancient roadside crosses are often

treated in the literature as manifestations of religious expressions and their symbolism is

most frequendy discussed in tenns of religious significance aJone (and often ooly from

the perspective of Christianity, whose symbolic language prevailed in many areas from

which sorne of the examples are drawn).1A Snch a fragmentation of discourse leads to a

partial understanding of the historical evidence and of the complex connections between

various culturaJ developments and the nature of the environmentaJly referenced

information.2S In most cultures and religions, waysides featured markers and guideposts

curiously similar in their placement, articulation of form and use of symbol. Early posts

for example, may have had an ithyphalic fonn in places as distant from one another as

prehistoric Ireland and ancient Greece, they may have featured a symbol of a cross, a

representation of the numeral four (four holes, or a quadratic plan, for example).216 If

strictJy religious, why would these manifestations he spatiaJly related to the road and/or

to other elements of the landscape in a parallel manner across a Dumber of different

beliefs and cultures?

The historical axis necessary for a broader discussion of way markers is long

rangjng, from pre-history to the present-day. Here, we merely look at several examples

drawn from just a few specific stretches on the axis. Of course, presenting a history of the

raad marker, even in a shorthand, would far exceed the scope of this work. The examples

24 See Bligbt's survey Ancient Crosses and Otho Anliquities; also Pennick's discussion on "re
dedication" of ancient crosses. Tht! Celtic Cross, p.71.
15 Good Morelli, Mt!dieval Pilgrims' Hospices.
216 Blight, Ancienl Crosses and DtMr Antiquities; Kerenyi, The Guilk ofSouls; Pennick , The Celtic
Cross; Rimmer, Ancienl Stont! Crosses ofEngland.
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are intended as the preliminary sketch of the themes involved and a demonstratioD of the

continuity of the concepts associated with the phenomenon of way marking.

The few examples assembled below are intended to point to the fertile

possibilities of bringing an historical perspective into studying the relationship between

the signpost and place. The road and the roadside, as is often noted in the 1iterature,

were coosidered sacred and the property of gods in many religions.TT The wayside bas

always been imbued with special meaning; it is a place where connections with the other

play themselves out: connections with the gods, ancestors, strangers, unknown forces.

The wayside has been a special meeting place where rituals of coonection with the other

would take place. Wayside markers would thus be used to designate these special places

and would most often be associated with a religious ritual. The wayside shrines and sites

of worship, holy wells, temples and holy places have always played, however, an

important role in wayfinding; they designated the~, often in very practical tenns. As

we can see in the set of directions from one of Terence's comedies quoted by Casson,

where the temple of Diana is referred to as one of the landmarks, a wayfinding element:

You know lbat house there, the one that belongs to eratious... ? Weil, when
you gel past that house, go straight down the street to the left, then when you
gel to the temple of Diana go right Theo just before you get to the town gate,
right by a watering pond there, you'U tind a little bakery and, opposite il, a
carpenter's shop. That's where he is. 28

Along the roads, places of worship would remind the ttaveller of the importance

and hierarchy of the forces of nature, and the human position within the cosmos. They

also marked the stages of safe passage: places of arrivai at the end of a day's joumey,

~~service stations", to use the contemporary term, with holy wells, water sources, tavems

Schreiber, The History ofRoads, p. Ill.
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• and places of reste Markers would reassure the traveller of the direction and distance to

the destination, as weil as providing a place of protection (if not shelter in a physical

sense, a place where the spirits may have been understood to perfonn this protective

function). Matenal (architectural, sculptural) expressions of these functions in the fonn

of road markers are particularly important to the exploration of the relationship between

landscaPe and architecture. Many wayside markers were, and still are, examples of the

specifie architectural expression of a religious tradition and specific local history, and

they are the most direct metaphors tixed in an enduring substrate, physical agents of

commemoration, of memory and myth.29 To see them as manifestations of one function,

whether religious or commercial, may be limiting the possibilities that are embedded in

the multiplicity of meaning and function spanning the various examples through tbeir

relationship to place. Inasmuch as we do not see the history of the printed word as

strictly religious, even though most tirst texts were produced for religious purposes and

would he associated with a religious practice, the communicational dimensions of the

markers placed in the physical space need to be examined in a broader context, beyond

the most overt symbolism or function. The grouping and the selection of examples is

intended to highJight the conventions similar for Many of these examples as they are

rendered in different substrates, manifested in a different matenal presence of many

"common identities across settings".30

•
28

29

JO

Casson, Travel in the Ancienl World, p. 86.
Rhodes, Architecture and Meaning, pp. 6-7.
Bowker and Leigh Star referring to classification systems, Sorting Things Ollt, p. 16.
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A. INDICATING MARKERS

FIGURE 2.7A-l: the holy stone, a naturaI marker, a prominent naturallandmark and a holy spot~

a visible marker in the poorly differentiated landscape of the surrounding tundra. Kanin Nos
PeninsuJa.
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FIGURE 2.7A-2: Portal Tomb al GaulSlown; the type of Irish megaJithic tomb most commonly
referred to in folldore as Diannuid and Grainne's Boo. In the l~ century, surveys of ancient
monuments this type of slone monument would be referred to as a flat-lopped 'cromlech'.
Megalithic stone monuments were specifically sited in relation to the roads, places of passage, or
prominent natural 1andmarks.
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FIGURE 2.7A-3: Inukshuk near Nordegg, Alberta.
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FIGURE 2.7A..4: La Cruz de Ferro along the Cantino cao be considered an example of a wayside
cairn, however untypical considering its size. It remains in use as a landmark and the site of the
ritual practice of adding to the heap stones with prayers, a praetice originally associated with the
pagan wayside shrines to Hennes, where stone pebbles were added to the heap by passersby as a
symbolic offering to the deity responsible for their safe bavel, saie passage. Many way-side
crosses are also "honored" with an offering of a branch or a stone. Cairns would he sited at the
crossroads or by sources of water (like springs or wells).
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nGURE 2.7A-S: boundary stones, southern Poland.
The Greek he17lUl meant 'stone' or 'rock' used as a boundary marker or landmark. The term
combines the muJtifaceted origins of the concept of waymarker. It ovenly links marking a place
with marking a boundary. A boundary can be thought of not merely as a territorial property fine
in a contemporary sense, but a place of transition between different pans of the world; the world
of the living and the Underworld, the world of humans and the divine, the worJd of the known
and the unknown. The Old EngJish word landmearc a1so cames the links with the boundary
mark, a place where different territories met. ArchetypaJ markers of boundaries, places of
worship, and graves were very similar, with a simple stone heap, a cairn, or an upright stone used
Most frequently across a number of cultures.
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FIGURE 1,.7A·6: ancient stone "crosses" in England.
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FIGURE 2.7A·7: Swiatowid, the four-eomered god-piIJar of the pagan Siavs, placed at
crossroads, was believed to protect the settlement The fonn of these pillars is very typical for
many representations of protecting deities (protecting the roads or important places aJong them).
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FIGURE Z.7A·8: henn with four heads set on the parapet of a bridge. Tiber Island.
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FIGURE 2.7A-9: kaplicz/ca przydroi.na. a wayside cross typical for Polish country roads.

TypicaJ of this kind of marker is the placement along the road and Christian symbolism.
The crosses greatJy differ in their construction. materials. and omameotatïon. Many stand
alone; some are fenced in; smaller crosses and shrines are often attached ta large trees at
crossroads or special places.
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FIGURE 2.7A-IO: a wayside shrine, Beskidy, Poland.
Materials and methods of construction differ greatly from one region to the next. And
even within the same "type", there would he a number of locaJ variations.
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FIGURE 2.7A-Il: wayside figure of a locaJly revered saint~ so called .fwÙJ.rek. Poland.

..ka ino spojrzeé drogom idfcemu wsiowom.
wsz~y dojrzy figtUt, tu starom, tam oowom.
kaZda grubso topola~ wierzba i przyprocie
wprasa swiçtom opatrznoSé znliZonej tçsknocie
Chrystuski frasobliwe~ Matki Boslde Zielne.
Barbary~ Aoryjany i swiçte koScielne~

Kt6rych si~ wypieraj. wszyckie kaJendarze. 1

The poem~ written in an old local diaJect from southern Poland, describes severaJ different types
of wayside shrines, figures, crosses one cao come across aJong country roads.

Emil zagadrowicz~ Bal/ada 0 powsinodze beskidzkim iwiq,t/auzu. 0 Bogu prawdziwym i
Chrystusie Frasobliwym... quoted in Seweryn, Kapliczki i /cnyte przydrotne, p. 7.
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FIGURE 2.7A-i2: a field boundary wall, a visible articulation of place.
Walls were not merely defensive, they could he simply demarcating the territory (much Iike
boundary stones), or they could he infused with sacred, symbolic meaning. They were marking
specifie places and commemorating their sPecific histories. The Mycenaean Wall in Athens was
built with fragments of destroyed temples; with the Caryatids forced to stand and survey the site
and the remains of Albens, il is one of the most powerful ancient examples of marked places of
imponance.2

• 2 See Rhodes, Architecture and Meaning; Cooney, Sacred and Secular.
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FIGURE 2.7A·13: a surface-applied place·marker.
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FIGURE 2.7A-14: place-marker within the signscape dominated by other types of signs and
displays. Times Square~ New York City.
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B. REFERENCING INDICATORS: elements of infrastructure.

FIGURE 2.7B-l: The base of the Roman Milliarium Aureum, The Golden Milestone, a guilded
column that Augustus, the first emperor of Rome (63 BCE-14 CE) erected in the Forum in Rome.
The staning point of ail imperial roads, ~e column listed distances to important places that
Roman roads lead to.
The use of signposts to label roads and distance is most often associated with the road system of
the Roman Empire. The idea of a systematic way of marking, and the very idea of a unit of
distance, are bath associated with the Roman road-marking and its manifestation in a milestone.
There must bave been many thousand of carefully hewn milestones along the lOSJ)()() miles of
the road network. The inscriptions on each stone indicated not ooly distances, but details on when
the road bad been planned, built, and repaired, and who funded and initiated the construction

183



•

•

FIGURE 2.78-2: Roman milestones. At left, from present Germany. near Kain. dated 293 AD,
inscription bears the name of Constantius Chlorus and Galerius Maximuanus. At right, from
present Austria, the stone is dated 201 and 211 AD. with the names of Lucius Septimus Severus
and Marcus Aurelius. Very few complete markers with legible inscriptions remain; most have
been lost (used for construction and refashioned for different uses as gate-posts, columns,
supporting bases).

The idea of a standard, recognizable built element denoting distance bas been used throughout the
centuries. Roads built in the rimes of subsequent European empires. which in Many cases
followed the Roman road network., also employed an elaborate system of marking that served not
merely as a mechanism of measurement, but an important annotating system for the organization
of power. During the time of the First Empire in France, for example, an elaborate system of
marking was developed for the rood network, with large stone posts placed every mile, indicating
distance, the name of the provincial capitol from which it was measured. and the ennre distance
of the stage. In addition, outside the city gates large portais with the names of routes were placed.,
and colonnes indicatives or obelisks (les 'pyramides ') marked crossroads indicating the direction
and distance to specific places. In much less elaborate versions, Many European roads built in the
20th century still used plain stone posts every 100 meters, with a larger and differently colored
Marker every kilometer.
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FIGURE 2.78·3: the Roman road itself was a visible indicator of the infrastructuraJ system.

Throughout antiquity, the macis were measured and marked, though in a less systematic way than
in the time of the Roman empire. ltineraries of distances and landmarks, places along the mads
were carefuJly recorded and preserved. Geographie information and measurements May not have
been as aceurate as our contemporary scientifie methods allow for, yet these measurement were
used for eenturies as the basis of geographie information. Weil through the Middle Ages, maps
were based on the detailed descriptions of earlier travellers and pilgrims, and earlier records Iike
that of Herodotus. Geographie knowledge was buitt on distances described in relation to specific
markers, natural landmarks, temples, shrines, holy wells, and larger landmarks, settlements and
cities, visible elements in the landscape.

185



•

•

FIGURE 2.78-4: fragment of the plan of Jerusalem, 1588

Systems of fonifications fonned an imponant companent of the rood system; as much an element
of measurement and indicator of the boundary as defense infrastructure. Limes Arabiae, Limes
Tripolitanus, a long system of fortifications bordering the territory of Gennania or the Hadrian
Wall in northem England. The walls show the complexity of infrastructuraI marking. At intervals
aJong the wall marking the territory of the Empire, mile-casdes were titted; spaced between the
mile-casdes turrets, the sentry and signal posts would be titted.
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FIGURE 2.~S: Medieval paintings are a good source of infonnation on various road-related
markers and amenities. This painting by Bosch depiets in the background an inn along the road,
an imponant marker along the wayand a necessary service station in the infrastructure of road
networks. (ons were typicaJly located at manageable distances from one another, so the traveller
could get from one waystation to the next during daylight.

Many elements crucial to the road infrastructure and geographical knowledge may not he
recognized as such from our contemporary perspective. The 1888 directions given in a guide
book on the remaining Roman (Hadrian) Wall and its structure notes (quoted by Gore in Ancient
Monuments, p. 47): "to the north of Twice Brewed Inn. Approach by footpath from the road
leading north from the (nn." And "on the south side of the main road from Newcastle just east of
the rood junction al Heddon-on-the-Wall". Perhaps less specific in terms of distance, but
indispensable for orientation. Casson describes directions given in the times of travel in antiquity.
Street names, signs and street numbers were not used. In ancient Greece, a charaeter from a
comedy by P1autus looking for an address and describing his confusion: "My master said il was
the seventh building from the town gate" and a few line later he reports that "he is staying at the
third inn outside the town gate." (See Casson, Travel in the Ancient World, p. 86)
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FIGURE 2.78-6: Service stations would often mark distances, stages along established routes.
Freel's Half-way House, a road-side ion in Freelton, 1859.

Even in Roman times, tavems fonned as important a component of the infrastructure as
milestones. Tavems are noted in Most itineraries, for example. Tavems, ions, in their fonn or
siting did not express distances in an overt manner, but were indicative of the intervals of the
road. Tavems were also visible markers of stages of the joumey. Inscriptions and hanging signs
which were displayed on the outside to attraet the customers, couJd be found in Pompeii. There is
a rich body of literature tracing the histories of inns, hospices, tavems. The history of graphie
design devotes considerable attention to the signs of inns. Signmaking for ions developed into a
significant profession in England, and Many historians bave traced the styles and significance of
these markers. Less importance seemed to be given to the importance of inns and tavems to the
road systems and tbeir navigational, orienting aspects, to the siting of tbese amenities and their
relation to infrastructure.

The medieval period, with its manifold developments in religious and secular architecture, is not
often mentioned for its achievements in rood infrastructure building, or creating a system of way
markings. Pilgrimage roads however, fonned intricate networks of communication. While
distances and stopping places were not based on engineered signs and precisely positioned
markers indicating Rumbers of umts of distance traversed, distances were carefully measured and
precisely and deliberately marked. A system of hospices, with their specific architectural type and
amenities, specifie siting in relation to the landscape and settlements (the city), were
indispensable elements of the roads, as were places of worship that marked the road between the
more important stopping places, waystations. Distance was measured, as in much earlier limes, in
units of distance travelled by foot in one day (the pace of human waIking), Iike the ancient
parasangs, the day's joumey was important to the foot traveller. Architectural elements were an
important part of the system of visible markers, and a system of reference. Cities, with their
bounded and strongly articulated presence, were Dot ooly visible, but tbeir silhouettes were
recognizable from a distance (the rooflines of their buildings, the shape of their walls, their
position within the landscape). Other visible elements in the landscape, Iike tavems, inns, chapels,
villages, also served as markers of distance and indicators of direction.
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FIGURE 2.78-7: Sorne markers were more specifie in tenns of pinpomtmg distance. Slup
konin.ski. a half way marker on the ancient amber track leading from Jablonkowska passage,
Kalisz, Kruszwicz, along the Vistula river to the BaJtic sea. The post is dated 1151 and the
inscription attests to the tnJe measure of equaJ distance between two towns, Kruszwica and
Kalisz. (The Latin inscription notes on whose orders the road was rneasured and the marker
erected. The passer by is aJso asked to say a prayer for the soul of the post' s founder, Piotr Stary
Wszeborowic..)
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FIGURE 2.78-8: Points of transition have a1ways served as elements of control: gates, bridges.
tumpikes, various territorial markers (border stations). Second toU-gate, a visible marker of
controlled passage. Yonge Street, at Hogg's Hollow, 1850.
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FIGURE 2.7B·9: a service station along the way, a necessary component of the road
infrastructure.
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FIGURE 2.7B·I0: complex infrastructuraJ referencing systems within the modern urban sening.
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FIGURE 1.78-11: a higbJy standardized and regularized system of markers within the
contemporary high speed road system.
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c. DISPLAY SIGNS ALONG THE ROAD

FIGURE 2.7C-l: Roman family tomb from Via Appa

Since many cultures were anxious to bury their dead in holy ground~ ancient roads were fringed
with burial places. Monuments thal marked places of buriaI were sited along the roads for
reasons of access and visibility. At these places, offerings could be made, and the importance of
ancestors~ their memories, names, or their deeds could be broadcasl This was a Greek practice,
later continued by the Romans. Sites near the towns where various roads converged were
panicularly sought after. The sarne was true for mad-junctions where traffic was heavy and for,
above ail, the most visible place~ city gates. Many imponant hernes were buried al the main gale
of town. Heroes would often be honoured by being buried by a main road, particularly al cross
roads.
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FIGURE 2.7C-2: inscription on the flag stone from the Median of the Sacred Trail in
Babylon:"Nabu and Marduk, when you wander happily along these roads, May benefaction for
me rest upon your lips, a life of distant days, bodily wellbeing. [ shaH wander along them before
you. Grant that [ May become old for ever".

