






















http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F1326365X14555277&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2015-01-28


































































































































 
  Vol 14  Issue 07 – 08   November 2006 
 

 
Page 1 of 10  Leonardo Electronic Almanac  
http://leoalmanac.org/journal/vol_14/lea_v14_n07-08/jhight.asp  Vol 14  Issue 07 – 08 November2006 
   Last updated on 30 November 2006 
   info@leoalmanac.org 

1

 
Views From Above: Locative Narrative and the Landscape 
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hight@34n118w.net
 

Figure 1: Using 34 North 118 West.  
Participants are triggering narratives of layers of lost history 

Copyright © Jeremy Hight 
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Abstract 
 
Developments in locative technology, location-based narrative and the expansion of the research and work 
allow new hybrid narrative forms, but more importantly, allows the entire landscape to be “read” as a digitally 
enhanced physical landscape. 
 
 
Introduction to landscape as narrativized space 
 
Picture a suburban mini mall. It has a nail salon, a dingy store to buy wholesale cigarettes, a convenience store 
and a pet store. Now, picture it 15 years earlier and the supermarket is having its grand opening. Next, imagine 
a motel that stood for 30 years. The location is the same. It is the same spot where, in 1935, during a severe 
thunderstorm, an influential blues record was recorded. The mini mall stands now, but all of these other places 
once inhabited the same block.  
 
If you put a record needle down on the grooves of that blues record, it will trigger the sounds of that lost night 
and the building long erased. Locative media and locative narrative aims to allow the place itself to trigger all of 
its lost incarnations and their artifacts awash in time. 
 
The art form of locative media runs parallel with developing locative technologies (GPS, wireless, augmented 
reality and more integrated visualization tools). This synthesis utilizes and redefines functionality and readings 
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After making 34 North, the question was how to develop a project that utilized a similarly experimental yet 
coherent narrative and editorial form, but made use of data from within and beneath the landscape.  The project 
Carrizo Parkfield Diaries with Christina Mcphee and Sindee Nakatani arose from conversations with Christina 
Mcphee about concepts of trauma and the landscape. The project is composed of text and image animations that 
are similar to short prose, but are extremely experimental since their sequencing is generated from hourly live 
earthquake data. The project is about memory, trauma, shifts and slippage in both the landscape of human 
memory, and of the physical memory of shifts in the surface and beneath the ground after an earthquake.   
 
 
Carrizo Parkfield Diaries (2005) 
 

Figure 2: A still from one of the text and image animations about 
trauma and memory that were sequenced by live earthquake data. 

Copyright © Jeremy Hight 
 

 
Carrizo Parkfield [5] examined the similarities 
between trauma and memory in the physical 
landscape and in the landscape of the human mind.  
 
The project took hourly live data from sensors at a 
section of the San Andreas Fault and used it to 
determine the sequencing of text and image 
animations about trauma and memory at different 
intensities. 

 

 
Human memory may be imagined as layers, architectures, points of fragility, superstructures built of moments, 
errors, traumas, small points of beauty within reams of pure data, ruptures below a landscape, some at great 
depth. There is a physical record of memory in the topology of the earth: rise in hill elevation, shift in position 
of landmarks, internal pressure elevated or eased, a dirt road buckled just so in a rolling motion, a wall lined 
with a physical document the way of memory. 
 
“He had a scar on his finger...........a half moon......from a knife...cutting melons as a boy.......a physical 
memory..........that moment held .......fading in shifting and buffed dull detail......yet also clear in action and 
sequence....................held like underdeveloped polaroids in the keloid of  his skin........” 
 
In this text from Carrizo, the comparison is made between a traumatic physical event and its shift in the 
physical landscape, but to a person rather than to a landscape. The knife cutting is similar to the movement and 
energy dispersion of a quake and a scar in a sense is a memory, the moment forever leaving an artifact: 
 
“Place ……moment….. 
 
A confetti of place markers” 
 
This excerpt subtly references memory and landscape, but also mapping, artifacts and the incompletion of a 
single measurement in time. Moments can be visceral, but ultimately many are ephemeral and even the most 
vivid memory dulls its edges in time. Place is not a singularity as it can be measured in so many ways and 
changes over time, it too has its ephemerality.   
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“He won’t leave my yard          it has been days…. 
 
