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When we consider ways of moving through the urban environment the tendency is to 
focus on how the material ‘fixities’, such as a city’s morphology, infrastructures, and 
built forms, calibrate such movement(s). In this way the practices of movement are 
reductively understood as vectorial, and as those produced by, or secondary to urban 
space. Yet as Cresswell (2006) notes, “movement is rarely just movement; it carries with 
it the burden of meaning…” (p19). Given the significance of this, and in relation to a 
time of unparalleled mobility and connectivity, it is argued that new ways of being 
mobile, together with new forms of informational movement, are forcing us to confront 
dominant and deep-rooted notions of urban space; how it is produced, and 
transformed, and by whom. Thrift (2011) describes this as a “transformation in the 
production of space, brought about through new practices of organising, analysing, 
displaying, storing and communicating information” (p6). He adds that our ways of 
sensing the world have also changed, and, as a result, it might be suggested that new 
types of perceptions and reflexive practices are also emerging.  

This paper considers how the behaviours and ‘mobilities’ associated with forms of 
Internet-based informational access, production and interaction – referred to here as 
‘mobile technology practices’ – are ‘reconfiguring’ the histories and meanings of urban 
spaces. This intends to establish a critical approach to how such practices facilitate ways 
of interacting with information, people and urban space; and to consider in what ways 
these constitute new – or perhaps alternative – forms of both urban historical practice 
and experience. Beginning with a broader discussion on mobile technology practices 
and urban spaces, behaviours, and experiences, this paper will then draw upon 
examples of mobile urban interpretive projects, including those local to inner city areas 
of Sydney, Australia. 
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“…I continue to be troubled by the unsettling spectacle offered by an excess of memory here…” 
Paul Ricoeur (2004: xv) 

Introduction 

When we consider ways of moving through the urban environment the tendency is to focus on how 
the material ‘fixities’, such as a city’s morphology and its infrastructural networks and built forms, 
together offer an understanding of such movement(s). Yet, as Cresswell (2006) notes, “movement is 
rarely just movement; it carries with it the burden of meaning…” (p19). This suggests not only that 
the movement of people, objects, and information can be understood in terms of displacement, 
connection, proximity and transmission, but also that such movements are relationally implicated in 
the production and performance of social, spatial, political and cultural processes. Similarly 
Merriman (2004), drawing on a range of views that conceptualise space and place as progressive and 
dynamic, asserts that movements should be understood not simply as occurring “across landscapes”, 
but rather as “integral to the construction and performance of landscapes and places” (p146). For 
Cresswell, then, the concept of ‘mobility’ acknowledges the role that a host of movements play in 
the construction of place, and, in so doing; bring into focus how movement is made meaningful. 
Given this, the concept of ‘urban mobility’ is taken here to reflect not only on the movement of 
people and objects in relation to fixed locations in the urban environment, but also on how, through 
movement, information and meanings – and thus memories and histories – can be continuously re-
produced, emplaced, displaced, and, potentially, erased.  

A more recent shift in mobility practices can, in part, be attributed to the wide-scale adoption of and 
engagement with personal Internet-enabled portable communication and computing devices, also 
known as ‘smart devices’. This suggests that the interface created by a smart device enables 
mobilities to be practiced in new ways. For Farman (2012a) this is the “emergence of mobility 
through mobile computing” (p11). Yet it is important to recognise that this does not simply concern 
how a new piece of technology operates, but rather that, as people adopt and integrate such devices 
into their behaviours and experiences, they become enfolded into everyday practices. For this 
reason the behaviours and ‘mobilities’ associated with the use of smart devices in urban space – 
from forms of social communication, to informational access, production, and interaction – are 
referred to here as ‘mobile technology practices’. In this context, adopting the reference to ‘practice’ 
seeks to dispel a technologically determinist approach, and to recognise that while devices operate 
within a spatial environment, more significantly they are part of broader fields of spatial, social, and 
cultural action. Following de Certeau (1984), mobile technology practices are also considered here to 
constitute critical acts of spatial production (p97). This, in turn, suggests that such devices are not 
simply implicated in the production of urban spaces from a physical perspective, but simultaneously 
within a perceptual, intellectual, associative and interpretive context.   

