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ABSTRACT

The paper presents reflections on understanding the issues of
designing of locative sonic memory-scapes. As physical space
and digital media become ever more intertwined, together
forming and augmenting meaning and experience, we need
methods to further explore possible ways in which physical
places and intangible personal content can be used to develop
meaningful experiences. The paper explores the wuse of
autoethnography as a method for soundscape design in the fields
of personal heritage and locative media. Specifically, we explore
possible connections between digital media, space and ‘meaning
making’, suggesting how autoethnographies might help discover
design opportunities for merging digital media and places. These
are methods that are more personally relevant than those
typically associated with a more system-based design approaches
that we often find are less sensitive to the way that emotion,
relationships, memory and meaning come together. As a way to
expand upon these relationships we also reflect on relations
between personal and community-based responses.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Ethnography has long been used within a variety of settings in
order to articulate and understand the everyday worlds of work
and leisure. It is particularly important to highlight the role and
impact that autoethnography has when we consider the move
from the public to the private spheres of life, a space where
researchers are perhaps not welcome and where a more
democratic, truthful, existential representation of lived
experience is required in order that we might really understand
about people. As Chamberlain et al [6] write, “the computer has
steadily moved from the workplace to the domestic space and
beyond, in all manner of forms...we can truly say that this
technology pervades our day-to-day lives”. It is autoethnography
that will in part be able to offer understandings about
technology, and the way it pervades and intertwines with our
lived practices, social existence and our past.

Unpacking one’s own world through autoethnography is
something that has emerged within the field of Information
Systems [2]. A key reason for using such an approach is its
ability to offer insights into the world of the user as a felt and
affected experience, which one might argue renders a less
abstracted representation of phenomena of the real-world, “in
the wild” [8]. This is an important factor in understanding
personal heritage. Studies can be found in other domains,
examples of such research are evident in the development of
systems for aircraft maintenance [1]; education [9]; ERP
implementations [15], and social media systems [4].

Yet, there is little written about the ways autoethnography might
inform how ethnography, experience, media and meaning are
brought together in respect to personal heritage and place. As
Ingold [14] writes “...based on the premise of our engagement with
the world, rather than our detachment from it ...this life process is
also the process of formation of the landscapes in which people
have lived”. We reflect upon ourselves in and as part of the
ongoing construction that is us being part of the landscape, and
part of that landscape are the experiences and feelings that we
attach to the physical tangible and intangible worlds of
memories and emotions. There is a genuine case for using an
autoethnographic design approach to locate personal media as it
goes beyond conventional “implications for design” [3], is more
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than a “scenic” study [10], or an ‘imposed’ analytic. It is a
method of imagination, a lens through which to discover social
and personal potentials in design, a way to imagine the
intangible in a tangible world, to support a self-design agenda
and to bring shared meanings and expressions into space;
sonically, architecturally, temporally and semantically.

Like Geertz [13] we acknowledge the nature of the ethnographer
as an author, and in so doing understand that there is both a
literary and narrative nature to the presentation and
performance of the ethnographic text. Even the most
methodologically dogmatic ethnographies need to ‘frame’ their
writings for an audience, in order to offer some sort of validity to
their findings. In this paper we are not on a search for empirical
truth, but rather a journey in design that leads the (auto)
ethnographer to connect with their own understandings of the
world, and in so doing connect with others. However, this is not
to say that there are not studies that use autoethnography as a
methodological framework. Recent research in regard to the
design of mobile technologies [12] and also within the field of
media and informatics [2] is heralding a new wave of research,
that one would argue is of particular relevance to a range of
research communities. Autoethnographies are obviously
‘personal’ accounts, and they rely on the ability of the
ethnographer to connect an autobiographical account with
broader cultural formations [11]. As autobiographical renderings,
they are open to ‘vulnerable’ narratives that favour affective, felt
encounters with our selves engaged in the world. They are ways
of seeing our selves engaged in a culture, and as such they are
also ways of recognizing (and rendering) experiences that have
particular emotional resonances or embodied and affective
impacts that ‘analytical” ethnographies might not be receptive to.

In the following we use two shorter autoethnographic vignettes
to explore connections between memory, sound and place,
suggesting that rich personal reflections on one’s self as we
encounter the world (i.e. ‘confessional tales’, see [18]) can point
towards broader conceptual opportunities for designing and
locating media. We would ask the reader to appreciate the
highly personal nature of some of the work that we present, and
in so doing understand its relevance as a way to understand the
ways in which people understand and make sense of the world.
Understanding this is key to developing our system design — one in
which people leave personal moments, audio vignettes, sonic-
memory-scapes for others to find and respond to.