The Median of the Sacred Trail was paved with flag stones which had inscriptions on their
downward facing sides, with the messages meant for divine eyes only. They were not visible ta

the passerby, but cao still be considered precursors of advertising: they were broadcasting a ciaim
on an action for the purpose of further gain. They were advenising on the billboard of the rood
the greatness of the deed (construction of the road), and asking, in return, for immortality.

FIGURE 2.7C·3: Fort Lauderdale, Rorida, fall 1997: several billboards Iike this one, each
with a different missive from Gad, confronted commuters for several months. The
sponsor of the campaign remained unnamed.
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FIGURE 2.7C·4: Display signs often encroach onto the sign infrastructure. Sometimes the place
of promotion/display is eamed by a contribution to the infrastructure (sponsorsbip of the
panicular display that serves public or infrastructural purpose). The promotion and the
sponsorship can he overt~ as in the way the half-way marker cited as an example of referencing
indicators, Slup kon;nski~ also promoted its founder with an inscription on the base clearly
specifying Ucourtesy of whom" the signpost was provided. The name of its founder and the prayer
(offering) for his soul was the payment for bis contribution to the infrastructure.

196



•

•

FIGURE 1.7C-S: votive crosses, mouming crosses were places were prayers where heard,
offerings made.

Many markers carried specifie requests for protection against various misfortunes. Crosses asking
for protection from the plagne were very eommon across medieval Europe during various
outbreaks. Many displayed specifie prayers, signs asking for protection, requesting that
adversaries go away CYugite partes adversae") or simply stating in an inscribed message that the
cross bas this particularfunetion ("contrapestem"). See Seweryn, KapliczJci i knyze przydrome,
p.9.

197



•

•

FIGURE 2.7C-6: one of many signs displayed in Walkerton Ontario during the E.coli outbreak in
the summer of 2000.
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FIGURE 2.7C-7: promoting the place and promoting the sponsor.

• FIGURE 2.7C-8: renting out the infrastructure for advertising.
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• 2 7C-9: display signscape.FIGURE •
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FIGURE 2.7C-IO: infonnational environment aIong the road. As Venturi daims in the catalogue
to the exhibition Signs of Li/e, "the billboard bas become the architecture of the highway", and
"the sign is the urban landscape".
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CllAPTER8

Communication as Place MarkiDg.

FIGURE 2.8-1: Our use of metaphors, visuaJ and linguistic, indicates the importance of place
and way-markers in our conceptual systems. The proliferation of visually traversed infonnational
environments may he transforming 'markers' ioto 'pointers'. How does this change/affect the role
of place in communication?

We examined how the concept of the itinerary illuminates sorne of the important

connections between a physical route and its cornmunicative environment; between the

implaced materiality of route markers and their communicative power, and between the

specificity of place and communication. Steven Graham and Simon Martin, in
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Telecommunications and the City. daim to offer the first comprehensive anaJysis of the

complex inter-relationships between electronic spaces and urban places, "a broad and

synoptic approach" to an otherwise neglected analysis of the effects of

telecommunications on actual cilies.· "Because of this negleet", they furtber propose,

their "joumey through the most important types of city-communications relationship is

analogous to an early expedition into a largely uncharted territory. This joumey is

assisted by a highly imperfect map".2 Indeed, the map's imperfections seem apparent if

we consider lbat the basis for arguing the new framework is sougbt in the space of

discourse between utopian and dystopian theorists.3 The discussion of urban place is thus

POsitioned without topia at ail, apart from the very concept of place and its material

reality. Graham and Martin assert lbat "telecommunication - literally communication

from afar - fundamentally adjusts space and time barriers" and they point to the often-

mentioned modem shift away from the production and circulation of materiaJ goods

toward the circulation and consumption of symbolic and "informational" goods, within a

"society dominated by infonnation, communication, symbols, and services".4 The

apparent tendencies of "the movement from physicaJ, local neighborhoods to specialized

social communities sustained over electronic networks" are frequendy mentioned in the

1 Graham, Steven and Simon Martin. Telecommunications and the City. Electronic Spaces,
Urban Places (New YorIe: Roul1edge, 19(6), p. 2. This is in contrast 10 the Cocus on social space
as pursued by Meyrowitz in No Sense ofPlace, or the focus on the inevitability of replacement as
demonstrated by William Mitchell, in City ofBits and e-topia, or by Nicbolas Negroponte in
Being Digital (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1995).
2 Graham and Martin, Telecommunications and tM City, p. 2.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid., p. 10.
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literature on electronic communication technologies.s Graham and Martin suggest that

despite the significance of these shifts, investigations of the impact of

telecommunications on urban fonn and the city's infonnational environments Ubaye been

virtually non-existent" or "woefully inadequate."6

ActuaJ telecommunications-based developments in real contemporary cities are

rarely anaJyzed in detail, and when they are, they often seem to he discussed through

metaphors curiously based on the comprehensible spatial sb'Uctures and elements of past

built environments:

... thus the satellite ground station becomes the teleport'; the higbly capable
trunk network the 'information super highway'; the computer conferencing
system becomes the 'virtual communily'; the local community electronic
bulletin board is labelled 'the public square. '7

While telecommunications are intimately involved in complex changes across aU

areas of urban life, the precise nature of these developments is subtJe and difficult to

disentangle. Thus, profound implications on urban physical forro and signifieant spatiaJ

restrueturing are often dealt with through a discourse of metaphor. If we are attentive to

this discourse, bowever, we can discem two parallel planes: one focused on the role of

telecommunications in dissolving the need for physical proximity and for presence in

communicative practices, and the weaker but persistent tone that continues to bold on to

(if only at the level of metaphor) the spatiality and materiaJity of physicaJ environments

and the human place within them.

S Graham and Martin, Telecommunications and the City, p. 5, this pralietion bas become a
cliché in much literature dealing with electronic communication and the city. See Mitchell, City
ofBits, and e-topia.
6 Graham and Martin, Telecomnumications and the City, p. 7, see also Michael Barry,
"Intelligent Cities: using information networks to gain competitive advantage." Env;ronment and
Planning B: Planning and Design (17, no. 2, 1990), pp. 247-2S6.
7 Graham and Martin, Telecommunications and the City. p. 9.
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Graham and Martin propose two key questions pertinent to our discussion as

weil: what are the historicaJ linkages between telecommunications and contemporary

patterns of urban fonn? And how can we develop a more sopbisticated framework to

understand the relationship between telecommunications and the contemporary city? In

answer., tbey offer an historical analysis of the linkages between the development of a

typical North Arnerican city and the telephone. While useful in sorne ways, such an

examination does not provide a temporal or conceptual depth adequale to the complexity

of the problem at hand.

To trace the impact of telecommunications technology on the city and its built and

infonnational environments, one needs 10 probe more deeply than the immediately

preceding communication mode; one needs to cast the net more broadly than the premise

lbat " cities developed, at least in part, to make communications easier", that the early

indusbial city developed into dense settlements of intenningled functions because of the

necessity of face-to-face interactions, and communications "dependent on the pbysical

movement of people, goods, and services".8 Humans bave used "telecommunications"

if defined as communications from afar - for millennia. They have inscribed messages in

different media to transport them across tirne and space, to make them be seeo, heard,

understood and remembered acrass spatial and temporal dimensions. They bave

developed intricate systems of linkages amoogst Burnerous media employed at the same

time for different or similar purposes. The relationship between communication and the

built environmeot of settlements has always been one of the mast palpable, most visible,

most expressive of changes, and highly vulnerable to them. These relationships have

8 Graham and Martin, Telecommunications and the City, p. 33.
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since the beginning been deeply eotangled in the developments of technologies of

movement and storage, and the systems of knowledge and social formations that have

supported them. They have been manifested in the most palpable ways in constructed

environments, particularly in the character of the interfaces used and constructed for

mediating betweeo place and human action within il.

What if we consider that the direct face-to-face (or mediated, face-interface-face)

communication of messages forms only one component of human communication? What

if a significant aspect, an important mode of communication is in fact the communication

of presence; to ourselves, to future generations, our gods (or simply desires and ambitions

that drive us)? If it is not merely the message that is of import, but the way the medium

cames il? Of course, McLuhan's famous words point to this, but they refer, and have

been mosdy applied to, modes of communication that bave displaced the message (print,

and electronic image or sound transmission media).

What if we consider the importance of media that were never meant to be

displaced? Multi-modal communication seems to have been in use for millennia. And

even through developments of means of communicating at a distance, modes of implaced

communication (communication through grounded media) have persisted. Inscriptions

have been made on portable mHt immobile media. Movable substrates were oot

necessarily substitutes, improved versions of the less mobile ones. They were not

necessarily replacements for the solidly grounded, pennaneot markers. Light-weight clay

tablets were available at the time the Hammurabi laws were inscribed in an 8-fool-tall
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• stone stele (similar in fonn to the markers of graves or other important places) and set in

the temple of Marduk in Babylon.9

FIGURE 2.8-2: Stele bearing the code of Hammurabi, initiaJly writtten between 1792 and 1750
B.C. The 8-fool-rall stele shows, in addition to the 282Iaws, the image of divine authority, sun
god Shamash, who orderecl the king to write down the laws for the people of Babylon. The stele
was erected in the main temple of Marduk in Babylon, with copies placed in the temples of ather
cities.

The famous Egyptian Rosetta stone was inscribed al the lime papyrus was in

abundance and in wide use, and when scribes produced on it works of exceptional beauty

and complexity.10

• 9

10
Meggs, A History ofGraphie Design, pp. 6-8.
Ibid., pp. 10-11.
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FIGURE 2.8-3: the Rosetta Stone, a black slab, c. 197-196 BCE. From top to bottom the
concurrent hieroglyphic, Egyptian demotic, and Greek inscriptions that provided the key to the
secrets of ancient Egyptian writing.

Egyptian scribes made insciptions on the walls of temples to mark their presence

in a specifie place, at a rime when their "clever fingers" were producing magnificent

papyri which were easier to transport over distance, and could have given the writer more

exposure. 11 Several centuries later, graffiti artists mark the waHs of contemporary cities at

a time of high avaiJability and low cost of reproduction and printing, and access to

several electronic modes of communication. CathedraJs were buitt and important

Il Casson describes repetitive inscriptions on walls of Egyptian temples, like this one:
"Hadnakht, scribe of the treasury, came to make an excursion and amuse himself on the west of
Memphis, together with bis brother, scribe of Vezier", dated 1244 BeE, on the wall of a chapel
connected with Djoser's pyramid. Most inscriptions, as Casson notes, were not elaborate and
consisted of the scribe's name and a simple statement praising his "clever fingers", Travel in the
Anc;ent World, pp. 32 -4.
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knowledge conveyed through tbeir fonn and omarnent, not only at the height of the

manuscript culture, but weil into the print age. And we continue to create grounded

landmarks, and mark the roads, despite the availability of accurate mapping and

positioning technologies.

Il seems tbat the physicaJ environment plays an active and important mie in

communication (in botb transmission and ritual). An important part of communication is

conveyed through the physical environment. We need to examine this attentively,

especially when attempting to understand how our changing modes of communication

affect the built environment. urban fonn, the material places around us. It has always

been important to communicate through place: even when various Inodes of

communication over distance were knowo, widely-used and available. Numerous modes

of communication through place have been used in parallel with developments in the

sending of messages across distances. It is possible that communication bas always been

about both: speed of transmission and permanence of broadcast; transportable and

grounded, ephemeral and enduring. Communication bas been concerned to the same

degree with the seoding and the storing of information. These simultaneous aspects of

communication are difficult to disentangle, but not possible to separate without

oversimplifying both.

What seems to preoccupy mucb scbolarship since the emergence of eleCb'onic

communications is the tbeme of the dissolution of the city and disappearance of place.

McLuhan saw the emergence of the "global village" as a demise of the city which "as a
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fonn of major dimensions must inevitably dissolve like a fading shot in a movie".12 Since

the 19908, many voices have assured us that " cities will be freed from geography and

defined not only by place but by intellect".13 At the same lime, patterns of intense

telecommunications development correspond very closely with the routes and areas

where transportation movement and developments in urban places are most

concentrated. 14 The relationship between telecommunicatioDs and the physical dynaDÜcs

of the city seems as strong and physicaJly present as it is visible, despite the talk about the

'invisibility' of electronic connections. This relationship is maoifest in both synergies

and conflicts, but at the beginning of the 21- century, cities show few signs of dissolution

- neglect and decay definitely - but not the fading of their materiality and weight

Indeed, new developments in telecommunications, as Graham and Martin suggest,

dramatically alter the "significance of distance in the organisation of space".IS But this

cannot be simply equated with the necessity for the dissolution of place in

communication. An historical analysis that takes us baek to the development of the

telephone cannot provide much insight ioto the spatial development of urban fonn or our

relationship to place. As suggested, we cannot adequately explain human communication

12 McLuhan a1so understood the city as a sile for "simultaneity of association and awareness",
and if so, bis global village with its "retum of simultaneity" would most likely take bold w;thin
Dot without urban centers... Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions ofMan
(New York: McGraw-HiIl, 1965).
13 J. Pelton. Future View: Conununications, Technology and Society in the 2lSl centuTy (New
York: Johnson Press, 1992), p. 2.
14 UK "Mercury", the second largest telecommunieations company, bas been laying their City of
London DetwOrk within an old network of hydraulic duets tbat still underlies the main finaocial
district. Optical tiber networks are heing sttung aloog railway lines by "Mercury", and even along
the banks of old canals (by British Waterways). Pbysical synergies between telecommunieations
and pbysical Detworks mean tbat bath tend ta cooœnttate in the same city centers and a10ng the
same transportation corridors between them. Graham and Martin, Telecomnumications and the
City, pp. 329-330.
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by taking into consideration just the developments that immediately preceded the mode

we are analyzing. And we cannot understand telecommunications (as communication

from afar) in any larger perspective by focusing singularly on its electronic dimension.

We need to take into consideration the broader relationship of communication to the

physical environment.

New developments in electronic communication technologies have brought about

significant reconfigurations of our conceptual systems and their physical articulations

witbin the huilt environment. The archetypal lines of communications (the roads, routes,

patbs, their elements and their marking: landmarks, boundaries, route-markers, guide-

posts) persist in our conceptualizations of new communications. The story of the road

thus reflects in equal parts a story of the transportable message and implaced

communication; human movement and human dwelling. Dwelling and trave) have always

been hound together. 16 HistoricaliY, the human dwelling and settJement have acted as

manifestations of an understanding of the human place within the world and cosmos.17

But the concept of travel (and the story of the road) has always been anchored wilhin -

not wilhout- the human settlement. The concept of the road and its navigational markers

bas thus undergone several major re-configurations closely hound to: the importance of

physical place; human orientation within the cosmos; and communication technologies

(technologies of hoth storage and transportation of material or purely abstract messages).

15 Graham and Martin, Telecommunications and the City, see particularly their discussion on
teleconununications as a paradigm challenge for urban studies, pp. 48-75.
16 See discussion of bomecom.ing and bomesteading in Casey, Getting Back into Place, pp.
290-2.
17 Based on Norbert Schoenauer's lectures in History of Housing, McOill School of
Architecture, 1995.ti, and particularly bis discussion on the Greek megaron as an archetypal
temple. Also see Norbert Scboenauer, 6,000 Years 01Housing (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 2000); and Mumford on arcbetypes in The City in History, pp. 9,90-93.
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To understand contemporary developments in communications, it is useful to look at just

how historically bounded place and communications have been, and how this relationship

has been expressed in the navigational markers used.