This paper thus considers the ways that emergent mobile technology practices can represent a 
restructuring of the relationships between people, information, and urban space. More specifically, 
this seeks to examine how, in representing new ways of ‘being mobile’ – and thus potentially new 
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ways of interacting with information and urban space – such practices might also provoke epistemic 
shifts. Of particular interest here are how mobile technology practices contribute to the production 
and interpretation of urban ‘histories’, such that individual and collective understandings of location 
and place are (re)constructed through both ‘everyday’, and ‘novel’ mobile technology practices. By 
novel, here, we are referring to the use of the smart device to access mobile location-based services 
(LBS) that host location-aware and context-specific media content, such as text, images, voice, and 
video; that is, media content that relates specifically to a defined geographical location in urban 
space. It is suggested here that the assemblage of such mobile media content can be understood as 
a form and method of urban history interpretation, that is made accessible and in some cases 
interactive, through a personal mobile smart device. In this way urban history interpretation, but 
also its very production, is considered as performed through mobile technology practices. From an 
institutional perspective, Tebeau (2013) has referred to this form of mobile media based urban 
history interpretation as the “mobile interpretive project” (p25).  

The intent of this paper is thus to establish a critical approach to how mobile technology practices 
facilitate ‘new’ ways of interacting with information, people and urban space; and to consider how 
the mobile interpretive project might constitute new – or perhaps alternative – forms of both urban 
historical practice and experience. To date, a range of scholarly sources have addressed the 
relationships between urban space and mobile technology practices (Foth 2009; de Waal 2011; 
Shepard 2011; de Souza e Silva & Frith 2012; Farman 2012a, 2012b;), while other material has 
directed more specific attention to practices of communication (Ito, Okabe & Matsuda 2005; 
Fujimoto 2005; and Campbell & Ling 2009); navigation and wayfinding (Willis 2008a, 2008b, 2009); 
locative media (Galloway & Ward 2006, Galloway 2008, 2013; Buschauer and Willis 2013); and 
objective-based gaming and social networking services (Wardrip-Fruin and Harrigan 2004; Hampton, 
Liovio & Goulet 2010; Humphreys 2010; Gazzard 2011; Humphreys & Liao 2011). More recently this 
discussion has extended to include examples of mobile interpretive projects such as the Museum of 
London’s Streetmuseum (Farman 2012a); that way app (Willis et al., 2012), the Fort Vancouver 
Mobile Project (Vogt 2012; Oppegaard & Grigar 2013), and the Cleveland Historical Project (Tebeau 
2013). Projects such as these were preceded by the notable global [murmur] project1 that exploited 
earlier mobile phone technology to generate and access site-specific stories in cities such as Toronto, 
Edinburgh and Melbourne since 2003 (Orpana 2009; Micallef 2010; Farman 2012a; Galloway 2013).  

In what follows, and with consideration of the aforementioned literature, this paper will begin with a 
broader discussion on mobile technology practices and urban spaces, behaviours, and experiences. It 
will then draw more specifically upon examples of mobile urban interpretive projects including those 
local to inner city areas of Sydney, Australia, such as the institutionally conceived and based Power 
House Museum (PHM) Augmented Reality Layar app2, and the mobile-based gaming app 
Razorhurst3, developed privately by new-media artist Richard Fox. The inclusion of these two 
particular examples presents the opportunity to comparatively reflect on the motivations, design 
approaches, and outcomes and experiences of mobile media based urban interpretation projects 
from arguably alternate approaches. 

Mobility as a Spatial Practice 

The attention to mobility, and specifically to mobile technology practices, is intended to draw upon 
the ways urban histories can be understood as performative; that is, how urban history can be 
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understood as being produced through action and movement, and, conversely, how such histories 
can be represented and communicated through movement. This therefore suggests a shift in urban 
interpretation from outcome to process. Indeed, over the past two decades, mobility theorists have 
sought to reposition mobility practices as central to both historical and contemporary 
conceptualisations of social, spatial, economic, and political relationships; c.f., for example Thrift 
2004; Sheller & Urry 2006; Urry 2007, 2011; Canzler et al., 2008; Cresswell 2006; 2010; Cresswell & 
Merriman 2011. Cresswell (2010) argues that the mobilities approach “brings together a diverse 
array of forms of movement across scales ranging from the body to the global” (p18).  