2 SCENE ONE

“It feels as though I have always been quite sensitive to sad
songs. As a child I often had to walk out of the living room when
sad (or what I then perceived to be sad) songs were played on
the radio, to avoid crying and the ensuing embarrassment. It
seems I am (still) a sucker for the nostalgic. There is a song —
rather more like a sequence of notes (an ‘arpeggio’, to be precise,
a broken chord) that has stuck in my mind. It’s from an old
Swedish children’s movie that I watched as a child. Later in life, I
still recall that modulating arpeggio from the soundtrack. Often
when I think of something sad, the sequence of notes (or is it the
sound, the ‘atmosphere’ of the major chord (possibly just
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[:c/g/e/gle/g:]) played on what sounds like a large electric organ
or a slightly detuned synthesizer?) plays in my head.

Some time ago my partner played what sounded just like that
arpeggio on our old, out-of tune piano. At first, I kept an analytic
facade, and we talked briefly about the chord. Soon after I felt
the familiar surge of nostalgia, and while I can now keep the
tears at bay, my mind was trapped, for a while, in a moving
pictures memory-scape of childhood. I watched the movie at the
cinema in the small town where I grew up. The cinema is gone,
turned into a sports store, and there’s a fast food place next to it,
by name commemorating the old theatre. I am trying, in my
mind to locate the sound. Where does it belong? For some
reason, I do not associate sounds with the exact place where I
first heard the music. They do not belong in the cinema or even
readily call up images from the movie. In my imagination, the
sounds latch on to a broader childhood landscape of flat,
overcast marshlands. Maybe driving through it, sitting in the
backseat of my parents’ car, or to the repetitiveness of the wet
landscape? I'd like to think that the sort-of-medieval sounding
Swedish romanticism could seep out of the ground there too,
that other people might share in my experience of the short
musical sequence in what has, for me, become the ‘proper’
setting. Perhaps the music is also meaningful to other people?
What would other people make of it? Watching the city, now,
from my window, the tones begin to signify a longing towards
something that I have lost, but also reflecting on choices that I
have made, people and places that I have perhaps neglected and
left behind. Some of my fellow city dwellers might harbor similar
nostalgias, similar experiences of an uprootedness; a slight
feeling of being out of place, a low mood sometimes cured by a
particular sound.

2.1 Sound, Scene and Community

My imagined connection of a sound with a place is private, but
experiencing such connections between sound and place can be
positively communal, a notion deliberated in Truax’ work on
what he calls ‘acoustic communites’ [17]. Communal sounds “are
usually acoustically rich and may even have musical value, and
therefore they acquire their significance in the soundscape through
their ability to make a strong imprint on the mind, an imprint that
embodies the entire context of the community. It is the relationship
between acoustic richness and functionality within the community
that seems to account for the significance and longevity of sound
signals” [17].

The sounds in my mind are not a natural part of the “acoustic
community” and the ecological soundscape, but as a cultural
artifact, the tones, the slightly scratchy sound and dusty timbre
of the instruments, and the recurring detuning of the recording,
probably due to tape wear or a slightly detuned analogue
synthesizer, contribute to my sense of the sound as appropriate
and ‘shareable’ and meaningful to other people that have a
connection to the same landscape. Sound and music can connect
us to a memory, a strong nostalgia; a desire for something that
feels lost in time. While memories are lost in time, they have
roots that seem to fix themselves to places and practices, they
have a certain materiality that allows us to imagine and feel their
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immediate connections to the tangible. Imagining new
connections between digital media and archives of digital
content such as sounds and music might be a means with which
to re-enchant urban or rural sites and the space that exists
between such classifications.

3 SCENETWO

“I go to the same places quite often, I suppose we are all
creatures of habit really. I remember going on a certain walk
quite often when I was younger, we always said, “we’re going up
the Red Road”. It was a destination, a starting point and ending
point. The Red Road began where the path turned red and
finished where the redness ended; a point on the horizon that
could be seen from my home. It was red, brick red: crushed
bricks that had a texture and sound underfoot. I went there with
my family, saw relatives and their friends out walking, we knew
the local place names, the paths that crossed the road, where
they led and who owned the land. We would be told about what
used to be there, placed physically and historically, we’d pick
wild fruit from the hedges and examine the natural world in
detail. The sun seemed to be constantly shining, we’d eat bread
and cheese, drink water from glass bottles and listen as the
adults chatted in their strong local accents, smoking and laying
back on the grass. I remember things being fresher then, there
wasn’t the continual background hum of traffic, or streetlights
that bleach out the natural colours of the world. People knew
each other and they knew the place and seemed to be more of a
part of it, embedded. It was just ordinary.

I come to this after thinking about my co-ethnographers words,
there is something that makes you want to balance ideas when
you analyse someone else’s world. I look out of the window in
my office and see the town — a city full of people, socially aware
and connected, and think of personal photographs, I flick
through a few and am reminded of the sound of their voices,
now distant, of places that are now full of different sounds and
spaces to the ones that I knew. My world was a different place
then.