Place, whether dwelling or settlement, manifests human attachments to the

pbysicaJ envirooment, expresses the interconnection of specifie locale and cultural

practices and beliefs. Ways of claiming place, marking territory, marking its important

physical components, gjve meaning and orientation to this relationship. The human

position within a larger order has always been expressed in the ways in which knowledge

has been transmitted and stored: the concept of self vis a vis the external world (the inside

and the outside); the relationship to other structures and systems of references. These

have been manifest in the ways in which places have been marked, claimed, appropriated,

in their external symbols and the references lbat were made visible. Developments in

technologies of communication profoundly affect both place attachment and the human

position within a larger order. They are the first to change and express shifts in

information storage and transfer. Each privileged technology of communication (both of

movement and the storage of information) sets the tone for other fonns of expression and

social practice. 18

Let us sketch out the provisional stages of development of the correlative

interlacing among place, human orientation and navigation, and communication

technology. This will suggest the richness of the territory for further exploration - for

investigation of the effects of communication technologies on place and the information

18 Mumford examines this transformationaJ power of technologies in An and Technics,
Technics and Civilization, and The City in History.
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environments. We can delimit a few provisional eras of developmen~ major

re-configurations that the informational environment has undergone. These can be seen

as different types of places and we will refer to them as such: place as landscape, walled

place, traditional place, amorphous, and virtuaJ place. Let us brietly describe each

environment in tenns of its navigational elements and their relation to location, orienting

schemas, and technologies of communication. The generaJ discussion that follows draws

on Lewis Mumford's analysis of transfonnations of the physicaJ environment related to

the impact of technologies on the ways we store and transmit knowledge, and on Harold

Innis' attentive examination of the spatial and temporal dimensions of various modes of

communication. The discussion is focused on the relatioosbip of communication to its

physical contexte

Nonuulie plse~. Characteristic of nomadic societies (whether historicaJ or

contemporary), navigational elements are embedded directly within the landscape: the

dwelling is placed within the landscape but does not necessarily daim its specifie place;

the road and the site of dwelling are seen as one and the sarne; and the technologies of

movement and storage are intricately interconnected with dwelling and ways of marking

place. Navigational elements interconnect dwelling, the road and language: rhythm,

incantation, memory, landscaPe. They are ail inscribed in the landscape. For a nomadic

society, the road is equivaJent to place. Movement through space is not 'transitional',

movemeot (travelling) is both 'destiny' and 'destination'. And movement is not equated

with ephemerality; notions of Pennanence and continuity are mobile, they are carried

witb the traveller (dweller) as cultural value, language, artifaet, dwelling fonn and the

roles for setting up the transitionaJ shelter. 'Road' is cootained within 'place'.
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Navigation is a way of life, a way of understanding the world tbrough the reading of

subtJe but recognizable eues from the surroundings. Though shelter is not stationary, il

contains continuity and pennanence in the rituals of travel and dwelling.

The walled pillee (city or settlemenl) can he described as the place where

navigational elements take on a protective function: where place and dwelling are

pennanentJy delimited, bounded and immobile; where place is marked mainly for

insiders, and protected from outsiders; and where architecture and building tecbnology

fonn the primary interface between hurnan and landscape (the natural or the built

environment) and are used for both the storage and transmission of information or

knowledge.

The walled place warrants particular attention because signage in this formation is

embedded deeply within its structure, in its rituals, omaments and architectural styles

rather than in surface-applied messages. For permanent settlers, the concept of place is

spatially specifie and locally bounded. The road exists outside of place, without the

dwelling or settlement. The road is wbat connects places. Movement is differentiated

from dwelling and classified in relation to distance from the shelter or settlement, and to

its function (trade, war, ritual). Navigation througb the landscape requires more specifie

eues, more obvious markers.

From this point, our narrative of walled settlements can take two paths: one within

its walls and the other extending ils boundaries. Within the seUlement, the routes of

movements that served as dominant organizing forces were Iinked strongly to the rituals

of everyday (and religious) lire which govemed the panicular culture. The Panathenaic

procession in ancient Greece (illustrated on the Parthenon frieze) was not a Mere practice

214



•

that followed the city streets, but a governing ritual that detennined the orgaoization and

physicaJ structure of the city.l9 In the rituals of many cultures, the act of procession (the

practice of formally tracing a ceremonial route) was tied to the buitt environmen~ to the

siting of important structures, architectural articulations, monuments, statues, and the

various markers aJong the route. Physical markers of the settlement boundaries would

also be included in the rituais, even though these would also serve important oon-

ceremonial functions, of which protection was paramouDt 20

Historically, withio each settlemen~ an inbicate system of roads (streets)

connected ail of the different components of the larger structure: temples, homes, public

spaces, stores/markets, defense structures. The hierarchy of roads, building scale,

omameotation, orientation and siting (ail of a settlement's built components) were set

within that settlement's topography and worked as an intricate and legible signage system

in itself. Navigation of space was orchestrated through its architectural articulations.

The visual logic of the architectural structures and urban fonn (the sequence of spaces)

19 See Edmund Bacon, Design o/Cities, pp. 64-83; Pérez-G6mez, "The City as a Paradigm of
Symbolic Order"; Dalibor Vesely, "Architecture and the Question of Technology" in Louise
Pelletier and AJberto Pérez-G6mez, eds. Architecture. Ethics and Technology (Montreal &
Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 19(4), pp. 28-49.
20 Protection included, for example, the ritual closing of the city gates, and customs thal
prevented transients from staying within the walls of the settlemeut after dark. Both fonctions
(ritual and protection) often tnmscended religion, as for example, when the pagan ritual was
translated iota the Christian procession. Rituals thal were organized around chapels and roadside
shrines replaced tbose related ta pagan deities. Thus, the statues of Swiatowid, like other local
gods, placed by the road outside the seulement, typically al the crossroads, for the purpose of
warding off evil spirits, would be replaced, or moditied witb new symbols. The siting, however
remained unchanged. Pagan evil spirits ttavelled in straight lines - a notion that permeated many
cultures, see for example Scboenauer's discussion of the courtyard bouse, 6,(}()(J YeQTs 0/Housing
- and it was al the intersections of roads wbere the spirits were most Iikely to congregate. Tbese
sites functioned simultaneously as identifying markers (orienration points) and sites of religious
ritual (wbere offerings ta the deity would of course ensure the power of bis /ber protection).
Often large trees or prominent rocks would be used as sign posts: settlements and bomesteads
would be protected by statues eX oumerous otber protective deities wbose carved figures simply
would he attacbed tolplaœd in relation ta prominent naturallandmarks.
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and location of entranceslexits (the cadence of arrivai and departure) produced a clear

bierarcby of spaces and articulated progression through the settlement. Architecture itsel(

functioned as an interface. a mediating agent between human action and the eovironment

(natural or built). Architecture established sttong visual links to functions, symbols,

clearly understood and manifest hierarchies, directional clues and markers for a

progression of rituals. Navigation of the system would he learned through participation in

ritual processions along the ceremonial routes, as weil as through the simple rituals of

everyday life, which delineated inclusion, exclusion, and the various uses of the

hierarchical space. Naturally, the size of the early settlement would aid its legibility: one

could easily memorize the location of the specifie services, the components of the

settJement's structure. A town dweller need not ask the way to the Temple of Athena, or

which way to the main gate in Biskupin.

Settlements were not only delineated by gates and walls, but also through their

siting. Often, settlements actuaJly would he visible from sorne distance whether by

water, or by land; strategie location would have placed them on a hill, an island

surrounded by sorne water hazard, or a valley visible from sorne higher ground or

distance, and often protected by a system of observation/warning points. Travellers

would approach with the settlement in clear view. One could see its fortifications, size,

and probably its affluence. From its exterior, one could gather specifie cues about the

inhabitants, their culture and religion. One could often see territorial, proprietary

markiog througb banners or specifie building traditions. "You have arrived" was the

message artieulated clearly by the settlement and its siting; "you are welcome here" may

not, however, have been part of the message uotil later times.

216



•

•

The road outside the settlement wouId tirst follow the Datural routes delimited by

topographie boundaries: valleys, passages between hills, mouDtain ridges, rivers,

wedands, etc. Navigation of these routes was not aided by many deliberately placed

signs; most likely, features of the terrain, natural markers, were used for orientatioD.

More frequendy travelled, thus more important, trade routes would be marked. It was Dot

directional eues that markers provided, but orienting infonnation, as weil as signs of

protection and spiritual affinnation (Iike wayside shrines, chapels, and crosses). The

traveller had to know how to interpret these markers. This system cao be eompared to the

Inukshuk system in the Canadian North, where, to aid the paucity of Datural points of

reference, various landscape markers are eonstnJcted. These do not mean much in

themselves: you cannot read where you are or how to get to a specifie place without the

code. HistoricalIy, it would Dot be wise to make the code transparent and easily

understood: natural routes used for trade often doubled as paths of invasion and conquest

Clear marking was not a wise strategy, unless it expressed the strength and confidence of

the ruler (as with the Roman road infrastructure). For example, the "amber route"

leading from the Ballic sea south through the Carpathian valleys would he marked by

signposts al important points only, without road signs of any kind in between.21

Road sign markings and infrastructure (the system of paved roads themselves)

were a way of mapping territory: they denoted distance as weil as proprietary

information. The Roman mile stones that marked military routes provided infonnation

about the distance of travel, while hailing the greabless of the Roman Empire. In a less

21 As noted in the example in Chapter 7, above, Slup koniÎlski marked the baIf-way point
between two important towns aloBg the amber route. See Piotr Wojtowicz, "tycie gospodarao
sporeczne dawnej Polski" in Paszkiewicz, Polslca ; jej dorobelc tkiejowy, pp. 252-279, p. 2S3~
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overt manner, but witb a similar strength of message, roadside crosses and shrines

denoted the territory of influence of the Christian faitb. These religious symbols, literally

replaced their pagan predecessors in holding vigil at the crossroads, protecting

settlements from an enemy or the plague.

The tnuliliolUll plaee, we migbt say, developed with the walls of the city opening

Up.22 Here, navigational markers become increasingly complex as they compensate for

the lack of a clear demarcation of city boundaries (with social boundaries remaining

clearly and visibly marked). Place and dwelling rernain pennanendy delimited; place

becomes gradually re-oriented toward the outsider (pilgrim, traveIler, tourist), while

mobile technologies of communication (like priot) gain importance. In this fonnation,

spatial organization and articulation within a wall-Iess environment become paramount

The city remaios a paradigm of order (no longer strictly religious order, but an

organization shifted toward the social and political spheres). As its boundaries expand

and population grows, the need for containment, for ordering structures arises: address

systems, street organization patterns, circulation patterns and traffic systems,

demarcations of districts, Banting of places, etc. Articulation of fonn remains important

in conveyiog the ordering schema, and architecture prevails as representatioo and

iofonnation system.23 The articulation of navigational markers also becomes gradually

re-oriented towards the outsider: the pilgrim, tourist, trader, visitor. Attempts to make

22 See the discussion by Sbepheard, What is Architecture? noted in Chapter 4 above.
23 See Donald J. Olsen, chapter "Architecture as Language: Representation and Instruction",
section '7he City as Document" in TIu! City as a Wo,t ofNt (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 1986), pp. 281-294.
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places recognizable and familiar to the outsider result in the early standardization of the

huilt environment.24

The amorphous p/Me spills out ioto the surrounding area, it is no longer

cootained within visible boundaries that separate built environment from "natural"

surrouodiogs. In the amorphous place, spatial and architectural articulation become

reduced and abstracted as prominence is given to the surface-applied message and

standardized, highly regulated sign systems. On the one hand every improvement in the

technology of movement brings an increasing standardization and systematization of

signage. On the other, the proliferation of signs reaches the level of visual chaos, with

sorne places actually defined by signage (Las Vegas, Times Square, and Piccadilly

Circus, most notably). As technology gains speed, car-oriented signage gains

prominence, and advertising becomes both larger and dynamic, blinking signs and neon

spectaculars fight for the attention of the passer-by. While technology speeds up and

becomes less visible (electrical and electronic technology, pneumatic systems, smaller

and smaller engines), signs become increasingly visible: more flagrantly displayed, larger

in scaJe, often obscuring the buildings to which they are attached. Architecture becomes

a sign post, a surface for display. Place and dwelling aise become iDcreasingly re-

oriented towards technologies of movement (the car and electricity), toward the outsider

(the DOW increasingly motorized outsider as weil as the air traveHer), and toward

communication technologies freed of their bounds to place.

24 Religious symbolism and architectural canon cau he seen as recognizable standards that
marted the buill environments. For a discussion of specifie route markings see the works on
pilgrimage routes: Frey, Pilgrim Stories, and Good MoreUi, Medieval Pilgrims' Hospices.
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ln what 1 have termed virtusl plaee, the road wjthjn and the road without are

navigated both through surface-applied signs and through increasingly ephemeral

screens, or impennanent surfaces. Urban spaces are navigated through a multitude of

overlapping signage systems, each related to a different technology and regulatory

structure, fonning a tnJe cacophony of linguistic and commercial messages: directional

signs, commands, wamings, signs of prohibition, messages of enticement. ft also creates

a clamor of types: textual messages, Dumbers, images, blinking arrows, icons, moving

pictures. The same kind of visual noise inbabits emerging infonnational spaces, where

newly established navigational systems share territory with a pandemonium of

advertising - ail dynamic, pulsating, moving, morphing, rotating - commanding us to

interact

ln the virtual place, the real spills ioto the virtual, representing a cooceptual sbift

away from the physicality of place, city. Navigational systems are forced ioto one

platfonn of technological (computer) interface, signage systems are ordered, and

problematized, by the specificity of the electronic media. This may he seen as a retum to

the nomadic mode of navigation, with journeys now taking place mostly within the

constnicted sigoage medium, completely disengaged from both landscape and place.

Here, we cao talk about the further reorientation of the environment toward a (this lime

invisible) technology, the further re-orientation of place toward the more and more

mobile outsider (and bis mobile capital), with detining communication technologies

increasingly invisible: eleetronic modes of movement and storage of information,

messages, knowledge.
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The above delineation is proposed as a provisional framework, a tool for the

analysis of the major development trajectories of the interface between human movement

and the built environment One cao assert that what is changing from one type (or era) to

the next is the very idea of negotiating the space, the concepts of inside and outside, and

the place of the human settJement and human agent in the larger order. Ali of these

changes are manifested technologically in the increasing speed of movement and

transmission, and in the modes and efficiencies of storage (of objects, messages, and

knowledge). Ali these changes are retlected in historical shifts in the broadly understood

functions and manifestations of the road and its marking.
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CONSIDERlNG SIMULTANEITY: Mediating the Liminal Place.
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FIGURE J.i·l: the tille cartouche from the 1714 map of the Holy Land, copperplate engraving by
Adrian Reland, Utrecht, from Palaestri1Ul ex Monumentis Veteribus //lustrata.

Before we take the conceptuai leap from way-marking to the navigation of

infonnational environments, let us pause al this 1714 cartouche from the exquisite map

of the Holy Land by Dutch scholar and cartographer Adrian Reland. 1 The map itself is

outstanding in its researched rationality and its knowledge grounded in actual geography,

rather than the biblical or mythical topographies still prevalent in contemporaneous maps

Nebenzah1, Maps oftlle Holy Land, pp. 142-143.
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of the area. Reland's research drew heaviJy from itineraria.. particularly the Antonine

Itinerary and the Peutinger Table, in addition to numerous descriptive historicaJ sources

dating back to antiquity. The alJegorical scene of the tide cartouche depicts Hennes, the

Greek messenger of the gods, as a cartographer, with the harbor of Jaffa and the crusader

castle seen in the far background. Hennes is shown with the tools of mapmaking: a

surveyor's pole, watch, compass, and terrestrial globe. He is positioned by the roadside,

with a Roman miJepost behind him, and is invoJved in a transaction with a winged figure

who may, as NebenzahJ speculates, represent Urania, the muse and goddess of

intelJectuai pursuits, shown here road-weary and carrying a stack of maps. One couJd

venture that the transaction is a payment for the right of passage, the collection of atoll,

not the sale of maps as interpreted by NebenzabJ.2 But the overlapping of the broader

themes depicted aliegoricaJJy as invoJved in mapmaking is of our interest here: the road

and its marking, surveying and measuring, travel, ttansaction, exchange of information,

and navigation.3 A number of other themes and details rernain somewhat unclear;4 there

is, for example, a startling gender ambiguity of the characters, with typically masculine,

often ithyphalJic, Hennes, portrayed bere as a feminine figure.s This may represent the

2 Judging from the position and movement of Urania's body and Hennes' gesturallanguage.. a
collection of atoll seems more plausible tban an exchange (purcbase of maps). Considering that
herms, were typically sites of offerings as weil as the road markers, tbis interpretation mayadd an
important dimensiOD to the allegory.
3 Navigation, in ifS aquatic meaniog is given a background position in this allegory of
mapmaking, and il suggests traversing the sea waters and dealing with visible reference systems
(the contour of the coasdine and landmarks recognizable in the distance).
4 Nebenzahl speculates that the tbird figure could represent Adonis.. though bis mie in the
allegory is unclear. Maps oft~Holy Land, p. 142.
S The importance of the gender ambiguity ta this allegory became c1ear to me after pointed
questions posed by Indra McKewn in reaction ta my presentation at the CCA Study Centre,
Montreal, April 2000.
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concurreD~ the liminal, the simultaneous implicated as much in mapmaking as in

wayfinding, navigation and most of ail communication.