That little green tent                      that little green shape 
It gets more mysterious………..disturbing 
I have known him………..those eyes…………looks out of those holes 
That foreign head 
But ever since the quake………. 
That other person wears his shirts 
 
The first few days there were tents everywhere 
 
But this man…………this sack of skin……… 
Remains”.. 
 
After a traumatic event, there is a reordering, there are fissures and breaks, and this can be as true 
psychologically as in terms of in the landscape. The text refers to a break, which may result from great stress 
(both physical in terms of higher quake intensity and motion generated and in the mind and psyche).  The tents 
described above have gone (other people have moved back inside to again trust the ceiling and walls of their 
homes to hold above) but this stranger is the result of a traumatic event touching upon larger triggers and 
consuming his mental landscape. 
 
Carrizo is not a pure “locative media” project in terms of interactivity and functionality, but is an examination 
of the landscape and site specific data mapped and seen in its unpredictability and intensity.  The result is a 
work ultimately authored by the wild patterns and processes of the earth itself.  
 
Taking the concepts and functionality of projects like Carrizo into locative narrative will bring the layers of 
data unseen under the ground into resonance. The landscape can be “read” with sensor data and readings both 
of the surface (soil and plant growth patterns, decay and density in plant life, events, history weather data, shifts 
in seasons and climatology for example) and beneath (quake data, tectonic stress measurements, underground 
water table variation, soil temperature and moisture content shifts). 
 
Projects like 34 north and Carrizo may be cross-pollinated to fuse scientific data, research, art and narrative 
into readings of a wild landscape composed of physical spaces and the artifacts of their stories in time. There 
are many areas of resonance within the landscape (tectonic data, quake motion data, erosion patterns, 
underground water table variations to name a few), which portray what has been removed, re-ordered, or lost.   
  
 
The “conversation” of movement through landscape 
 
Moving through landscape is not a passive exercise like sitting in one world and reading (and actively 
imagining) in another; it is comparable to a conversation. The “conversation” is between the place (streets, 
buildings, structures, roadways, dense overgrowth, cliff faces, gulley etc.), its infrastructure (sidewalks, 
roadways, streetlight timings, paths, dams, soil types, angle of ascent and descent in hills etc) and the 
movements chosen by the person walking. This dialog creates ample potential for expansion of the levels of 
complexity and fullness of experientially-driven locative media. The problem with projects driven by data 
simply triggered in locations is that the process creates a sort of bowling alley conundrum — the pins will reset 
and then stand again as before; the narratives and data will repeat the same selected section of information when 
crossed again from the same or another direction. 
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Movement and future applications in locative media and the landscape 
 
I am currently studying applications of utilizing live user movement patterns as live editing tools of locative 
content to work with individual interactions within a place. This will enhance the sense of open-endedness and 
possibility in the data and location being read and interpreted by an individual and their progression related to 
aesthetic/directional choices. This also opens up greater possibilities of information resonating with the 
participant’s place in the landscape, be it in a city or in the open land. Some of the variables include elevation, 
angle of gaze, repetition in areas of interest within a physical area, variations in speed of movement.   
 
Each location makes certain choices unavoidable, mitigated by design, condition and controls, but it also offers 
many other aesthetic selections for the viewer/reader as they move past types of architecture, whether man-
made or natural, (such as event residue from a sudden downpour or a car crash, etc), supplemented by perceived 
threat or comfort thresholds, or simply what they are individually drawn to at the time. Movement, speed, 
direction, repetition, are all elements of the participant’s interaction with place and their aesthetic interface 
(their disposition edits what they choose to experience and thus sequence as they move). This creates 
encounters with many different works and levels of detail. 
 
Other projects I am working on include a project that will move locative media indoors to read the layers of 
time and narratives of the physical materials in rooms in older buildings, and a project that will push locative 
media tools into a reading of several places at once as connected in an informational feedback loop. I am also 
developing a work with writer/artist Lisa Tao that plays with location, narrative, and the boundaries between 
the story world and the physical, exploring locative data intermingled with physical artifacts spilled from a 
fictive world. 
 
The future of locative media lies in applications of ever-increasing variation fed by many kinds of data and 
generating narrative of any area where structures may be read — the city, the subterranean, and the wild itself.  
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