3.1 Sharing My World

I know it’s odd but I’d like to share those kinds of things about
the place that I live now. Just leave an audio trail, a story or a
thought that people might come across in the ether. There’s a
Celtic hill fort next to the town that we walk over and I’d like to
leave things for other people that I know to respond to, I have
plans to use the defenses of the fort, they are layered like giant
steps designed by some ancient architect. I know there are all
kinds of people that walk over the fort, from locals to tourists,
from ecologists to archeologists. Locating media is about
connections, locations and being there. Understanding the
dimensions of the place and its possibilities in a very personal
way. Humanising content is central to it having impact, being
able to understand and share the world, and openly inviting
response for others, strangers and friends.

3.2 Self Design

As a design response to this, I think about things I've lost, the
sound of the spoke accent and dialect of the area, of the
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landscape of my family and my early voice. Yet, there are things
that I have gained; new social connections, a different
appreciation for the place that I now live and another language.
Place-making is much more than just a design response though.
It is about bringing experience into being and allowing the social
‘accretions’ into being, allowing them to surface, displaying and
articulating the interconnectedness to places that exist for us.

4 AUDIO LANDMARKS

What is the sound of my places? What are my sounds? I know if
they aren’t there, I notice their removal. Sounds in space are a
key feature of space; they are audio landmarks, triggers,
markers, relate to people, memories and things. They are an
integral part of the landscape, but how do we experience and
make sense of a space through sound? Adding audio (media) to
a place, understanding its interplay with other features in that
context and how, when and who might discover it, is in our
opinion key to its impact within a given context. This is
particularly pertinent in spaces where the sound is ever
changing! There have been artistic experiences such as Blast
Theory’s Rider Spoke [5] an experience that allowed its
participants to cycle around the city and listen to messages, and
leave their own messages that where located and added to the
city by the artists. This was a powerful experience for many
involved and created a liminal semi-confessional space for
people to leave stories about love, loss and death, but we believe
that allowing people to become the architects of their own media
experiences through an autoethnographic response could
engender emotional and personal responses that would be
difficult to design for and engage with — using other qualitative
methods.

5 PERSONAL DESIGN AND COMMUNITY
RESPONSES

Our studies have started to explore the methods that we might
use in order to involve community in the design process and
move from a personal response to one that relates to the
responses of others. Our earlier work explored the use of large
active projected surfaces as community interfaces [6], the role
they play and their application. Dynamic maps offered groups
the possibility to look at the areas where they live and examine
the possibility of both planning the placement of media in the
landscape, reflecting on the physical issues that related to this
and discussing it as a group. A design possibility that emerged
from that scenario was the possible development of tangible
artefacts that could:

a) Inter-relate to each other to explore narratives

b) Have media embedded onto them (in this case audio)
c) Be used as part of a mixed media projection system
d) Be used on map interfaces

5.1 Sounding Out Technology

One initial response to these challenges has been to use
AudioCubes (Figure 1) (www.percussa.com) for exploring how
communities articulate and narrate relations to sounds and
places. AudioCubes facilitate an interactive and tactile
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environment where sensor-enabled perspex cubes can trigger
sounds dependent on how the cubes face each other, distance
and so forth.

Figure 1. AudioCubes

Using wide mid/side stereo field recordings of urban and rural
soundscapes as material to trigger dialogues, our initial findings
from sessions with AudioCubes indicate that manipulating cubes
and the sounds we mapped out on them (i.e. associating the faces
on the cubes with different soundscapes) allowed participants to
openly imagine or narrate connections between soundscapes,
places and experience. For instance, by layering different sounds,
informal stories about pleasant vs. unpleasant soundscapes, past
experiences with sounds, musical qualities (rhythm, pitch,
timbre) of environmental sounds, curiosity and ‘close listening’
practices, as well as questions about the skills associated with
creating pleasing and evocative soundscapes arose.

5.2 Future Directions

In our early explorations of the AudioCubes we were able to see
that the application of such technologies could be used within a
co-located scenario collaboratively, or as an individual. One of
the major benefits of using the AudioCubes system is that it
allows users to use tangible artifacts to locate and narrate
intangible content. As we discussed earlier, we have previously
used tabletop mapping systems, and in order to further
understand the design of located experiences we will be
combining the two systems, and examining the application of
live-streamed audio content from distributed, related sites into
the system. In order that the users can further understand the
context in which their content will be placed. This also opens up
opportunities for distributed collaboration and co-curation. With
the authors of the paper being based in the UK, Denmark and
China we also have the opportunity to explore cultural and
individual differences that may ‘come to light’ when using the
system in a distributed fashion, and the role that
autoethnography plays in the participants’ responses to the
system.

6 CONCLUSIONS

Personal archives and infrastructures afforded by digital
technologies increasingly allow us to access almost unlimited
media anywhere. In this paper we have discussed the use of
autoethnography as part of a self-design approach in respect to
adding media and media to the city. In addition, we have started
to suggest how tangible interactive technology can contribute to
community-based (or intersubjective) narratives and foster
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collaborative sense making around the merging of place with
media. As technologies are emerging there are new and exciting
possibilities whereby people can self-design experiences, which
can be social, located and mobile, spanning modalities and times.
As such systems emerge we hope that the discussions and ideas
in this paper will form a platform for future discussion, reflection
and debate.
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