Let us pursue the idea of simultaneity and its connection to place. As Casey

argues in his discussion of the significance of differentiation, the in-between is not a void

but a place of transition. Like the horizon line in the creation myth of the Navajo, the gap

between the Earth and Sky retains proPertïes of both separate entities, it has a "unique

capacity to bring together earth and sky into active contiguity witb one another while

respecting their differences as distinct cosmic regions.'t6 Because of its grounding in

place, wayfinding can be thought of as a process that is inherently liminal, implicated

simultaneously in the stability of implaced markers, and in the dynamics of transport and

transition. Wayfinding is a process lbat brings together actions, perceptions, ways of

knowing (and related technologies) and the stable matrix provided by the elements of the

traversed landscape. Borgmann argues that "navigation proceeds in two fondamentally

distinguishable ways, by landmarks or by instruments", the first creating metric, oriented

space, the second, the technological space of grids. 7 1 propose that these two spaces are

conjoint, overlapping, with the media of communication functioning as an horizon line;

the visible place of "active contiguity".

Many discussions of wayfinding focus on representation (whether mental or

cartographic mapping), obscuring or neglecting the role of the dynamic aspects of spatial

orientation and the indexing dimensions of place. Map knowledge and route knowledge

are often treated separately in the theoretical analysis of spatial relationships, and are

6 Casey, The Fale ofpkJce, pp. 10-11.
7 Albert Borgmann, 'The Destitution of Space. From Cosmic Order to Cyber Disorientation."
Harvard Design Magazine, (WinterlSpring 2000), p. 14 (emphasis added).
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examined as empiricaJly separable.8 Map-making in Reland's rich mythological scene is

intricately linked to the concept of the road and the specificity of place. Mapping is not

presented here as the production of abstracted (displaced) spatial representations, but a

process that implicates a number of interlinked elements and actions: the road and the

road side, measuring and indexing, surveying and marking, orientation and movement,

charting and sign-posting, distance measured and distance observed or traversed, the

moving through and moving by. Communication of infonnation is presented as

involving agents (bodies, objects) who are stationary (on the road side) as much as those

who are moving (on the road) wbether mobile themselves or portable (carried, or

exchanged). The symbolic representations, the media of communicating information, are

aJso shown both as mobile (those implicated in transaction) and stationary (those marking

the site of commerce). And the god of the road presides over the simultaneity of

communicative exchange.

The figure of Hennes overseeing multiple exchanges of knowledge, cao be

thought of as a conceptual key to the understanding of the complexity involved in

waytinding and its relation to place. Hennes symbolizes the simultaneity inherent in the

process of mediating. After ail, he embodies the road aod its marking, the knowing of the

way aod finding one's destination, language and measurement, as weil as exchange and

the transition between different worlds (domains). Like the Corpus callosum linking the

two bemispheres of the human brain (quite separable in their functions and

responsibilities), Hermes as a metapbor for mediation links the disparate domains in the

8 Gollege, Wayfinding Behavior, David Canter, "Way-findiog and Signposting: penanœ or
prostbesis?" in Ronald Easterby and Hann Zwaga, 005. Information Design: the design and
evaiUlltion 0/signs and printed maner (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1984).
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process of communication. And. as SbJain proposes, a metaphor itself joins both

hemispheres; "the right brain's unique contribution to the left brain's language capability.

Thanks to the metaphor we can leap across the chasm from one thought to another.

Through a metaphor, multiple levels of meaning are perceived simultaneously.',IJ

The gender ambiguity of Hennes may suggest a number of dualities that are

implicated in spatial perception and communication. for example, the feminine (holistic,

simultaneous, synthetic, concrele) versus the masculine (Iinear, sequential, reductionist,

abstract),IO and, the duality related to the right and left brain hemispheres and their

domains of perception and infonnation processing. The non-verbal right brain recognizes

images, synthesizes multiple convergent detenninants, perceives spatial composition,

appreciates dimensions and judges distance; il is responsible for field awareness. The left

hemisphere is responsible for the speech, language and writing (notational systems) used

9 Leonard ShJain, The Alphabet Versus lhe Goddess. The Conflict Belween Word and If1ILJge
New York: Viking, 19(8), p. 23.
10 Shlain, The Alphabet Versus the Godtkss, p. 1. The gender ambiguity of Hennes on
Reland's map adds an interesting angle into this visual metaphor of mapping as wayfinding. From
the contemporary perspective of research on cognition and spatial orientation, gender plays a role
in wayfinding strategies, both in reaI spaces and in navigating large virtual worlds. For specifie
examples of studies on the subject of gender differences in waytinding bebavior both in physical
and vinual spaces, see: C.A. Lawton, "Sttategies for indoor wayfinding: the role of orientation."
JoUTfUll ofEnvironmentaJ Psychology (16, no. 2, June 1996), pp. 137-145; and Madhumanthi
Sakthivel, Patrick Patterson, and Carolina Cruz-Neira. "Geoder differences in navigating vinuaJ
worlds", Biomedical Sciences Instrumentation (35, 1999), pp. 353-358. This cao be Iinked 10

researcb on Ieftlright brain split and proœs5iDg information, as weil as SOlDe research 00 gender
differences in the focal and peripberal vision. 80th are implicaled in different ways of gathering
and processing information. For a provocative discussion of the feminine/masculine principle and
vision, perception and communication see Shlain,~Alp~t Vusus tM Goddessp pp. 8-16
(peripheral versus focal vision) and pp. 17-27 (Ieft1right brain split). Research on left and rigbt
brain funetiODS, as weil as the roIes of focal and peripberal vision also point ta gender differences,
and may bave interesting implications if brougbt to bear on studies of wayfinding strategies and
in spatial perception and orientation. Various studies of gender differences in wayfinding
sbategies indicate that men rely mosdy on spatial orientation and women on route knowledge.
See Gary L. AJlen, "Spatial Abilities. Cognitive Maps, and Waytindiog" in Gollege, Wayfinding
Behaviorp pp. 46-80.

226



•

•

to abstract, discriminate, analyze and dissect the world into categories. Il Duality in visioo,

can also be brought ioto this discussion: the duality of perception (the difference between

perceiving an image in all-at-once manner, and the linear sequence of reading), as weil as

the difference between focal and peripheral vision and their integrated function in spatial

perception. 12 We can also overlay the duality of knowing upon the duality of seeing.

Comparing the work and thought of Wittgenstein and Derrida, Newton Garver and

Seung-Chong Lee metaphorically contrast a painting by Monet with a photograph:

representational exactness that lacks resolution, and the type of digital exactness that

corresponds to a logical and analytic precision of meaning. 13 Our point here is not to

bring an additionallayer of problematics to already complex concepts, but to emphasize

the theoretical possibilities of exarnining the multiplicity of dimensions ioherent in the

concept of wayfinding as encompassed by this rich visual metaphor.

Hennes's presence in the allegory of mapmaking is a rare tribute to the

importance of place and sign-posting - road and way-marking - to both wayfinding and

mapping. His presence underscores the importance of the interconnectivity of the

different domains of knowledge and representation, and thus )jnks mapping (and map

knowledge) to what is referred to as process information in sources related to the

1] Shlain, The Alphabet VerslLS' the Goddess, pp. 17-27.
12 Focal and peripheral visions rely on different reœptors: the tirst on cones, the second on
rods. These two kinds of reœptors in the retina of the human eye perfonn different fonctions:
rods are responsible for deteeting movement in a visual field, perceiving the totaIity of image, and
cones are responsible for the focal points, seeing in sequence, and intensifying clarity. Most
scholarship on visuality focuses (sic!) on concepts related 10 focal vision, and the peripheral
companent which plays an important mie especially in perœiving dynamic images seems largely
neglected. For a discussion of gender difference in vision (differenœs between focal and
peripberal visions as related to difference in the disbibution of rods and cones in the retinas of
men and women) see SbJain, The Alphabt!t Versus the Goddess, pp. 8-16.
13 Newton Garver and Seung-Chong Lee, De"W & WingensteÜl (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 19(4), p. S.
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psychology of place, and route knowledge in sources describing wayfinding, computer-

mediated infonnational spaces and the graphie user interface.'4 While map knowledge is

related to the creation of conceptual or representational overviews of spatial relations,

route knowledge is context-dependent, and sorne claim, involves an ego-centred

perspective. ft is said to direct the action of a specifie (embodied) agent via personal

recognition of cues en route. I~

Passini defines wayfinding as spatial "problem-solving under uncertainty".16

Indeed, the multiple dimensions of the process exisl simultaneously in a space of

ambiguity, a place of concurrent presence, the in-between of certainty in knowing the

'where' and disorientation, in the space of chance and transition where the possibilities of

finding orientation and the risk of getting lost are cO-present. Uncertainty is inherent in a

place of traversing, the path, the road as a place of excbange (whether of knowledge,

goods or symbols), a place of liminality. The rood can thus he seen as a place of

simultaneity: of far and near, the focal and the peripberal, the 'here' and 'there', statie

and dynamic, the concurrent states of on-the-road and by-the-road, of place and the in-

between.

14 For an example of the differentiation ofproc~ssIcnowl~dg~from mapping Icnowledge see
David Canter, "Wayfinding and sign-posting: penance or prosthesis r' p. 250. Simon Shum
differentiates between route and map knowledg~ in navigation, "Real and Virtual Spaœs:
Mapping from Spatial Cognition to Hypertext," in Hy~nMdia (2, DO. 2, 1990), p. 147. For a
discussion of route knowledge from the perspective ofenvironmental behavioral researcb see
Allen, "Spatial Abilities, Cognitive Maps, and Wayfinding".
l~ Mter P. W. Tborndyke, "Performance models for spatial and locatiooal cognition."
Technical Report R-2676·DNR. (Washington, OC: Rand COrporatiOD, 1980), cited in Shum,
"Real and Vinual Spaces", p. 250.
16 Passim, Wayfinding: A Study, p. 28.
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For Lynch, who is credited with being tirst to define i~ the concept of wayfinding

is broad and multidimensional;17 it is set within several overlapping typologies that deal

conceptually with the complexities of environmental image.18 The image consists of the

simultaneous presence of identity, structure, and meaning. It demands sufficiency, safety,

communicability, and open-endedness. His often-cited elements of the environment

(paths, nodes, landmarks, edges, and districts) are proposed as non-bierarchical and inter-

related, placed within the context of a dynamic process between observer and observed,

as weil as a number of systems of spatial orientation. In wayfinding, Lynch emphasizes

the "consistent use and organization of detinite sensory cues from the external

environment"19 His concept of wayfinding encompasses mapping and place-marking,

measuring and positioning within a larger system of reference, recognition of landmarks

and landfonns and the construction of notational systems that represent the spatial

relations among them. Wayfinding can thus be said to encompass the communication of

knowledge involving the exchange or transfer of portable symbols and interaction with

immobile symbolic fonns.

Passini, who cao he credited with the most sustained theoretical focus on the

subject, proposes that wayfinding is a spatial problem-solving process that includes

cognitive mapping as part of environmental perception and cognition. Defined as such,

wayfinding links spatial organization to manifestations of marking, pointing, and

annotating, and thus to the material metaphors, symbols and markers used to inscribe

17 It is aJso open-ended: ''This study points out, even if in an elementary way, one approach to

this new kind of design." Lyncb, The Image o/the City, p. 119. Passini and Arthur credit Lynch
witb first defining the concept of waytinding. Arthur and Passini, Wayfinding. People. Signs, and
Architecture, p. v.
18 Lynch, The Image ol'M City, p, 7.
19 Ibid, p. 3, empbasis added.
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spatial organizatioo and related eues in the landscape. Passioi's research is focused 00 the

process and nodes of decision-making, as weil as a ootational system ioteoded to aid in a

design for wayfioding. In his work, wayfioding is presented as a serious design issue that

concems the spatial organization of a setting, the circulation system, and architectural as

weil as graphie communicatioD. While layout and circulation routes define navigationaJ

problems, architecture and graphie communication provide the information for solving

them.2D Signage, or graphical communication as he tenns it, fonns an important layer of

infonnation required for waytinding (with maps seen as just one type of navigatiooal

aid). Passini's work concems cootemporary manifestations of way-markers, which are

largely in the fonn of surface-applied signs, whether text or image, icon. At the

conceptual level, however, he moves effortlessly along an historical axis, bringing

together symbols of spatial representations and spatial orientation, Iike the concept of the

labyrinth as a symbot of disorientation,21 and past manifestations of wayfinding as weIl as

emerging issues in information design.22

And what does ail this bave to do with Hennes? While mythological figures and

the mixing of science and myth were not out of place in the early age of science, when

Reland produced his map, what purpose can they possibly serve in late modemity, when

scientific criteria of validity and scientific fragmentation and detachment have reached

such extremes of sophistication? What is the point, also, in this age of instantaneous

2D Passini, "Wayfinding design: logie, application and seme thoughts on universality".
21 Passini, "Of Labyrintbs and Orientation" in Wayfinding, pp. 1-25. Passini presents the
labyrinth as a conceptual tooI for spatial tbinking , not as a representatiOll of spatial relatioos. Dy
CODtrast, in sources on the hisrory of cartography, pre-historie evidence of images of the
labyrinth is often presented as a manifestation of mapping urges (drawing of spatial relations).
For examples see Catherine Delano Smith, "Cartograpby in the Prebistoric Period in the Old
Wood" in Harley, History ofCartography,Volume DM, p.65.
22 Passini, "Infonnation Design: An Old Hag in Fashionable Oodles?"
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communication of the search back ioto past manifestations of spatial practices? Hennes•

the god of the road and mediatioo, seems an unlikely mythical figure to reappear in late

modemity; what possible use could he have in an age of electronic connections, when

communication is based on the immaterial message and invisible path? Yet, Hennes's

metaphoric presence seems palpable in many contemporary concepts. His presence in

contemporary thought may not be completely surprising, especially in the work of

someone who straddles language, science, and philosophy, like Michel Serres. Serres not

only sees Hennes as patron of communication and mediator of connections, but he also

gives the trickster god and protector of the road, the role of methodological guide, a

particularly useful attribution when time is considered as a multiply-Iayered and inter-

connected entity. What may be more surprising, however, is the reappearance of Hennes

(even more so than his Roman successor, Mercury) in the nurnerous names and titJes

related to telecommunication technology and the navigation of electronic networks.23 In

many, his name merely represents the speed of connection,2A but curiously in olbers, il is

his mediating role of a negotiating presence between different domains that seems to be

the essence of the metaphor. 2S

23 See Oare D. McGillem and William P. McLauchlan, Hermt!s-bound: the policy and
technology oftelecommunications (West Lafayette, Ind.: Purdue University, (978).
7A As is an example, in Hermes Experiment at the DESY Lab in Hamburg: the study of the spin
sb1Jcture of the nudean. See bttp:/IdxhraI.desy.del
~ Stan Nadolny decries the weak presence of Hennes in the contemporary culture and
describes the pbenomenon of flattened metapbors that feahR ancient gods: "...the ancient gods
were not respected, and sa the desire for the divine remained vague. People knew the Dame
Hennes, but in a fonn tban hindered ratber tban belped to develop a serious cult The Roman
form, Merauy, was used for newspapers, ships, travel bureaux, messenger services, and
businessmen glee clubs. The more sopbislieated Greek name designated eonfies sucb as spaœ
flight, credit insurance companies, mail order business, vitamin tablets, and silk scarves." TM
God of Impertinence, p. 4. But a loog list of examples couId be cited here taken from a simple
on-line search of siteslgroupslprojects that link Hermes to navigational and mediating aspects of
new technologies: for example, Hermes Net Solutions Inc. (network connectivity solutions, wbere
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Hermes cao indeed serve as a rich and useful metaphor for, or guide iDto, the

conceptual complexities of oavigating infonnationaJ environments: he embodies

movemeot as a traversing (not merely as speed or dislocation), the constructing of

knowledge as connecting (rather than abstracting and detaching), and thus conceptually

links mapping to route knowledge. Sucb a constructed knowledge combines words,

symbols and measurement with classification systems and the larger orders of the

cosmos, bringing together wayfinding, sign-posting and sense-making.216 If we look at

sorne of the complex computer systems designed to deal with the intricacies of searches

or represeotations of large relational data sets, we cao see that we need more than a

cognitive mapping theory to conceptualize them; we need a theory that recognizes the

power of the simultaneity of connections between disparate domains. We may venture to

say here that we need Hennes no longer for bis divine power, but for the theoretical

possibilities of the conceptual model, such as the one proposed by Serres, which

integrates the various layers and modes of thinking and representing, the funetional and

hierarchical organization of infonnatioo, of traversing and mediating. According to

Lopez-Pedroza, "Hermes permeates the wbole world because of bis possibilities of

making connections, and because of bis commerce with, and collaboration of, other

gods... He is the connection-maker and he is the messenger of the Goos." 'Z7

Research on human-computer interactions points to a need for the incorporation

of theories of spatial perception ioto an uoderstandiog of notions of the interface, and the

those new to the Internet cao leam about search engines and banner networks); or The H~s
Project, University of Michigan (developing a methodoIogy to tract 8Dd predia customers'
decisions on commercial resources on the www).
216 For a discussion of sense-making see Brenda Dervin, "Chaos, Order, and Sense-Malring: A
proposed Theory for Information Design" in Jarobsoo, InfonnDIion Design. pp. 35-57.
'Z7 Rafael Lopez-Pedroza, Hermes and His Children. (Dallas: Sprïng Publications, 1m), p. 64.
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processing of knowledge, the navigation of informational spaces, and the marking and

indexing of 'places' to retum to.28 The HERMES Project at the University of Maryland, a

HEterogeneous Reasoning and MEdiator System, is an interesting example of how the

metaphor is used as framework, a structural container of overlapping concepts. Described

as "a system for semantically integrating different and possibly heterogeneous

infonnation sources and reasoning systems", it provides "a paradigm for integrating

infonnation, through a declarative language that defines a mediator (a framework for

integration) for data from various sources and domains"; data created and represented in

different electronic fonnats, and through multiple fonns of reasoning.29 ln this system,

spatial and path-marking metaphors are used as conceptuaJ tools to define methods for

the organization of hierarchical data and problems, as weil as the visualization of

infonnation integrated from a number of different domains.