This centralisation of mobility within relational frameworks of understanding can be argued as a 
response to the increasing range and speed of mobilities that have created expanded networks of 
complexity and contingency. This is further articulated by the ways digital information and 
communications technologies have been deployed to facilitate these possibilities, but also 
responsively to sense, track, and map the complex relational movements of people, goods, and 
information. A key attribute of these systems has been the networking of connections on a global 
scale, yet more recent developments in micro computing has brought greater focus to mobility 
practices at both the local scale and the ‘everyday’ level. More specifically this concerns the 
integration of global positioning system technologies (GPS) with mobile smart devices and the 
development of location-based-services (LBS) that allow the device, and subsequently the user, to 
be both locatable, and ‘location-aware’.  

‘Transformative’ Mobile Technology Practices 

A host of scholars (Greenfield & Shepard 2007; de Souza e Silva 2006, 2012; Gordon & de Souza e 
Silva 2011; Farman 2012a, 2012b) attest to the transformative potential of mobile technology 
practices. de Souza e Silva (2006) makes the claim that mobile technology practices transform space 
into a hybrid condition. Kopomaa (2004), recalling Oldenburg’s (1989) concept, argues that mobile 
phone use creates a ‘third place’, as a place of withdrawal that is distinguished from either the home 
or the workplace (p. 268). Fujimoto (2005) refers to the mobile phone as a ‘territory machine’ 
capable of transforming a public to a private space – for its individual user, and/or perhaps far wider. 
Other writers (Greenfield & Shepard 2007; Willis 2008a, 2008b; Ito, Okabe & Anderson 2009; Willis 
and Geelhaar 2009; and Shepard 2011) have addressed the ways mobile technology practices 
influence how people make choices about navigation, undertake activities, and socially interact in 
urban spaces. Given these influences, Gordon and de Souza e Silva (2011) argue “[w]e are 
experiencing fundamental shift in the way we understand physical space” (p172). Willis (2008a) 
suggests this relates to a reconceptualisation of the bounded-ness of space, formerly definable by 
geographic extent, and now additionally conceived as a territory inscribed by patterns of networked 
informational and social access. 

More specifically de Souza Silva & Frith (2010), de Souza e Silva (2012), Farman (2012a; 2012b), 
Humphreys & Liao (2012), and Tebeau (2013) has each argued that location-awareness extends this 
influence over the relationships between information, people, and place. Location-based services 
(LBS) make it possible for a mobile device user to geographically locate themselves in relation to 
urban space, to access context-specific information about their location, to locate ‘connected’ 
people nearby, and to contribute and share information with other people. de Souza e Silva (2012) 
describes this as the translation of location-awareness into “useful services, such as navigation, 



U H P H _ 1 4 :  L a n d s c a p e s  a n d  e c o l o g i e s  o f  u r b a n  a n d  p l a n n i n g  h i s t o r y  | 199 
 

locating the nearest gas station, locating a nearby friend, and calling a cab in the vicinity” (p117). 
Subsequently, against earlier critiques that pointed to the association between mobile device uses 
and decreased situational awareness and social and physical disconnectedness, many scholars now 
argue that location-awareness and the associated geo-based forms of mobile media, support a 
renewed attention to, and prioritisation of, the local environment (Farman 2012a: 19).  

In a similar reversal, several more recent studies have addressed how mobile technology practices 
can positively influence forms of urban sociability, and how, in some cases, the smart device has 
been overtly engaged to subvert the very social behaviours it has previously been accused of 
producing. Galloway & Ward (2006), Humphreys & Liao (2011), de Souza e Silva & Frith (2012) and 
Willis (2012) have all drawn attention to the ways locative–media based mobile technology practices 
can affect the processes and patterns of urban sociability. Willis et al., (2010) have emphasised how 
the act of socially sharing place-based information can transform sites from being merely 
informational, to sites that then “gain meaning through social exchange” (p303). Given the shifts in 
the way people connect and interact both socially and spatially, this similarly implies changes to how 
people might interpret, consume, and produce cultural objects (Farman 2012a: 19). Zeffiro (2012) 
following Bourdieu extends this idea to propose that mobile technology practices constitute their 
own “field of cultural production” (p250).  