The simultaneous presence of multiple modalities is ioherent to wayfinding,

whether in physical places or infonnational environments.JO Lynch proposes that "rather

than a single image for the entire environment, there seems to he sets of images, whicb

28 Shum, "Real and Virtual Spaces," p. 250.
29 See the HERMES Proj~ University of Maryland, Computer Science Department,V.S.
Subrahmanian Sibel Adali, et al, www.cs.umd.edulprojectslhennes/
30 On modalities of representation of infonnatioo and the connedÏoo between vision and
naturallanguage: Wolfgang Maass, "From vision to multimodal communication: incremental
route descriptions", ArtificÜlllntelligence RevÜ!W (8 o. 22-3, 1994), p. 159-174; the study
coocludes that "we represent eovironmeotal knowledge througb multiple images" p. 159. See also
N. Abuobeid, "Abstract and scenographie imagery - the effect of environmental fonn on
wayfioding," Journal ofEnvÎTonmenttll Psychology (18, DO. 2, June (998), pp. 159-173,. Abstract
(map-like) and scenographie (photographie composition involving delail) studenrs from the
university of grid-pauemed and repetitive design made significandy more enors in scenographie
imagery thau students al two otber universities; " importance of relying on multiple researcb
methods" when studying waytioding: Barbara Brown, Holly Wright and Craig Brown, "Post
occupancy evaluation of wayfinding in a pediabie hospital: research findings and implications for
instruction," Journal ofArchitectural d: Planning Rtsearch. (14, DO. 1, Spring 1997), pp. 35-51,
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• [are] more or less overlapped and interrelated"ll He singles out the image as a conceptual

model because his method is directed towards design. He seeks a method relevant to the

special nature of "city perception", and, although his work is centred on the identity and

structure of single elements and the patterns they form, il is "directed towards future

synthesis of city fonn as a whole pattern" and towards analysis of "large scale imageable

environments". 32

Borgmann, in bis discussion of informational environments, provides an insightful

analysis of the simultaneous presence of different types of infonnation and thus different

ways of knowing.33 Tufte brings into his discussion of visual infonnational environments

the simultaneity of multiple classifications, comparing, differentiating, sorting things

out.34 Visual intelligence, according to Gardner would involve the joined workings of

several intelligences, including what he describes as "patterning", an ability to recognize

patterns that is the key to perception and to abstract thinking.3S

The simultaneity inberent in waytinding stems from the implaced nature of the

process. Casey speaks of the concept of place simultaneously implicating the placial

where, the temporal~, the personall!Jm, and the social how.J6 Casey brings ioto bis

discussion of place both the marking and the understanding of locality: connecting the

immediate with the farther afield. The wayfinding concept in his work iDcludes elements

of map knowledge and route knowledge. The examples that Casey brings to bear on bis

analysis of place, the northem hunter and the Polynesian sai1or, speak to the variety of

•
31

32

33

34

3S

Lynch, The Image ofthe City, p. 85.
Ibid., p. 118
Borgmann, Holding On 10 Reality, pp. 1-6.
Tufte, Envisioning Information, p. 50.
Gardner, Multipk Intelligences, p. 21.
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navigational marks, signs and signais observed (and employed) within appareotly

disorienting and impenetrable landscapes.37 Both examples speak to the similarities of

navigation within on-land and at sea terrains, simultaneities embedded in the wayfinding

process and the characteristics of the medium traversed. And both position the human

body (and social knowledge) as the active agent in the laodscape. We can argue tbat

exploring the communicative nature of place necessitates the accordance of such a

position to the human body (the 'site' of the inhereotly multisensory aspects of embodied

experience). The experience of place cannot be understood through an analysis of

separate senses and their separate roles in the communicative actJ8 Multi-modal

communication is a key concept in the understanding of human interactions with (and

within) place. The role of implaced and embodied experience must be examined together

with the simultaneity of human perception. Alberto Pérez-G6mez describes this

necessity:

Our potential to deal simultaneously with the specifie and the mutable on one
hand, and the ideal and the universal on the other, has been described by
phenomenology as the most significant characteristic of human perception, as
the very condition of meaning revealed in the immediaey of the world-as
Iived.J9

36 Casey, Gettting &ct ;nto Ploce, pp. 31-32
37 Ibid.
38 As Mumford believed, we could DOt understand the wood, or any process tbrougb the
fragmented experience of the senses. An and Technics.
39 Pérez-G6~"Absttaetion in Modem Architecture. Sorne Reflections in Parallel to
Gnosticism and Hermeneutics" in Carlton Boole. p. 182.
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Wayfmding iD Informational Environments.
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_",.NO"tII1..eO~

FIGURE 3.9-1: With the Storyspace hypenext program you can create a variety of reading

experiences: a Storyspace map view of True Nonh~ hypertext poetry by Stephanie Stricldand.

While a keyword library search for 'wayfinding' yields titles predominantfy from

cognitive science, a search for 'navigation' results in entries mostly from the field of

•
computer engineering, with an occasional find from transportation- and aviation-related

texts. Yet these two concepts are often used interchangeably, particuJarly in the context

of vinuai environments. And indeed they are similar in many ways, though important
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semantic distinctions need to be drawn between them9 especially if we use these terms for

the conceptualization of new domains. Navigation has a strong connotation of movement

through the undifferentiated, unknown, and perhaps not completely knowable space:

traversing unmarked tluid scapes (i.e. sea9 air). Navigation also typically implies

mediated movemeo~ movement of a body encapsulated in a vehicle or vessel of sorne

kind. 1 Most metaphors of navigation in hypermedia space evoke flight rather than the

walking of a path; they envision "a uoiverse of connected spaces through which users

rapidly travel 9 like pilots navigating space-craft in the real universe.'.).

Wayfinding9 on the other hand 9 bas the connotation of land travel 9 and often

walking on foot. ft has traditiooally been used in relation to intuitive knowledge and the

skill of spatial orientation.
3

ft may still carry connotations instilled by the early literature

on the subject9 connotations that tie wayfinding skiUs to the ionate spatial orientation and

terrain familiarity characteristic of traditional cultures.
4

When wayfioding is used in

The word 'navigation'9 is rarely used in relation to on-land travelo The meanings that the
OED lists involve travelling on water, or through the air9and particularly to using the art and
science of navigation 10 direct the movement of a vessel9detennining ils position and course.
Navigation is a1so used in relation ta a motor car, a vebicle (as in "You drive. l'II navigate'9). The
use of the tenn navigation in relation to electronically mediated spaces9could have come from the
meaning of technologically aided med.iatioD of space (as the term is used in relation to
teehnologically complex wayfinding, like a radar navigating system), and the vastness of the
unknowable lenilory to be explored. However, the term 'navigate9carries also the early meaning
of '10 walk steadiJy, to keep on one's course'. It also implies the usage of observable markers
(lighthouses, light vessels" bUOYS9 bearons) as 'navigational marks', as weil as teebnological
devices that vehicles can he equipped with as 'oavigational aids9.
2

Sbum" "Real and Virtual Space,'" p. 1.
3

Even in relatively reœot sources on wayfinding this connotation remains strong. For
example Canter raIts about "normal means", malcing use of"naturaI proœsses", user's
"intellectual resources to find their way without signposting." "Way-fiDding and Signposting:
penance or prosthesis?" p. 246.
4

For a thorough review of research on indigenous spatial knowledge and9particularly" the
conceptual implications of the notion of the "noble savage" see Blakemore, "From wayfinding ta
map-making: the spatial infonnation fields of aboriginal peopIes."
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relation to movement in modem urban space. however. it seems to evoke the concept of

mental mapping.
s

It is thus said that wayfinding - even in contemporary settïngs -

remains understood as a less tecbnologically-mediated process than navigation; it implies

the movement of a person not a vehicle. and the use of conceptual maps. rather than

instruments or detailed charts indicating a trajectory of movement or positioning. ft

implies human skill rather than technology. So, while the idea of navigation bas come to

he linked with vehicles and technologies of movement and positioning (of abstracted

scientitic knowledge and measurements based on the exactitude of time, or signais

transmitted through satellites) the idea of wayfinding retains a strong connotation of

unmediated movement. of the route traversed, the path and decisions taken along the

way.

Despite their differing traditions of use and specifie meanings, navigation and

wayfinding are conceptually similar; differences in common connotation and specific

disciplinary terminology may have obscured important dimensions of both tenns. Their

interchangeability points to the communicative dimensions of each of the IWo processes.

Casey uses the term navigation to encompass the use of environrnental eues and

knowledge of the organization of the medium traversed. Whetber at sea or 00 land,

eoneeptually similar techniques are employed: experience of the medium and knowledge

of sorne larger organizational system (whether celestial, spatial, social or eoneeptual). As

meotioned above, he illustrates tbese dimensions of navigation with two stories from

s
Lynch used the concept in relation to the modem urban environmeDt and its features,

focusing on Che perception ofeues from the sunoundings. rather than iODate skiII. Most references
to bis work seem 10 focus on the concept of imageability and Ibos mental mapping, settiDg aside
Lynch·s complex anaIysis of how the elements of landscape interact with the images we hoId in
our memories and those we cao represent grapbically. Lyncb, TM Image ofthe City.
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largely undifferentiated environments - the tundra, and the ocean. Each explicates

navigation in traditional cultures where interactions with the world are grounded in

embodied experience and a learned reference system, as opposed to the modem Western

tradition of measuremen~ exactitude, and a reHance on technology.6 Both, however,

reveal the process in which observation of markings in the landscape is combined with

knowledge of the medium traversed, as weil as its fit with the larger cosmological

schema. Both thus reveal the where,~,~, and hQW of the process of environmentaJ

negotiation. BQrgmann, in his discussion Qf navigation by landmarks and by instruments,

also draws attention to the important conceptual similarities between waytinding (witbin

the ancestrallandscape) and navigating (the technological space of grids).' The dynamics

of the processes differ, and various elements and references play different mies and are

assigned importance in dissimilar ways but Borgmann emphasizes the significance of

examining the use of environmental infonnation Qn a conceptual continuum.

Both navigatiQn and wayfinding carry strong links tQ mapping: navigation with its

connQtation of seafaring and charting, and wayfinding with its connotation of spatial

orientation aided by mental maps. It may, however, be useful to note the difference in the

6
The Eskimo hunter described in the 1910 notes of a European Arctic explorer uses bis own

traclcs made in the snow to re-trace bis way to the place he stored meat from the bunt For the
European explorer this method is not the most efficient for it adds several miles 10 the ttip (the
place where the meat is stored toms out 10 he a mere three miles sttaigbt east from the base
camp). He obtaios bis exact position in space with navigational instnunents superior to the
inefficient instinct and ~~meandering" of bis guide: the explorer notes disparagingly in bis diary,
"So mucb for the idea of the Eskimo baving the compass in bis bead." Casey, Gening Back /nlo
Place, p. 25. The Puluwatans navigated the ocean used a complex system of"seamarks" in
addition 10 observing weather patterns and the skyscape. The PoIynesian sailors would watcb the
changing coIows of water, the size and shape of ocean swells, even the marks made on the
water's surface by the canoe. They would test the temperature and taste the water's saJinity, and
ofteo "steer by the feel of the waves under the canoe". Casey, Getting Back [niD Pklce, p. 27.
7

Borgmann, '7he Destitution of Space," p. 14.
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mapping schema used for each concept; while charting relates to dynamic positioning and

course planning, mental mapping is a static concept implying the spatial representation of

the relationships between elements.
8

The traditional focus on mapping in spatial behavioral research may have taken

attention away from the role of physical eues in the environment, and from infonnatiooal

environments themselves. It has, instead, emphasized the analysis of representations and

simulations. Cognitive research ofteo equates wayfinding with cognitive mapping,

assurning the nature of spatial orientation to he static. The dynamic dimension is

understood as "planning the course of decision", perhaps akiu to the construction of a

mental "strip map". Both planning and mapping, again, refer to mental processes of

construction and represeotation rather than the experience of context
9

Cognitive researcb

tends to neglect land-marking as a system of knowledge in itself, and acknowledges

landmarks ooly as objects in the geographical plane.

Leaving aside the question of whether the traditional cognitive model adequately

explains our movements in pbysicaJ space, the application of the concept of mental

mapping to informational environments may be problematic.
lo

While we may know how

to construct visnal representations of perceived or imagined physical space, we cannot

8
PassiDÎ emphasizes the difference between the dynamic process of wayfinding and a statie

nature of spatial orientation and mental maps. Wayfinding in Architecture.
9

Cognitive researcbers seem to pmer the term 'strip map' 10 'itinerary', perbaps because the
latter does not have an implication of mapping, as it could simply he made of a list of names,
stop-points, nodes A sbip map, il is forther argued, bas DO contexl of references, while in faet the
sequence pre5ented in il is in itself a very specifie reference system, as spatial as any map couId
009 though DOt neœssarily imaginable in cartographie terms of reference. See Golledge,
Wayfinding Behavior.
10

Brian Massumi, in "Buildings, Biograms, and the Body Topologie" provides an interesting
discussion of limitations of cognitive ID8ppiDg and new researcb in spatial orientation.
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simply translate this ability to the complex and abstract realms of the computer-mediated

environment How can we fonn a mental map of a conceptual realm? When we try to

move the idea of mapping ioto the digital infonnational environment, we can no longer

talk about the envisioning of spatial relationships. If we use a map in these domains, we

have first to conjure up, to simulate spatial relationships in the fonn of a visual metapbor.

The conceptual map of virtual space (for example when we represent a complex data set

in the fonn of a city, or floor plan, which is often the case) would then become a mental

representation of a conceptual map. Such "double mapping", as it were, is necessary to

create the cartographie or spatial metaphors for digital infonnational environments.

ft seems that in these new, abstract environments we eannot rely on our ability to

create 4&conceptual maps". We do not have adequate mental images to support these

absb'act constructs. What "modes of acquiring an internai representation" do we have

when navigating data sets, moving between "sites" that are purely informational? We

need to faU back on representations of physical spaces, on our embodied movement and

experienced ways of perceiving and organizing infonnation. Cognitive mapping theory

seems inadequate for informational environments, and the spatial reasoning of homing

pigeons and iosects will Dot give us a complete understanding of the navigation of

abstract space.
1I

So the neglected dynamic aspects of spatial orientation and the role of

elements of place and eovironmental eues necessarily come to the fore.

The power of both concepts, navigation and wayfinding is, 1 propose, based on

tbeir conjoining of markers, labels of positional places, topo-sensitive indicators to the

abstract knowledge of reference systems and their spatial or structural organization.
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Infonnation for wayfinding is drawn not merely from 'mental mapping' but rather

simultaneously from the physical markers of specifie place and knowledge of their

relationship to the larger organizational, orienting and c1assifying schema. Similarly for

navigation, information is drawn from specifie markers and indicators (even if

technologically mediated), as weil as larger systems of reference.

We can thus say that wayfinding (and navigation) simultaneously involves two

types of markers: identifiers of place specificity and referencing indicators. At the same

lime, they allow for the presence of the disorienting noise of display signs that may he

attached to, or embedded in, other markers along the way. Wayfinding thus implicates

two types of axes: the metaphoric, paradigmatic axis (with ils selective, associative

dimension involving similarity) and metonymic, syntagmatic axis (with its combinative

dimensions of contiguity).12 The concept of wayfinding links the specific within the

landscape to the matrix of relationships conceptually overlaid on its surface; it forms

linkages amongst the ideas of movement, knowledge and its representation, and the

description of passage, the sequence of stops and decision nodes.

Perhaps the notion of a classification system is more useful for conceptualizing

large-scaJe or abstract environments than is mapping (the representation of spatial

relationships). The classifying, organizing and structuring role of the environment and

the ways in which we conceptualize its structures and hierarchies is rarely discussed in

the literature on wayfinding. Similarly, as Keller Easterling in Organizalion Space

11
Gollege's discussion of wayfiDding is limited ta the mie of internai represeotations in the

uskills and procedures for travel", Wayfinding Belulvior.
12

Mter the discussion in Tilley, Metaphorand MaterüJl Culture, p. S and based on Jacobsoo's
schema of the relationsbip between metapbor and metooymy, in R. Jacobson and M. Halle,
Fundamenla/s oflAnguage (The Hague: Moutont 1956).
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argues, the dynamics of the stnlcturing, organizing and networking role of buitt fonn are

not often taken up by architectural theory.13 The relationships between elements within

complex environments are mostJy theorized as involving spatial schema akin to

cartographie representations, as if we could construct two- or three-dimensional

representations of ail of the relationships and hierarchies within which we are immersed.