Mobile Information: ‘Taking it to the streets’ 

While, more generally, mobile computing has enhanced the movement of digital information in 
larger quantities and at greater speeds, the corollary of this has been the need for mechanisms to 
filter and curate this vast quantity of data and information. In this sense, de Souza e Silva & Frith 
(2012) describe how mobile technology practices constitute “new interfaces” to public spaces that 
assist people to “control and manage their interactions with their surroundings” (p14). 
Improvements in GPS capability, and developments in mobile computing applications (“apps”) that 
integrate LBS, has granted the mobile device user access to increased levels of ‘located-awareness’ 
in terms of their own geospatial position, and potentially that of others. Additionally, certain apps 
allow access to, but also the production of, digital information and media content relative to a smart 
device’s geographically identified location. The term ‘locative media’ commonly refers to these 
forms of information and media that can be virtually ‘tied’ or ‘tagged’ to a specific geographic 
location in urban space. 

Locative media is also described by Tarkka (2010) as a “loose common nominator for artists, 
developers and activists who explore the possibilities of mobile, location-based, and other pervasive 
technologies” (p133). Zeffiro (2010) points out that experimentation in this field has only recently 
emerged from an “insular milieu” of niche interest groups and “continues to be redefined and 
reproduced across varying social groups and institutions” (p250). Yet LBS now figures significantly in 
the commercial realm of mobile application development and has become an everyday feature 
available to the mobile device user. The scope of projects across institutional, educational, and arts-
based sectors that have leveraged the mobility of technology and LBS are, to date, extensive. 
Coupled with this is a growing vocabulary that variously describes such services and projects as 
“urban computing and locative media” (Galloway 2006; 2008; 2013); “GPS enabled mobile 
narratives” (Raley 2010: 312); “mobile location-based media”; “location-based story-telling” (Paul 
2013), “transmedia story-telling” (Jenkins 2003), “mobile stories”, “locative narratives” and 
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“information landscapes” (Farman 2012a; 2012b; 2013). Broadly speaking, each of these descriptors 
can imply a service or project that combines fictional, semi-fictional, factual, recent and historical 
content. To draw a distinction between these aforementioned variations, this paper considers 
‘mobile interpretive projects’ as those that draw more explicitly on historic places and events. 

In the field of urban historical interpretation, the development of mobile interpretive projects that 
integrate LBS have been both keenly – and cautiously – embraced by institutional, educational and 
arts-based sectors. In one sense the growing interest in location-based technologies and locative 
media for institutional and educational projects has tended to parallel the increasing affordability of 
smart devices and their globally high uptake rates (Galloway 2013; Google 2012). Yet, as Galloway 
(2008) notes, interest in adopting location-based technologies has also been driven by certain 
assumptions and expectations around notions of “playful or transformative experiences…” (p3). 
Drawing particular focus to this issue she notes that “…urban computing and locative media 
are…characterised by their desire and ability to extend and transmit urban experience, either by 
providing greater depth of knowledge and awareness of a space or by overlaying information on 
existing places and objects” (2013: 359-360, our emphasis). Further she adds, that as a result such 
projects – intentionally or otherwise – tend to position “everyday places and social interaction 
as…lacking or in need of improvement” (p360).   

The expectation of increased awareness or ‘a-where-ness’ of urban space through mobile 
technology practices is typified by sentiments that claim they can “strengthen [the] users’ 
connections to the space they inhabit” (de Souza e Silva 2006: 270). Further studies have attributed 
the social aspect of sharing location-based information and media to ‘enhancing’ and ‘deepening’ 
the experience of locations, and additionally that such practices ‘motivate’ and ‘influence' people to 
explore places (Humphreys & Liao 2011: 410). Extending this notion of newness and transformative 
potential Gazzard (2011) argues that mobile technology practices are also capable of changing the 
way people perceive urban spaces. In particular she notes that mobile applications that combine LBS 
with augmented reality (AR)4 features, such as the AR browser Layar5, offer the device-user a “new 
way of viewing existing spaces” (p417). Perhaps of greater significance are claims that locative media 
can change the very meaning of locations and that, by engaging with mobile locative media, those 
locations become “more visible”, “more personalised” and “increasingly meaningful” (de Souza e 
Silva & Frith 2012: 197-198). 

For mobile technology practices then, and, more specifically, locative media, several key rhetorical 
themes are evident including a more personalised experience: information tailored to the user’s 
preferences; a more dynamic experience: on-demand information that is also ‘real-time’, 
accumulative or readily updatable; and an interactive and participatory experience: the user’s ability 
to contribute information and data (knowingly and unknowingly). In digital media speak the 
experience is thus immersive. Brighenti (2012) argues that these assertions are a consistent feature 
of new media literature that “leans towards techno-enthusiasm” and embraces the ideology of so-
called “user empowerment” (p400). 

Yet, in terms of urban historical interpretation, the notions of ‘locating’ information-in-place, and 
the mobility of information are far from new. Similarly, the power of tying information to 
(geographical) place, and humanistic understandings of the experience of meaning through place, 
has been widely discussed by a host of scholars, notably Relph (1976), Casey (1997), Malpas (1999), 
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and Tuan (1979) who writes, “emotion…finds expression and anchorage in things and places” (p417). 
Equally, it can be argued that urban historical interpretation in the form of inscription or fixed-
signage, the ‘analogue’, and mobile forms of printed media or the tour-guide experience, are all 
media that can ‘update’ or revise their interpretive content. To update or replace a fixed-sign, or 
repair or update a software link, could equally be seen as easy or frustratingly arduous tasks, each 
coming with their respective layers of ‘infrastructure’. Arguably forms of participation and socialising 
are also possible in each of these cases. Finally the notion of a deeper engagement with place via a 
mobile interface remains a contentious discussion and one that finds the existing literature favouring 
the notion of screen-based interaction as embodiment such as Farman (2012a), over discussions 
that treat screen-based interaction as an additional barrier. So the question becomes, what can the 
medium-specificity of the mobile interpretive project offer that is not already achieved in existing 
formats?  

Mobile Interpretive Projects   

Earlier approaches to mobile interpretation and those that have subsequently adopted LBS typically 
reflect ways to visually and conceptually straddle and hybridise past and present times, places, and 
information.  Initially developed in 2009 using an early version of the pioneering augmented reality 
platform Layar, the Sydney Power House Museum (PHM) app sought to provide mobile screen-based 
access to historical archival data, namely photographs, relative to the geo-located position and 
camera view of a user’s smart device. The ‘map-view’ feature of the app situates the smart device 
user relative to nearby places that are geo-tagged with forms of PHM archival data. When activated 
the app links to, and searches for, a ‘similar view’ from the PHM’s archival photography databases – 
including the PHM’s Flickr database of places and buildings. In this way, the user can compare their 
‘real time’ situated view [Figure 1.] with a screen–based display of a similar view, or range of views, 
corresponding to their geo-location and as recorded during an earlier time period [Figure 2.]. In this 
case, the PHM layar app refers more specifically to archival material ranging from the late 1800s to 
the 1930s.6 In terms of historical interpretation it is worth noting that while these archival images 
may potentially relate to places or events regarded as historically significant, likewise they may also 
be digital archival content that has simply been made accessible. 

   

 
Figure 1: The Corner of George St and Hay St, 
Sydney, 2013 (By author). 

Figure 2: The Corner of George St and Hay St, 
Sydney, no known date, between 1900-1909 
(PHM Flickr commons archive: public domain). 
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The method of geo-located image retrieval and comparative viewing is one that has subsequently 
been adopted for a number of mobile interpretive projects, including most notably the Museum of 
London’s Streetmuseum app7. Streetmuseum extends the possibilities of interpretation to include a 
range of features including an on-screen blended overlay of the past and real-time views. Discussing 
this project, Farman (2012b) argues, “…by experiencing a simultaneous layering of space and time, 
the user is offered a deeper sense of context and meaning for the place that defines their sense of 
self and body” (p20, our emphasis). Yet apps such as these that retrieve and display context-specific 
‘historical’ material, to provide an I’m here now, this was then approach, are also akin to holding or 
placing a printed photograph close to the original position and angle of view from which the image 
was taken. Cultural venues, exhibitions, urban inscriptions, and literary works can and do employ 
similar techniques to construct a layering of interpretive material. The particular advantage for the 
mobile app user however is the provision of access to a potentially wider range of data through a 
single medium or interface. In this way the limitations of a physical display space are overcome. 
Nonetheless, the mobile interpretive experience remains contingent in respect of a range of issues 
namely the existence of location-relevant data, the successful linking of data to the host software, 
an operable Internet connection, the functionality of the mobile device, the software interface 
usability, and finally the particularly choices made by each user.  

 

 

Figure 3: A ‘blended overlay’ of the images from Figures 1 & 2 (by Author). 