With the growing sophistication of the computer's graphical user interface,

visual representation and multimedia convergence seems to have differently affected the

approach to place and wayfinding within: (a) the domains entrusled with the research of

physical spaces; and (b) those focused on the development of computer-mediated

environments. Architecture, planning and geography show much fascination with the

new developments in computer technology and an enchantment with the simulatory

possibilities of the new media. In the last two decades, computer-mediat.:ad techniques of

spatial information-handling have replaced the older skiIls, and standards, with

computer-aided design, geographic information systems, and global positioning systems

becoming not mere tools, but increasingly, foci of the disciplines.

ln writiogs on architecture and the city, suggestions are often made regarding the

inevitability of the replacement of the material, the outmoded world and its concems -

the world of the built form, the city, and place - with new electronically generated and

mediated alternatives. The theoretical work of archilects Michael Heim, Marcos Nov~

William Mitchell, and Stephen PerreHa, describe and analyze a 'liquid architecture of

cyberspace", "cilies of bits'· and "e-topia" of non-material places, topological

13
Keller Easterling, Organization Spoce. Lmulscapes, Highways, and Houses in America

(Cambridge and London: The MIT Press, 1999).
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architecture and the merging of communication and architectural fonn into the flux of

hypersurface.
14

The new possibilities of architecture are presented as emerging not from

the physical environrnent, but rather, infonnational spaces generated within the

electronically mediated and modifiable domain. With the latter guaranteeing none of the

constraints inherent to materiality and context, the realm of possibilities indeed seems

boundless. Borgmann points out that, paradoxically, the most radical displacement of

oriented space by technological space cornes from the discipline responsible for

providing the most comprehensive view of the world, geography. Similarly, within the

built environment displacement cornes from those domains entrusted with space and

construction: architecture and urban planning. Digital mapping and modelling

techniques now remove the practice and practitioners from actual contact with place,

moving them into the realm of digital location, positioning, co-ordinates, data sets, and

parameters linked to locations.

On the other hand, research in human-computer interaction, artificial intelligence,

visual rnethods of the presentation of data, graphical interface design, and the emerging

field of infonnation design, seems to he reaching back towards the physical environment

for eues and concepts. Cognitive theory, the tbeory of urban fonn, and research on

spatial orientation and waytinding in physical environments have become important

sources for the theory and design of computer mediated environments. Spatial interfaces

are designed for 'navigating' Iibrary catalogue searches or as a way of visualizing

14
See Michael Heim, "The Erotic Ootology of Cyberspace", pp. 59-80; and Marcos Novak,

"üquid Architecture in Cyberspace", pp. 225-254, botb in Benedikt, CybeTspace: First Steps;
William J. Mitcbell, City ofBils and e-topia: "Urban life. Jim- bill not as we know il"
(Cambridge, Mass.: 1be MIT Press, 2000); Steven Perrell~ Hypersurface ArchitecllITe,
Architectural Design (New Yorle John Wiley & Sons, 1998). Also see also Perrella, "SIOn Deep".
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knowledge.
1S

Considerable research on navigating hypertext and complex data draws on

concepts and theories related to orientation in physical spaces.
16

Cognitive mapping

theory is routinely brought to the analysis of hypertext
11

Computer scientists research

the applicability of the landscape metaphor for the creation of visual representatïons of

large data sets, and searching and retrieving infonnation from complex documents.

Workshops are conducted on the uses of spatial metaphors in user interfaces. 18 [n

guidelines for producing useable three-dimensional spaces, we cao read that it is

important to ensure "that travel between points requires the user to pass through the

intervening space and experience il, however briefly. ,,19

15
For some examples see the Digital Design Lab al Columbia University: the Spatial Interfaces

for Leaming On-lïne (SILO), or Spatial Worlds for Information Retrieval and Learning (SWlRL).
www arch.columbja.edulDDUresearchlSILQ/ or www.arch.columbia.eduIDDUresearchlSWlRU
16

Jay David Boiter, Writing Space. The Computer, Hyperte.xt, and the History ofWriting
(Hillsdale: Lawrence Erlbaum, 19(1).
17 •

Shum, "Real and Vn1ua1 Spaces".
18

Matthew Cbalmers, "Using a landscape metapbor". Worksbops on spatial metapbors are
regular features of conferences related ta bypertext (Iike the European Conference 00 Hypertext,
Edinburgh 19(4). See also: R. Amant, S. Long and M. S. Dulberg, "Experimental evaluation of
intelligent assistance for navigation", Knowledge-Based Systems (lI, no. l, Sept. 30, 1998), pp.
61-71; Rudolph Darkeo, John Silbert, "Wayfinding strategies and bebaviors in large virtual
woods", Proceedings oflhe Conference on Human Factors in CompUlïng Systems (New York:
ACM, 1996), pp. 142-149; J. L. Chan and K. M. Stanley, UA tbeoretical model of wayfinding in
virtual environrnents: Proposed sttategies for navigatiooal aiding." Presence-Teleoperators and
Virtual Environments (8, no. 6, December 1999), pp. 671-685; AnD K. Deakio, "Landmarks as
navigational aids on street maps", Cartography &: Geographie InfoTmlllion System (23, DO. 1, Jan.
1996), pp. 21-36; David Howard and AJan MacEacbren, "Interface design for geographic
visualization: tooIs for representing reliability. " Cartography d: Geographie Informalion Systma
(23, no. 2 April 1996), pp. 59-71; T. Todd Bvins, David R. Nadeau, and David Kirsh, "Worldlets
- 3D thumbnails for wayfinding in virtual environments", User Interface Software and
Technology: Proceedings of the ACM Symposium 1997, New York: ACM), pp. 21-30. For a
discussion of environmental eues influencing waytinding Sbategies see: Darken, Rudolph and
John Silbe~ "Wayfioding strategies and bebaviors in large virtual woods", Proceedings ofthe
Conference on Human Factors in Complltïng Systems (New York: ACM, 1996), pp. 142-149.
19

Robert Ingram in ugibilily EnJumcementfor Informolion VislUllÏZJlliOn (Ph. D1besis,
University of Nouingham, Computer Science, 1995), p. JO.
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Otav 1tlyalvd;, EYro Epx0f,lOVa(On your way there, you met me retuming)

muses Christine Boyer as she begins her Cybercities. 20 Indeed, it May seem that a focus

on place shows how recent architectural and urban theorists meet computer scientists and

hypennedia designers from opposite directions. As such, architecture, according to

William Mitchell, "now embraces the play of digital information in space,,;21 cilies are

becoming "systems of ioterlinked, interacliog, silicon- and software-saturated smart,

attentive, and responsive places.',zz At the same tïme, hypennedia research examines "our

natural spatial intelligence" for cues to the development of intelligible virtual worlds, and

talks about "the rich spatial environments in which we live and move, and the

impoverished spatial worlds currendy on offer in the digital reaJm".ZJ

USince the graphical user interface arrived, spatial metaphors of different sorts

bave been used to assist in navigating computer environments. ,.lA Spatial metaphors

permeate bath the language we use to describe infonnational environments and the visual

metaphors that we employ in the graphical interface to organize the infonnation and

define the modes of our interactions with iL The growing complexity of these

environmeots also demands that we reach for more easily understood structuring and

organizing frameworks to help make sense of what is around us. Thus the proliferation

of spatial metaphors in relation to digital environments, both lioguistic and visual, sbould

20
Christine M. Boyer, Cybercilies: Visual Perception in t~ Age o/VisuaJ Communication

(Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1996), p. 6.
21

Mitchell, e-topia, p. 41.
2'2

Ibid., p. 68.

Shum, "Real and Virtual Space," p. 133.
24

Words introducing the 6'Spatial Cognition and Vinual Spaces" site
bttp://kmj,open.ac uklpeo.plelsbslspatial.bbnl
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not be surprising. With increased computer power and the expanded use of computer

mediated infonnation, we can only expect that the spatial visualization of infonnation

will become increasingly commonplace, and the spatial language even more widespread.

A tacit supposition supporting the relevance of spatial concepts for the context of

virtual environments is, sorne suggest, that important similarities exist between the

complex spatial worlds in which we live and the digital realms.
2S

1 want to argue that the

opposite may be the case: it is because these worlds are in fact so different tbat

exploration and understanding of the one which is new demands recourse to the solid

conceptual ground of the old. Here comparisons, categorizations, organizations and

descriptions can be made in ways tbat are familiar, tried and true. Spatial metaphors are

particularly useful for imagining the new realms geoerated by computer technology

because concrete worldly space is the ooly realm that we can envision in tenns that can

be orienting and that can help us find our way. Spatial metaphors may have eotered ioto

the language of our conceptuaJ world by the tirst metaphors that were unreflectively used,

tenns like 'infonnation highway,, 'on-line community", or indeed 'navigation'. The

digital domain was presented as a spatial entity to make it seem familiar and enticing to

explore. The envisioning of the internet network as a giant library card catalogue system,

to which we connect electtonically, may not bave had the same cache, though perhaps it

would have been easier to deal with at a conceptuallevel.

It is commonplace to speak of 'navigation' through hypertext and hypermedia.

This can he explained in IWo ways. For one, the new and not fully charted realms of

electronic infonnation suggest an environment that is Dot easily understood, a 'space' the

Sbum, "Real and Virtual Spaœ".
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vastness, tluidity and complexity of which must be somehow faced. On the other hand,

while we are not really moving within this realm2lfi (and definitely not on foot) we are

mediating it through a screen, through a technology which is simultaneously an entrance,

and exit; a vehicle for our imaginary movement that contains an entire highway and its

related road sign system. The idea of being lost in these new realms is pervasive, and not

only metaphorical. Research is conducted on the ways in which one can be Ulost" in

hypennedia, with these states defined in terms related to spatial orientation, like: not

knowing where ta go next; knowing where ta go but not how to get there; and not

knowing one's current location in the overall structure.%7 Common navigational strategies

are described in hypennedia also in rather familiar tenns: searcbing for an identifier,

following a known path, travel in a given direction, or movement directly to a given

"address".a This language would bave been easily understood by a character in the

cornedy by Terence quoted above or by anyone navigating a contemporary urban space.19

But let us revisit the statement quoted above: "since the grapbical interface

arrived..." Cao we assume, then, that the very choice of type of interface determined al

least sorne of the processes to follow? Once we decided to develop the technical means

to communicate with a device with the aid of visual representation, how else couJd we

have envisioned the environments that we created? The very cboice of graphical

26
Michael Benedikt spoke strongly against the notioo of movement flippandy used for digital

realms; he suggested a metaphor of digital flyers stock to the screen window from the other side,
and the viewer, statiooary as he is, trying to sort through these messages delivered constandy and
in great quantities... with no travel involved... Micbael Benedi~ "for More üfe", lecture al the
e-valuations, eventONE, Re-configuring Aesthetics conference, McGiU University, February
2000.
n

Ingram, ugibility, p. JO.
2B

Ibid., p. 31.
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interface detennines the spatial nature that we will inscribe onto the data storage

processes and manipuJative possibilities of the infonnational realm. From the moment

we invoJved the visual metaphor in the process of interaction with our electronicaJly

generated world, then, we O18y have set the stage for a Lynchan imageabiJity of the

domaine The focus on visual interaction resuJted in a virtuaJ reaJm conceptuaJized in

spatial terms and with the use of spatial reJationships.

Waytinding is thus not ooly a useful concept to the new infonnationaJ

environments, il may be necessarily foundational. Navigation problems in hypertext are

discussed by Many authors in such spatial tenns. Lynch's theory of urban fonn has been

taken up by computer scientists as the basis for the theoretical modelling and

visualization of legible virtual space. Researchers and designers working in the computer

domain are also drawn to notions of laodmarks, route, and mapping, and to comparisons

between the structure of navigation in the digital realm and survey knowledge of the

urban environmenlJO Maps (grapbical overviews giving local area and global context) and

guide tours (suggested mils througb infonnation) are typically used to aid the navigation

process.JI Lynch's concept of imageability is often taken as pertaining strictJy to mental

mapping, even though nowhere in his research does he propose that conceptual mapping

is the ooly method of tinding one's way. In fact, as discussed above, Lynch openly

advocates a multilayered approacb to the complexities of large-scale environments..JZ

Robert Ingram, in bis study of legibility and visualization systems, focuses on Lynch's

29
1am referring to a set of directions given by a cbaracter in Terence's comedy, in Casson,

Travel in the Ancient World, p. 86, discussed in Chapter 8 above.
30

Ingram, LegibUity, p. 31.
31

Ibid., pp. 34, 38.
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theory and~ like many other researchers in the field of computer visuaiization. refers to

the elements defined by Lynch (paths~ nodes~ landmarks, edges, and districts)~ as weil as

to mental mapping. But Lynch's work was oot merely about the five elements often

quoted and used. These are indeed very easily quantifiable and translatable into computer

a1gorithms and models, and thus easily used for the visuaJization of 3-D spaces.13

Simplification of the theoretical elemeots used for this research aside, however, it seems

that the importance and complexity of Lynch's theory can be understood more fully DOW,

when il is applied to the conceptualization of virtual spaces. Many aspects of his multi-

layered understanding of wayfindiog are present in research pertaining to the digital

realm.;M

Important to consider in these transformations are changes in our intimacy with

place: changes in the requiremeots of knowledge for mediating place. Borgmann

suggests that for trips to unfamiliar places, we 00 longer rely on spatial competence, but

on the abstract account of a map or a technologicaJ device. This reverses our

relationship with place and information. When iotimacy with the surroundiogs is no

longer used for spatial orientation~ familiarity with the technological interface and the

32
Lynch, The Image o/the City.

33
The implied weakness of Lynch's theory is also interesting; it is suggested that Lynch's

theory is marred witb udependence on language". Barthes and Henken may have been surprised
by this assertion. Ingram, LegibiJ;ty, p. 62.
34

Ingram~ugihility, p. 31Throughout bis study Ingram discusses navigational aids, like the
&&beaten path" (with sucb mecbanisms as trails, marters, stories, bookmarks, and allowiog the
user to move forward and backward along a string ofnodes); "links" and &&maps". He also
describes local and globalleveis of navigation: and the relationsbip between navigation tasks
carried out al the Iocallevei and the confidence for tbese tasb derived from a strong image of the
overaillayout of the space. Ingram also discusses methods used by bypermedia authors to
confuse or disorient tbeir readers, metbods conœptua1ized in spatial term: using higbly
bomogeneous representabons of nodes, fragmenting the text, introducing sudden unanticipated
events, disruplÎng the way in wbich reader mentally maps the space.
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surface display of instruments becomes crucial. And wbite, in Borgmann's words,

"bumans have always beeo intimate with a nonmetric space - with the space of memory

and imagination" ,3S memory and imagination are also displaced in the tecboological

space of the measured grid and visualized representations.

Contemporary space, says Borgmann, 16lost its cosmic scope and its terrestrial

orientation; most radically of ail, it has ceased to be the depth conferring space of

memory and imagination.',36 Within technological space, space based on scientifically

measured grids and externat reference systems, be funher claims, we have unburdened

ourselves from the need 10 use our own capacity for memory and imagination. Tbe worJd

is visualized for us. Even the conceptual world is presented to us ready-made.

Paradoxically, we may he creating, in this way, wbat be calls "spatial disorientation".J7

Reflecting on Steven Weinberg's daim that "The more the universe seems

comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless" Borgmann asserts that:

Pre-modem cultures were keenly conscious of space...In contrast, the
semantic space people in our rich Western democracies inhabit is just the
surface of the earth" thus we seem to live "either in comprehensible

pointlessness or with impertinent orientation. 38

Within teebnological space, we need to know or remember nolbing, as long as we have

'aceess to information'. We need not remember where that infonnation is stored, either;

its source location is irrelevant, it is ail comïng from "out there". Pre-modem space was

eonstituted according to the location of landmarks througb which we oriented ourselves;

3S
Borgmann, '1be Destitution of Space," p. IS.

36
Ibid., p. 12

37
Bargmann, "The Destitution of Space," p. 14.

38
Steven Weinberg, The Last Three Minutes. 2- 00. (New York: Basic Books, (993), p. S,

quoted in Borgmann, 'The Destitution ofSpace," p. 14.
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contemporary space, though measured, organized and accurate, becomes smoothly

b
. 39

am Iguous.

FIGURE 3.9..2: Infonnation age itineraries will find the route for you and point the way. The map
knows where you are. Wayfinding using geographic infonnation and global positioning systems:
an electronic map of the Nuremberg area, Gennany displayed on the BMW dashboard sereen,

As such, we want technology to find the way for us, to tell us where we are. We want

technology to know, to locate us, and point us in the right direction, to "do our knowing

for us", as James Carey notes.
40

Benedikt in one of his definitions of cyberspace

39
Borgmann, "The Destitution of Space": "the contemporary space has left us with a world

whose cosmic extension is thought to he irrelevant whose global teehnological structure is
disorienting, and whose imaginative and memorial depth collapsed to indifference." p. 14.
40

Carey in "Space. Time and Communication," Communication as Culture, p. 165.
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• describes the space within which "the building knows where you are. And who. ,,41 ln

such a space, markers are irrelevant Perhaps we can begin to forget the references,

unburden ourselves from knowledge and orienting skills. and rely solely on techoology to

navigate the infonnationallandscape... why would we need signposting iftbe place

knows where we are?