 

While mobile interpretative apps such as those discussed can alert and guide the user to the 
proximate locations that are linked to geo-located content, they remain essentially free to devise 
her/his own route through the urban environment. Ultimately decisions about what to pay attention 
to concern personal preferences and choices, and while this is certainly a factor in any form of 
historical interpretation, the mobile experience suggests that individuals might exert greater control 
over the construction of their own interpretive framework. More significantly, however, are the 
ways this personal interpretive framework becomes one that is largely determined by, and 
contingent on, movement through urban space. Remediated through the mobile interface, urban 
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history may thus be geographically (re)contextualised, although not necessarily understood by the 
user who may lack a wider relational interpretive context. This might be considered as urban history 
‘on-demand’, where information access is instantaneous, discontinuous and potentially disordered. 
Yet viewed in a more positive sense, such interactions constitute new and potentially more iterative 
and recurrent modes of urban historical interpretation. And this suggests, to paraphrase Bourriaud 
(2008), the possibility to “connect levels of reality” that would otherwise be “kept apart from one 
another” (p8). 

From the perspective of designing and constructing mobile interpretive projects, Tebeau’s (2013) 
discussion of the Cleveland Historical project in many ways supports Galloway’s (2008; 2013) 
assertion that such projects – especially viewed through their technological guise – are expected to 
‘extend’ and ‘transform’ urban experience. Tebeau (2013) similarly relates the well-worn trope that 
connecting information to place will result in “deepening the experience through making contextual 
meaning” and that  “when experienced in situ, [mobile] stories enhance our sensory experience” 
(p26, 29). More convincingly, however, his case example explains how the mobile interface platform 
makes possible a “new way of building...history” (p34). This includes the ability to layer multi-media 
content, including text, images, video and audio, but also the opportunity to curate the project in a 
broadly collaborative way. Yet a chief objective for the Cleveland Historical project remains how 
mobile interpretation can provide ways to re-centralise ‘locative-listening’, in other words, the 
opportunity to shift the focus back to oral histories. While this spotlights an existing urban historical 
interpretation practice, for Tebeau (2013) the point of difference lies in the ways the mobile 
interface augments this practice to allow a continual and “collaborative storytelling process” (p28). 
He describes the project as a “community-orientated endeavour” where the key objective is to 
“build the project collaboratively” (p30). Yet it is worth noting here that ultimately the available app 
content, whether user-generated or otherwise, remains vetted by the app developers, in this case, 
the Center for Public History + Digital Humanities at the Cleveland State University.  

While the Cleveland Historical project is committed to the telling of many stories from a range of 
voices, other projects, such as the privately developed Razorhurst app, represent a more specific 
focus, addressing a particular era, place, and set of events in history. While Razorhurst has been 
described as a “GPS tour” or “GPS adventure/game” (Timeout 2011) and can be equally categorised 
as a location-based game, its foundations are fundamentally historical. The app content is largely 
based on the publication, Razor: a true story of slashers, gangsters, prostitutes and sly grog, written 
by Larry Writer in 2001 and features multi-media content including archival images, and theatrical 
video re-enactments. The focus of the content is on the prominent crime-related personalities, and 
their activities and movements in and around the inner-city suburb of Darlinghurst, Sydney during 
the 1930s and 1940s.  

‘Players’ of the app can assume the persona of a range of historical figures from the Razorhurst 
period, and participate in a quasi re-enactment of events. This has in some cases been more actively 
taken up as evidenced by the group of keen players shown in costume in Figure 4.  As various 
features and content are triggered by geo-locations, users are motivated to move through the 
suburbs of Darlinghurst and Surry Hills. Equally the app is objective-based requiring users-as-players 
to collect and deliver virtual stashes of ‘sly-grog’ to and from various geo-tagged locations while also 
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slaying virtual assailants.  In this way the Razorhurst app operates as a mode of urban historical 
interpretation that – literally – ‘plays’ on mobility.  

 

Figure 4: Razorhurst players in costume, October 2011 at the Republic 2 Courtyard, Palmer Street, 
Darlinghurst (image courtesy of Richard Fox). 

 

 

Figure 5: Playing Razorhurst: attempting to slay virtual assailants at the corner of Palmer Street and 
Liverpool Street, Darlinghurst near the former Tradesman’s Arms Hotel (photograph by author). 

 

The Razorhurst app mobilises history in both its construction and interpretation through a ‘place-to-
place’ activity-based logic. This can also be considered as an alternate form of collaboration or 
participatory experience, one that is more performatively based. In this case the historical narrative 
is not simply ‘released’ at a corresponding geo-location, but rather is sought out and constructed by 
the participant’s journey, in this way both tracing and re-tracing past histories and new histories 
through urban spaces. This constitutes an incentivising form of game-play that – at the time of 
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‘playing’ – operates to concurrently communicate and ‘interpret’ a particularly period of urban 
history.  

“The wondrous thing about the hive of suburbs once known as Razorhurst is that today, 
seventy-odd years later, it requires only a little imagination to mind-travel back to those long-
gone wild years” (Writer 2001: xxii) 

While the geo-locations of the Razorhurst app cover a reasonably extensive area, the 
expectation/assumption is that this is to be largely experienced on foot. Given that there is no pre-
defined order of places, the app can be accessed multiple times in order to visit each geo-location 
and review the interpretive content. It is argued here that the focus on how people historically 
behaved and moved between places serves to construct a more relational understanding of the 
urban historical context and this operates as a spatialisation of history. With examples such as 
Razorhurst, and similar crime-history focused projects including the Chicago Gangland Tour app8, 
the curatorial process, but also the experiential process, is transformed through relational 
movement not only between places, but also temporally, between times. The Chicago Gangland 
Tour, for instance, highlights the locations of currently open businesses that were previously linked 
to the Chicago mob (Mikel 2010).  

‘Mobilised’ interpretation practices such as these shift the emphasis from ‘emplaced’ information, to 
the construction of an informational field; in other words, from historical content (stories) to 
historical contexts (place) understood through movement. As Turnbull (2002) writes “[s]patial 
history is…the reconstruction of the narratives of movements and ‘dwellings-in’, through which 
knowledge and space are brought into being” (p133). The medium specificity of the mobile 
interpretive project then can be regarded as one that is particularly aligned to a performative 
understanding of history.  

Conclusion  

This paper has briefly argued how mobile technology practices represent a host of new and different 
ways that people communicate, interact, socialise, and significantly move through urban space. 
Extending this influence, are the possibilities afforded by location-based-services (LBS) that promise 
to further shape the changing relationships between people, place, and information. Significantly 
while mobile technology practices involve screen-based interactions, these do not simply result in 
access to a vast digital informational field, but rather constitute spatialising practices. Following 
Manovich (2013) it is recognised that mobile technology practices form part of a larger cultural shift 
that has heralded new aesthetic standards, forms, processes, and expectations. Given this it is 
understood that the ways in which people, places, artefacts, or situations are ascribed meanings – 
and how these meanings might be perceived – are also shifting. 

For urban historical interpretation, addressing the everydayness of mobile technology practices has 
had a range of implications. Within institutional settings this has led to a suite of new curatorial 
approaches, practices, and services such as those described by Tebeau (2013) and evidenced by the 
digital tools now offered to the public at a range of prominent cultural institutions globally. Yet, 
outside of these institutional settings, these same mobile digital tools have similarly allowed a range 
of people and groups to experiment with and produce their own ‘do-it-yourself’ mobile 
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interpretative projects that can also be made available to a broader public. Whatever the origins and 
motivations, mobile technology practices such as these suggest a renewed focus towards not simply 
the ‘local’ in a geographical sense, but ‘place’, in the relational sense that connects people, mobility, 
spaces, and (hi)stories. Galloway (2013) describes this as a shift from “everywhere” to “somewhere” 
(p352).  

Equally, however, mobile technology practices reflect a repositioning of the individual as a significant 
agent of interpretation in several key ways. In the institutional sense this is addressed in the popular 
adoption / focus towards ‘public authoring’ and participatory practices made easier with Web 2.0 
developments and personal mobile computing. This approach aligns to Manovich’s (2013) discussion 
on the “aestheticization of [informational] interfaces” and the conceptualisation of (mobile device) 
interaction as a meaningful experience (p312-315). This also responds to what Jenkins (2001) regards 
as an emergent culture of “information hunters and gatherers” (p1) who expect information to be 
instantaneous – on-demand, dynamic, updatable and, in effect, iterative. Participatory modes of 
interpretation equally address a growing trend for individuals to record, re-tell, and re-distribute 
their everyday experiences as micro-(hi)stories of the city. In this way we might say that the 
historical narrative has shifted back into the everyday and reasserts the value of active human 
experience to the process of interpretation. In light of these factors the notion of historical 
interpretation can be considered extensible, with new and divergent insights on offer from a range 
of un-affiliated sources. Capitalising on these issues, mobile interpretive projects – 
official/institutional and everyday/personal – represent a renewed emphasis on the corporeal 
moving body as the “affective vehicle” for interpretation (Sheller & Urry 2006: 216). 