• 41
Benedikt, Cyherspace: First Steps, p. 2.
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CHAPTERIO

Signposting Information.

FIGURE 3.10-1: While signs are often examined in tenns of aesthetics, styles and use of
rnateriaJs, as in this cornparison of nean signs, they are rarely analyzed as manifestations of
complex organizational structures and systems of knowledge. Yet, they are the material and
visible companent of classification systems and infrastructures of information. The sign on the
right, a nean Iike the other two (Los Angeles cinema signs from the 19305), is a marker of an
entrance to the Moscow Metro system. White comparable to the other signs in stylistic terms, it
perfonns a different role than the signs identifying specifie places (even sening aside the role of
advertising and signs in 19305 Moscow and LA). Its visible presence has a different meaning and
different iconic significance. 1

For a study of styles of signage and the different materials they were rendered in (mosaic,
metal, tile and brick, glass and nean, paint and wood, stone and brick) see Schwartzman,
Designage. The Art ofDecorative Sign. Here shown: Roxie cinema tower, Los Angeles, 19305; El
Rey cinema, Los Angeles, 1936; Metro sign. Moscow, 19305. p. 93.
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Large sets of spatially ordered sigDs have invaded and transfonned not only our

world view but mundane details of our lives," notes Borgmann in his discussion of

contemporary environments.2 From the labels of library stacks and signs designating

isles in supermarkets to highway signage systems; from subway systems to streets and

addresses; place-Dames, street-names, names of businesses, parking instructions,

directional signs, room numbers, corporate logos, elevator f100r displays, waming signs,

welcoming signs, entrance signs, exit signs; numerous tags and labels of our daily

routines and movements in physical spaces. Are these ail part of a chaotic display, swirl

of images, words and symbols, like the postmodem metropolis that Christine Boyer

describes as Ua physical site in which images and messages seem to swirl about, devoid

of sustaining context"? J If so, how can we POssibly make sense of this forest of signs,

displays, codes, and numbers? Yet we routinely do. The visual environments that we are

immersed in may be increasingly noisy and disorienting, but we do somehow manage to

negotiate them daily. We find our way through them (physically and conceptually)

because they are highly structured, interconnected, cross-referenced, and because we

know the cules and codes that govem them. Signs and signposts function in these

environments as tags, labels, indicators, indexing markers; they are the visible and

materiaJ annotations of information and structures. Still, "how to describe the forest?""

"Information infrastructure is a tricky thing to analyze" assert Bowker and Leigh

Star, "[gJood, usable systems disappear almost by definition. The easier they are to use,

2 Borgmann, ''The Destitution ofSpace," p. IS.
3 Boyer, The City ofCollective Memory, p. 28.
.. This is a question Bowker and Leigh Star ask about the classification systems. Soning
Things Out. p. 31.
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• the harder they are to see."s The infonnational environments we are immersed in, they

claim, "however imbricated in our lives, are ordinarily invisible'~ only becoming visible

upon breakdown or conflict, when ~'the material force of categories appears always and

instantly.,,7 When Borgmann describes ~'infonnation about reality", he marvels over how

smoothly natural signs are summoned from the landscape, only to disappear into il again

once they are not needed.8 This is not necessarily, 1 suggest, a characteristic of natural

signs. Conventional signs, especially when they proliferate to the point of creating a

Jandscape in themselves (a signscape) begin to function similarly: they are sought out,

recognized, summoned for a particular function, and let disappear in the forest of other

signs once more.

Classification, and organization systems, 1 suggest in contradiction to the

arguments of Bowker and Leigh Star, are in fact highly visible. They are made visible

with labels, tags, numbers, signboards, signposts, arrows, icons; they are made visible by

the flagpoles of signage. Still, paradoxically, we may only become aware of them in their

absence, we may notice them only when we are disoriented. At such moments of

uncertainty, their presence is summoned, cornes to the surface, as it were. Signs then,

however visible, surface in absence of clarity, at points of decision, in our sudden

awareness of being lost, absence of fit, an aberration in a pattern, an absence of the

anticipated.

•
5

6

7

8

Bowker and Leigb Star, Soning Things Out, p. 33.
Ibid, p. 2.
Ibid., p. 6.
Ibid.
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Signage, like the classification and organization systems il designates, is not

uoseen, it is simply taken for granted.9 Though embedded in other infrastructures,

implicated in our social knowledge (learned typieally as a part of membership) and

interlinked with conventional practices, it is often taken analytically as a surfaee-deep

phenomenon, an infonnational omament of sorts, supertluous garb, or as David Canter

argues, a mere prosthesis for design failures. lo

Signage is positioned in the liminal place between the external environment and

the hidden references and classifications inter-facing the two realms. This position results

in two problems. First, the surface is often seen as an extrinsic layer of expression, either

superficial or related only to the visual, and analyzed accordingly. Because of its surface

position and its often iconic fonn, signage is largely confined to the domain of graphie

design (environmental graphies) and aesthetic concem (of style, typography,

iconography).ll Because of ils role as functional interface, signage is largely dealt with

9 Very much like the place itself, as Casey argues in The Fate 0/Place: "just because place is
so much with us, as we are with it, it has been taken for granted, deemed not worthYof separate
treabnent... Except when we are disoriented or I05t [ ...l we presume that the question is settled,
that there is nolbing more to sayon the subject" p. x.
10 Canter, "Way-finding and Signposting"
Il Few theoretical treabnents of signage exisL Most studies approach signage from concems of
design, style, or standards. The focus of the study by William R. Ewald and Daniel R. Mandelker
exemplifies such treabnent, Street Graphies. A Concept and a System (Washington, D.C.: The
American Society ofLandscape Architects, }g'll). Constantine and Jacobson in Sign Language
for Buildings and lAndscape provide a uniquely comprebensive analysis of the visual
environment formed by signs as it includes an historical treabnent of the subject as weil as it
covers a broad array of sign manifestations. Mucb interest in signs followed the trajectory of the
work of Robert Venturi and Denise Scott-Brown, as exemplified by Learning From lAs Vegas. A
number of exhibitions and conferences at Design Schools and major Art institutions also dealt
with what was seen as a visual shift of the urban environment marked by the proliferation of
signs: 1954 Museum of Modem Art exhibition "Signs in the Street", or 1976 Smithsooian
exhibition "Signs of Life". The focus of these as weil as of the further work by Venturi9 bas been
commercial imagery. Much work seems to focus on a critique and anaIysis of advertising or
incidental art, and the highway and billboards, road-side attractions. More recendy the incidental
art of urban inscriptions is gaining popularity; like in John Baeder9 Sign Language. Street Signs
as Folle Art (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1996).
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through standards and regulations (codes, zoning, size, setback, etc.)12 Second, the

surface is typically the most vulnerable to changes (whether generated within the external

environ or deeper classifications and values). Thus signs (tags, labels, visible elements of

the structuring and organizing systems) fonn the most ephemeral layer of the

infonnational environment; they are typically the first to he painted over, taken down,

replaced with new messages.

If understood as a superficial layer added onto architectural expression, signage

may indeed function, as David Canter proposes, as a mere prosthesis.13 While

contemporary signage often ends up playing such a Iimited role (as an admission of the

ioability of the built fonn to provide a clearly legible environment), Ibis complex

phenomenon cannot he analyzed from such a unidimensional point of view. Only in the

absence of an understanding of its role as a communicative medium with a substantial

history and deep theoretical implications can signage he considered a mere prosthesis;

detachable from ils basis in built fonn, and from the navigational dimensions of the

environment 14 Signposting is not the recent corrective invention of designers. Its curreot

fonn may have, in many instances, become an appendage largely because the modem

articulation of built forro programmatically shed its responsibility for the provision of

12 Since road and highway signs, as weil as many iodoor signage systems bave been
iocreasiogly reguJated and standardized, the anaIysis of these bas been moved aJmost eotirely iota
the reguJatory realm.
13 Canter, "Way-marking and Signposting," p. 245.
14 While Canter asserts that " il is ooly in the minority of cases that signpostiog is necessary"
and, indeed. the majority of our navigational eues do DOt come from the "public infonnatioo and
direction-finding systems", tbey do come from the markers (fonnal or informai) placed io the
environmeots around us. Canter, "Way-markiog and Signpostiog," p. 246.
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reference systems and orienting elements. Its confinement to the role of mere graphical

"garbn
, however, seriously undermines the importance of signposting. ls

Despile its surface position, signage is four-dimensional: il has considerable depth

as il is enmeshed in infonnationaJ infrastructures wbich are made visible, their material

textures revealed through its presence; its breadth or reach encompasses reference

systems; and its temporal dimension is embedded in the roles, conventions, and codes

goveming ilS use and legibility. Signage operates al many levels: it may annotate types of

objects, types of hardware; fit between the requirements of various categories and codes;

indicate meta-categories thal point to the position of a piece of code/classification within

sorne large system.16 Signage makes visible the ubiquitous, textured classifications and

standards and thus helps to structure our representation of social knowledge, categories,

memories (representations of the past), and the progression of events in the present.

Bowker and Leigh Star's search for methodological tools for the study of the

complexity of infonnational infrastructures is most useful for the analysis of signage.

Two of the metbodological points of departure for their discussion are particularly

salient: the ubiquity and materiality of texture. It is not enough to point out how densely

15 Canter clearly sees signage as purely graphical, and somewhat superfluous. His historical
understanding of signs reacbes back to English pub signs, indeed, an important development in
sign-making praetice and tradition, however DOt adequate for understanding the complex
conceptual systems ofenvironments thal people have, and that bis theory is seeking ta
understaDd. Similarly, in much writing on advertising and billboards, the bistorical axis tends to
start in the 18005 al the time of the increasing appearanœ ofcompetition between businesses and
advertising practices, particularty in the North AmeriC3D CODtexl Carter also suggests tbat
i&signposting occurs in situations wbere the designer caonot rely upon the knowledge or
experience of the user." But readïDg environmental information always relies heavilyon the
knowledge and experience (social, personal, spatial) of the user. Even if signage is an added
prosthesis designed to solve the iIIegibility of the constructed environment, it still needs 10 be a
legible interface in itself, il oeeds to be understood and ils references must he deooded properly, il
needs to be Doticed and read to be followed. Canter, ~Way-marking and Signposting," p. 263.
16 Bowker and Leigh Star, Sorting Things Out, p. 46.
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• classification schemes and standards saturate our environmen~both physical and virtual;

it is necessary to examine the proPertïes inherent in ubiquity, like the interdependence of

elements and categories. In infrastructures of infonnation, none of these components of

the systems stand alone. Rather the elements fonn complex networks, "matrices of

integration".17 The materiality of texture, another property of classifications systems

according to Bowker and Leigh Star, is where integration of the physical elements of

environments, and the conventions goveming them, takes place. 18 Both characteristics of

infonnational infrastructures, ubiquity and material texture, are made palpable through

signage. Embedded in the physical presence of organizational systems, and implicated in

their conventional and symbolic dimensions, signage makes the systems of classification

and standardization apparent and legible.

Classifications and standards, even if made visible through signposting, are still

typicaJly taken for granted. We do not notice tbem because we anticipate them to he

where we need them. 19 This paradoxical quality of infonnational infrastructures is

responsible both for the difficulty and the importance of making these neglected areas of

human knowledge a subject of more rigorous study. And as Bowker and Leigh Star

propose, such a study needs to employ new kinds of methodologies:

The sheer density of collisions of classification schemes in our lives calls
for a new kind of science, a new set of metaphors, linking traditional social
science and computer and information science. We need a topography of
things... three tluid dynamics on how classification systems meet up, sorne
protocols for finding one's way along, al least on the known path.20

•
17

18

19

20

Bowker and Leigh Star, Soning Things Out, p. 38.
Ibid, p.39.
Ibid, p. 7.
Ibid, p. 31.
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• It is not merely the arrangement and pattern of classifications systems that we

need ta examine. More important are the hidden ways by which they are implicated in

our social and moral mies, accords, and discords.21 The consequences of infonnational

systems for both our daily lives and larger social order are inescapable. Despite the

considerable effort that goes into the choice of classification systems and standards and

the design of infonnational environments, however, few theorists see them "as artifacts

embodying moral and aesthetic choices that in tom craft people's identities, aspirations,

and dignity."22 Bowker and Leigh Star ack.nowledge sorne fonnal discussion of

classification theory; however they point to lacuna in the analysis of use or impact, and

particularly, of histories and analyses of material manifestations of classifications.23

A similar assertion can be made for signage. Even when we examine the

literature that explicitly deals with the visual environment, visual media, and the

complexities of perception, we rarely find signage present as a subject of theoretical

analysis or even cultural critique. When Ann Marie Seward Barry, for example,

discusses the importance of visual communication and the impact of image-saturated

environments on u every area of our lives", it is television images and advertising that she

primarily considers.24 Yet, commercial iconography and images of advertising are set

within the complex and perceptible environment of communication. If we are indeed

"becom[ingJ more and more dependent on the visual for sending and receiving

information", as Seward Barry and other crities and theorists suggest, then we need to

examine the ubiquitous visual envirooment in its complexity and in both its spatial and

•
21

Z2

Z3

Bowker and Leigb SIM, Sort;ng Things Out.
Ibid.
Ibid, p. 4.
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temporal conlext.2.S Visual infonnation webs, as discussed, lie us latitudinaJly into the

social environments of physical spaces and longitudinally into their historical depths.

Donis A. Dondis in A Primer in Visual Uteracy remarks on the profound changes

in communicative modes brought about by the invention of photography, and compares

these shifts to the impact of print on universal literacy. 26 Her analysis brings out an

important insight for the positioning of signage within communication discourse:

ln print, language is the primary element, while visual factors, such as the
physical setting or design fonnat and illustration, are secondary or
supportive. In the modem media, just the reverse is true. The visual
dominates; the verbal augments. Print is not dead yet, nor will it ever be, but
nevertheless, our language-dominated culture has moved perceptibly toward
the iconic.7J

One can, of course, question whether the balance of text and image in our

contemporary environments is, in fact, tipping towards the visual (considering the

saturation of the visual field with verbal messages, as weil as the stronghold of textual

analysis on the visual domain), and whether visual literacy can be compared to language

literacy (considering that the latter is typically seen as 'naturally' acquired through

exposure 10 image, while the fonner remains a prevailing focus of education). Still, the

shift toward iconicity in the visual field, and the concomitant changing modes of

communication within visuai media, needs serious consideration in communication

scholarship. This shift is made quite explicit in the domain of signage, with its constandy

reconfigured field of overlap between words and images, as weil as the increasingly

iconic nature of both.

24 Ann Marie Seward Barry, Visuallntelligence. Perception, IlIIQge, and Manipulation in
Visual Conunun;cat;on (Albany, NY: Stale University of New York Press, 1997).
zs Ibid., p. 1.
216 Donis A. Dondis, Ji Primer in Vîsual Literacy (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1973), pp. 6-7.
ri Ibid.

262



•

•

Bowker and Leigh Star argue for the importance of probing the "apparently

naturaJ easiness in the world around", and they seek to expJicate the effort which

constitutes this seemingJy smooth operation, the work involved in making interfaces

transparent They seek to uncover the hidden reaJity of informationaJ structures, a reaJity

conceaJed behind what is often abstract or arbitrary. If reality is, as Latour argues, "that

which resists,28, the focus on an anaJysis of effort seems Jikely to aid the understanding of

our infonnation saturated environments. And the reaJity of the immersive environment,

as Casey argues, is typicaHy constituted by ils specificity, the spatio-temporal

manifestations of its constraints, the '1inity" of place, as weil as its Jinks witb the

circumambient sphere. 29

New informational environments are marvelled at because of the possibility of

casting away the ballast of materiaJity, the gravity of presence that they pose.JO

Paradoxically, the primary interface between our action and knowledge is increasingly

material, made of networks of technological devices and interfaces externaJ to our bodies.

Certainly, they unburden us from the drudgery of laborious thinking, searching,

remembering and even from makiog decisions. The interfaces know. If 50, however, we

are faced - as we ask our machines and interfaces to tell us where, when, how and !!OO

we are - with a much larger materiaJ presence that we would be if we were able simply to

consult our senses. The interfacing layers are becoming Jight-weight thin screens, small

devices, miniature sensors, il is true; still tbey pbysicaHy separate us from the world with

2B Bruno Latour, Science in Action: HOM! to FolloM! Sciemists and Eng;neers ThTough Society
(Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1987).
29 See Casey's conclusions of the history of pbilosopby of place and bis summary discussion of
the position of place with ilS œntrality and 'finity' within modem philosopby. The Fale ofPlace,
p.338.
JO Benedikt, Cyberspace First Sleps, p. 4.
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a thicker and thicker layer of technological mediations (increasiogly more complex9

increasingly more interconnected iota thick networks of their OW0 9 and as it is often

claimed9 increasingly visual).JI

Latour and Hermant io Paris ville inv;sible9 position signage within layers of city

infrastructures9 systems of classifications9 modes of display9 ways of adherence between

various layers of infonnation.32 The infonnational eovironments that Latour and Hermant

present are made of networks of utilities9 transportation9 interconnected classifications

and displays of categories, with sorne layers visible9 many implicit9 a few entirely hidden9

and sorne indicating their presence in the most subtle ways. Ali these are pervasive and

interconnected9 with the new environments added ooto the palimpsest of the old. The

infonnational layers presented and analyzed in Latour and Hennanfs study are

articulated9 inscribed in a variety of substrates: the stone of buildings9 paper of forms and

infonnaJ signs, the sulface paint of road signs, metal of regulatory signposts9 fiber-optic

cables of connecting lines, computer screens of displays. Ali these layers make finie

sense without a cross-indexing, referencing intelface between user and system, and

within the infrastructures themselves, between the newer layers and the old. And ail of

these layers are disclosed, signaJled, indicated through signage.