 

 

Figure 6: ‘No content available’ – the unavailability of information-in-place. (Image by author). 

 

For historical interpretation practices, the adoption of a range of digital tools, within and outside of 
institutional settings, has ‘mobilised’ historical interpretation and has allowed for – or, perhaps, 
caused – the deconstructing, repositioning and/or  disruption of the author-audience roles and 
relationships. Yet in accepting a narrowing of the distance between scholarly interpretation on the 
one hand, and the wider ‘authorial’ scope of the everyday mobile device user on the other, should 
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we also retain a more critical approach? While we may read these new ‘public authoring’ practices 
and the participatory annotation of urban space as a resistance to the threat of totalising narratives, 
historical or otherwise, can the pluralism of multiple voices adversely affect our interpretation, such 
that no stories can really be fully developed, heard or understood? Does this operate to flatten and 
devalue historical interpretive practice? 

In terms of the mobile interpretive project we should remain critical of how and where historical 
information is geo-located and thereby typically accessed. Some stories, as Tebeau (2013) points 
out, “transcend locations” (p30), while others concern places or buildings that no longer exist. 
Further, he asks, on what basis do we geo-locate certain stories and not others? Hence the range of 
examples cited here suggests that mobile interpretation remains contingent on the vested interests 
of the institutional, education, or private auteurs developing them. In other words, histories will 
continue to be ‘selective’, and in some cases, again as Tebeau (2013) notes, this can result in the 
elevation of some stories and not others based on their popular or commercially regarded appeal 
(p27). Significantly, this contingency also extends to the do-it-yourself mode of urban historical 
interpretation, as public voices also come “each with their own intellectual and aesthetic baggage, 
moods, knowledge, and expectations” (Bal 2006: 525). In effect this reaffirms the tendency for any 
form of historical interpretation, regardless of its medium-specificity, to both reveal and erase. 

The task of curating urban histories is not diminished then, but rather is ever more significant and 
continues to be one that is important to future interpretive practices. Expectations remain that such 
practices will extend, enhance, enrich, and transform historical interpretive experience. Given that 
these [great] expectations are not merely neutral, but rather can shape the way these tools and 
practices will be designed, understood, and used in the future (Galloway 2013:356), mobile 
interpretive practices look set to address the proliferation and plurality of voices and the emergent 
competitive informational landscape. It is the assertion of these less ‘official’ practices of urban 
historical interpretation that have captured our attention as those that will continue to 
challenge/reposition notions of historical interpretation and its practices. 

1 Refer to http://murmur.info/. By dialling the telephone number as shown on a green ear-shaped sign placed 
in urban space, corresponding site-specific or locational stories can be accessed and listened to, but also 
recorded.  
2 Refer to http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/layar/ 
3 Refer to http://www.razorhurst.com.au/  
4 Augmented reality (AR) here refers to the use of the mobile interface as a means to overlay data and 
information to “augment real-world spaces with virtual objects or even layered spaces” (Gazzard 2011:411). 
Manovich (2006) describes AR as a paradigm that has existed since the early 1990s and as “the laying of 
dynamic and context-specific information over the visual field of a user” (p222) and one that is opposed to 
virtual reality (VR) where the user works on a virtual simulation; for AR “the user works on actual things in 
actual space” (p224). 
5 Refer to www.layar.com  – an augmented reality software application that can integrate with other apps and 
is used on smart devices.  
6 The PHM Layar app splash screen refers to PHM Flickr archival material as ranging from the late 1800s to the 
1930s. 
7 Refer to http://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/Resources/app/you-are-here-app/noflash/no-flash.html. 
8 For more information on the Chicago Gangland Tour app see: 
http://chicagoist.com/2010/04/21/chicago_gang_history_meets_iphone_a.php & 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/chicago-gangland-tour/id365450715?mt=8. 
 

                                                           

http://murmur.info/
http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/layar/
http://www.razorhurst.com.au/
http://www.layar.com/
http://chicagoist.com/2010/04/21/chicago_gang_history_meets_iphone_a.php
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/chicago-gangland-tour/id365450715?mt=8
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