New layers and modes of infonnatioo re-configure the ways that we perceive and

understand the older structures. ft will be useful then, as Latour and Herment9 s analysis

seems ta suggest, to move away from predictions of the inevitability of replacements and

31 Seward Barry9 Visual Intelligence. pp. 3-11.
J2 Latour and Herman~Paris ville invisible. The collaboration of authors of this book is
particularly salient for the subject at band9 Latour is the author the text, while Hennant is the
autbor of images. Image and text in this book have an equaJ status as narrative and anaJytic loois.
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look instead at the interconnectivity of the older networks with the new. The notions of

accretion and re-configuration seem far more useful than the refrain of '''Ceci tuera cela"

persisting in much of the contemporary discourse on new information environments.33 ln

reality, the previous is rarely replaced by the new; rather, the new normally emerges from

older reference system and the expectations developed earlier. The older is re-shaped and

dis-placed by the changing possibilities of the new. 34 The notion of replacement involves

the loss of older layers of cross-referencing, and thus of its continuity, and needs

therefore to he cautiously considered, particularJy in late modemity when the materiaJ

consequences of the modemist program of historical dissolution are so far past

reclamation.3s

Modemism demanded that architecture detach itself from history, from previous

understandings of space and fonn. It forced a discarding of attachments, an unburdening

of old reference systems within the built environment As a consequence, modem

buildings and spaces were made programmatically ambiguous (with their open plans

33 Much discussion is focussed on the book and the inevitability of its subsequent electronic
replacement The most often used argument draws on Victor Hugo's words and the vision of the
book replacing the "book of stone", the cathedral. Rugo's vision weot much further than the
quotable phrase, he retlected on the changing materials of storiog knowledge as each generation
inscribes knowledge in different substrates. The book bas never replaced the cathedral, nor did it
tbreaten this mode of human expression; rather, the mobility of knowledge threatened
institutiooal structures and oew capabilities of storing and conveyiog knowledge changed social
hierarchies and world views. It has also been a lengthy process, with the materiality of buildings
(and cathedrals) not challenged uotil further and relatively recent developments of movable
media. The totaIizing process of textualizing communication May be only reaching its apogee
over five centuries after the introduction of movable type in Europe. And paradoxically, it may
ooly be possible DOW, to truly challenge the materiality of bath: the book and the cathedral, the
d1lnlble repositories of knowledge.
34 Benedikt argues that cyberspace will not replace earlier developments, it will dispJace tbem.
Cyberspace: First Steps, p. 7.
35 Le Corbusier's cali to action perbaps best describes this approacb: "1 discard, 1discard... My
lüe iso 't meant to preserve dead things. 1discard Stevenson's locomotive... 1discard everything,
for my twenty-four-bours must be productive, briJliandy productive. 1will discard everything of
the past, everything except that which still serves. Certain things serve forever: they are Art.n
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• merging outside and in, their weak articulation of elements, and repetitious and unifonn

structures). Similarly, urban spaces were reconfigured to adhere to a highly structured

abstract grid, geometry, standards of numbering, regulations of specialized use. The

resultant physical environments, unifonn, generic and programmatically poorly

differentiated, created a greater need for surface-applied signage. With architecture and

urban design discarding its traditional responsibility for legibility, signposting necessarily

becomes a design prosthesis. When we contrast the highly differentiated, complex

environment of the traditional town or city with the unifonn and genericaJly 'Iegible'

suburb from the 19708, the need for an additionallevel of landscape marking for purposes

of orientation and wayfinding becomes eminendy clear.

Bowker and Leigh Starr suggest that to study classification is to examine points of

view, as each standard and each category vaJorize sorne perspective and silence others.36

Signage, it can be argued, constitutes one of the most overt displays of points of view.

Signs are, in fact, typically the tirst to show the changing winds of history, political

a1legiances, moral values and sentiments. They are typically the first signais of change in

classification, standards, values, orientation. Signage manifests the reconfigurations of

environments, signalling, broadcasting social, political, moral and technologieal shifts

and developments. Any change in the structuring of the environment is made manifest

through the re-configuration of its signs. One can study the historical and political

transitions of places through an analysis of this outer layer of informational environmenl

From Moscow through Dublin and Warsaw to Montreal, signs point to conflict in

• J6 Bowker and Leigb Srar, Soning Things Out, p.S.
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political, religious, social and linguistic arenas.37 It is useful, however, to see these

developments in historical perspective and in the larger context of visible communicative

environments, not only as context-specific phenomena.

Research in the field of infonnation visualization, as discussed in the previous

chapter, draws on Lynch's work to theorize and design the new digital environments. 1

argue that the full potential, and particularly the open-endedeness, of Lynch's work has

become evident through research on computer-mediated fonn.38 And in the research on

navigational techniques, the work of Passini, too, gains a new significance within the

digital realm. So with the importance of marking, signposting the environment: this, too,

cornes to the surface within emerging environments of infonnation. Many techniques for

data search and retrieval, for example, rely on the concept of the "Iandmark'\ the

environmental eue used to partition space, and hence the search-task, making it more

manageable. Sorne methods suggest techniques of ~'manual marking7t whereby the user

leaves markers at important points for later reference. Such approaches treat "signposts"

as an integral part of the wayfinding task and, as such, essential to the design of aoy

legible environment (physical or virtual). Still, as Ingram points out for signage, "this

seemingly very important element of the city environment seems to he gready

overlooked7t
•
39

J7 And this is not a conlemporary pbenomenon as discussed in chapter 4. For vivid
contemporary examples see a study of changing symbolic signposts (spatial, temporal, and visual)
in Moscow after the collapse of the Soviet Union, FJizabeth Gray, Signposts 10 the Past: Re
lnventing Po/itieal Symbols, Moscow 1985-1996 (Pb. 0 lbesis, University of Cambridge, 19(8).
~ Ingrcun,Legibüi~,p.63.

J9 Ibid, p. 60. Computer systems designed for the management of complex data sets often
refer to "banners". This is not a mere metapborical way of including signposting within the
wayfinding methods for infonnation environments. Even though Canter's work, mucb referenœd
within the literature on the application of spotial concepts and cognitive science to understanding
new environments, seems 10 treat signposting superficially, it cooraios referenœs ta "clear
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Much urban history can he understood through the examining of types. There is a

substantiaJ body of literature on building and urban morphology, though a taxonomy of

the communicative dimensions of buildings and structures has not been afforded much

attention. Good Morelli, in ber anaJysis of the medieval pilgrimage, notes profound

lacuna in architectural knowledge related to the infrastructure of movement.4O ln the case

of signposts, the historical trace is most certainly scant. Sorne traces appear in modem

histories of regulatory spheres, where signage can he traced, for example, through

examination of zoning and highway regulations.41 Important work also deals with

histories and theories of visual symbols and communication.42

Signage often functions as an implementation tool for classification systems:

boundaries of types cao be marked by signposts, access may be guarded, with conditions

of access specified, modes of required behavior suggested. Signage can be seen as

imposing order, structuring, validating, and nonnaJizing the built environment and the

mies and conditions of its use. In "Reckless Walking Must be Discouraged", Steven

Davies traces the alterations to the buitt environment that resulted from the introduction

of the automobile ioto urban space and the subsequent reorganization of traffic patterns

and the power dyoamic between pedestrian and driver.43 As ODe of the consequences of

this change of transportation mode, Davies discusses the profound social and spatial re-

locations which cao be easily remembered and associated with broad patterns of aetivity" and
argues that these "may be more fruitful than providing precise and detailed symbols." This may
aetuaJly speak more to the need for understanding signage in a broader perspective tban
dismissing il as an appendage... Canter, "Way-marking and Signposting," p. 247.
40 Good Morelli, Medieval Pilgrims' Hospices.
41 Krampen, "(cons of the Raad".
42 Sassoon and Gaur, Signs, Symbols and lcons; Müller-Brockmann, A History ofVisual
Communication.
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orientation largely implemented through regulatory signage. The obvious physical

changes (new roads, streets patterns, physical alterations of urban landscape, re-shaping

of urban form, and reconfiguring of street patterns, changing seale, distances, etc.) went

hand in hand with an increasing number of restrictions and regulations and a growing

array of regulatory detail inseribed into the visual urban environment.

The change of scale of advertising to accommodate the fast moving viewer has

often been discussed, particularly in literature related to the commercial landseape of

North America.44 Reconfigurations of modes of navigation through our immersive

visual environments, created by the combination of visual messages embedded in ils built

fonn and its communicative layers, has not yet gained much scholarship interest or

cultural critique. And these reconfigurations signal and broadcast important shifts in the

ways we dea) with infonnation. In a trip on an expressway, for example, we no longer

rely on cues from the surrounding landscape; we closely follow the unfolding itinerary

and instructions presented on the signage interface. The appropriateness of the tenn

'information highway' becomes clear when we consider modes of dealing with

C Steven Davies, UReckless Walking Must Be Discouraged": The Automobile Revolution and
the Shaping of Modem Urban Canada to 1930, Urban History Review (XVIII, no. 2, Odober
(989), pp. 123-138.

44 The redefinition of space and social boundaries resulted in siguage making the landscape
legible for the viewing matorist and the travelling tourist with an introduction of town names and
signs pointing to landmarks or faciJities. Standardization of signage systems, and reguJatory
requirements related to appropriate marking of landmarks, followed. Increasingly, navigation was
re-oriented from the focus on the pbysical presence of the landmarks to a sbicl reliance on the
eues provided by conventional road sign systems. For an anaIysis of commerciallandscapes, see
Venturi, Learning /rom las Vegas. See Anderson, Vanishing Roadsûk America for a very
insightful analysis of cbanging patterns of viewing the landscape between the more leisurely
drives of the tirst AmericaD highway system and the new interstate highways. See aJso: Warren
Belasco, Americans on the Road: From ÂlIIocamp 10 Motel, 1910-1940 (Cambridge: The MIT
Press, 1979); Joseph Interrate, &&You Cao't Go to Town in a Bathtub: Automobile Movement and
the Reorganization of Rural Arnerican Space, 1900-1930," Radical History Review, 21 (1980) pp.
153-64.
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navigational infonnation~ rather than the merely metaphoric suggestion of movement

tbrough cyberspace. ft is the strict following of cues from the navigational environment

tbat is strikingly similar and of essence here.olS

Bowker and Leigh Star claim that examining classifications necessitates the

bringing together of a sociology of knowledge and technology~ history, and infonnation

science, "we rob these ad hoc classifications against an increasingly elaborate large-scale

system of fonnal categories and standards." 46 If we are to understand large scale

environments, we need also to understand the dynamics of the perceptual, visual field of

markers and their embedding in classifications. We need to look at both the informai

'~olk", small-scale, private classifications and signPOsts, and those formai, standardized,

and widespread; and we need to do that within a context of the visual media of

communication. Information systems combine the ordinary with the fonnal; the technical

problems of storage and retrieval with the communicational problems of querying and

organizing; the textual with the iconic; words with images. As Bowker and Leigh Star

suggest, we need to survey the continuum, from desk-top organization to wide-scale

infrastructure, and to bring into the anaJysis a mixture of formai and informaI

classifications.on

olS The rhetoric surrounding the introduction of the regulatioDs of the pedestrian within the city,
is rather telling wbeD we compare it to the contemporary discourse that speaks of necessity of
being wired, getting onliDe, not getting behind. Pedesbians who were concemed with the
reorganization of their environments, and the rural communities opposing the slaDdardized signs,
were depicted as the opponents of progress and oew tecbnology as "Dot yet graduated from the
parocbial, colonial, or way-back attitude." Davies, "Reckless Walldng," p. 134
46 Even, or particularly, the environments that are said "impossible ta regulate" operate based
on numerous srandards, like the Internet, wbere to send a single e-mail message one uses, as
noted by Bowker and Leigh Star, more than 200 fonnally elected standards for information
transmissioD. Bowker and Leigb Star, Sorting Things 0111•
47 Lakoff speaks of '·a folk theory ofclassification." quoted in Bowker and Leigb Star, Sorting,
p. 32, after Lakoff, Women, Fire, p. 121.
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The importance of examining the effects of the reorganization of media of

communication on data classification, codifying and cataloguing, and on standardizing

practices, has been recognized by many scholars. Elizabeth Eisenstein, for example,

discusses the issues of diversity and unifonnity concomitantly played out during the

transformation of writing from script to print.48 She points to the importance of

examining these two issues together and the limited usefulness of assumptions that new

developments can or do replace the older ones completely. Her reflections on the

complexity of layering of media, cao easily be applied to contemporary technologies of

communication: "Given the use of new media, woodcut and metal engravings, to depict

medieval cosmologies, we cannot think simply of mere survival but must consider a more

complex process whereby long-Iived schemes were presented in new visual fonns." 41}

She makes a similar analysis of transformations in the nature of collective memory

evidenced in the changing mnemonic functions of artifacts and media of communication,

and changes in patterns of thinking spurred by the new ways of arranging infonnation..t)

The systemic approach to signage is a useful methodological tool that necessarily

brings together a number of disciplines crucial to the analysis of complex communicative

systems. Eisenstein, in her approach, cautions against offering "symptoms of cultural

crisis... in guise of diagnosis. ,,51 This is possible only when the subject is investigated in

48 FJizabeth L Eisenstein, The Prinling Revolution in Early Modem Europe (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1983).
l1J Ibid., p. 50.
~ Ibid., pp. 34-35,64. Particularly interesting is her discussion of memory theatres and the
wode of Francis Yates, The Art ofMemory. Eisenstein suggests that it may he more important to
examine transformations of coIlective memories and the displaœment of mnemonic functions
than speak of a loss of memory tbeatres. p. 34.
51 Eisenstein mers to Marshall McLuhan's The Gutenberg Ga/Qxy in these terms, though she
values the questiODS McLuhan raised about the aetuaI effects of the advent of printing, she
questions bis simplified analysis. The Printing Revolution, p. ix.
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sorne depth and in relation to a number of paraIlel developments; historical analysis is

often unavoidable.52

In order to understand the dynamics of the development and proliferation of signs~

il is essential to take a broader perspective, to see signs in relation 10 their progressively

organized and standardized environments and to the need to mark growing systems of

classification and structure. Signposts, with their fonn, articulation and the substrate

upon which they are inscribed, are as much a part of the built communicative

environment as are its systems of classification. The proliferation of signs as surface-

applied images and texts is certainly characteristic of contemPOrary environments;

however it merely signais the numerous processes of changing representation and

notational systems; it ought not to be seen as a phenomenon in itself. Signage is rather a

visible component of classification systems reflecting social knowledge and values,

hierarchies and modes of representation; it cannot he adequately understood if seen as a

mere surface display.

If visual perception is not "a passive recording of stimulus material but an active

concem of the mind", as Rudolf Amheirn maintained, the analysis of signage requires

"observing ail the changes the subject undergoes and induces because of its place and

function in its setting.,,53 As this thesis argued~ the relationship between communication

and place is essential to understanding the complexities of the visually perceptible

communicational environments we are immersed in. With the thernes of orientation,

SZ Bowker and l..A:igh Star suggest the importance of studying historical links as argued by
Michel Foucault in Arclureology ofKnowledge; with an archaeological dig necessary to
understanding the consequences and the origins of a range of social categories and practices
related to the pbenomenon al band. Sorting Things Out, p. 5.
SJ Rudolf Amheim, Visual ThinJcing (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969), p. 38.
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navigation, and interface becoming pervasive within the new communication

technologies, it is increasingly necessary to attend to the original mediating role of the

built environment and the navigationaJ dimensions of place. ft is here, within our

foundational spatial orientation and wayfinding, that we tom for metaphors, conceptuaJ

structures, and grounding as we chart our ways through emerging informational

environments. In the examination of signage as a system of interfaces used in negotiating

informational environments, as way-markers in a process of wayfinding, this thesis

demonstrated sorne ways in which the concepts of wayfinding and navigation can be

useful for communication scholarship. As il argued, fruitful cues for the theorizing and

understanding of emerging informationaJ reaJms are necessarily drawn from the

communicative dimensions of the most familiar immersive environments and their

related practices: the physicaJ spaces and built environments that we inhabit and negotiate

daily.
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