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THREE CITIES: THINKING THROUGH EMBODIED ARCHAEOLOGIES WITH 

EXPERIMENTS IN PSYCHOGEOGRAPHY 

 

Introduction: 2 minutes [title slide 1] 

Good morning—the project I want to present today is something I started working on as an 

exploration of archaeological themes bound up in the contemporary significance of 

psychogeography. This is because I am transitioning between research areas—from landscape 

archaeology to urban spatial theory and digital media, but I am unwilling to disconnect the two. 

Another reason I am bringing up psychogeography is because while working on excavations of a 

Roman fort and town in North England, a number of questions arose about how we treat the 

divide between urban and rural “archaeological” space, how geographical patterns, “human-

made” like Hadrian’s Wall, and “natural” like the course of the River Tyne affect the way we 

assign significance to traces of the past, and then, how the “non-material” and “relational” past 

becomes experiential data, using, for example, narrative and digital recording techniques. 

 

Performance also figures into contemporary urban and archaeological spaces. And, because of 

what I feel is a renewed proliferation of psychogeographical literature discussing our bodily and 

psychic relationship to history, this project was meant to highlight, in some preliminary sketches, 

the active performance of historical and contemporary bodies in the story of the past using 

geographical patterns, and then: an attempt to decipher archaeological palimpsests.  

 

[slide 2] My goal, then, was to situate the archaeologist as a participant in the materiality and 

space of the contemporary world, by taking on contemporary cities as data fields, and 
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“performing” psychogeography as a way to project past and present patterns of information 

simultaneously onto the same space—as in building archaeological narrative from “embodied” 

experience and the negotiation of a series of realities that archaeologists encounter in the 

contemporary city and the archaeological site of the ruined city. 

 

Introducing Binchester: 2 minutes [slide 3] 

While I don’t consider this project a part of Roman Frontiers Archaeology, I chose a Roman fort 

and town as a “past” space that might begin to test the psychogeographer-archaeologist’s 

practice, when two students took a video camera on an extended walk from the excavated ruins 

along the River Tyne for several miles, recording the landscape “as it is,” and looking for traces 

of it “as it was.” 

 

Here are urban/ rural landscape concerns that reveal sets of assumptions we already make about 

the organization and experience of past worlds—the inside and outside of the fort, the exchange 

between the fort, adjoining town, and surrounding landscape. The site project has a first open pit 

within fort boundaries, and a second pit in the civilian town, with attention to the surrounding 

landscape history through the use of a detailed digital multi-layer mapping system. But more 

importantly, the site, Binchester, has the potential to be read with a psychogeographic nature 

from these maps: the space is the accumulation of traces of a Roman fort and town complex in 

North England, it is transected by the Roman Dere Street, it is positioned along Hadrian’s Wall, 

the symbolic and ideological Roman divide between civilization and barbarism, it is a landscape 

of vistas along the Tyne, of now-farmland, and sharp contrasts in topography.  
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The surrounding area has a rich landscape history dating from pre-Roman occupation to 

contemporary periods of antiquarianism, farming, and cultural heritage management—thus, 

within a largely experimental design, I think it provides a reference point that is explicitly 

recognizable as an archaeological space that contains the project’s methods and limitations. 

 

Embodiment and Deep Mapping: 8 minutes [slide 4] 

Revisting Yannis Hamilakis’ “embodied archaeologies,” we find that subjectivity is defined by 

sensory experiences—so that things, mundane or spectacular, are repeatedly seen, heard, and 

done in very particular environments and become particular behavioural codes. This is the kind 

of process Hodder and Cessford for example invoke to explain functions of social memory at 

Çatalhöyük, as well as past politics and cultural performance. But my attention is on a few 

conceptual keys within the larger ideas of “embodiment,” and recent “landscape studies”-- and 

the influence of the geographical environment on the senses and affect of the body. 

 

My first note is that landscape is not only a material resource (whether to people in the past, or to 

archaeologists in the present looking for material trace), but also an informational, deeply 

patterned and manipulable resource for the social and psychological. Perception and performance 

in a city, or in a ruined city, or in the larger surroundings, link the body and our reactions—to 

visual, aural, tactile, or emotional triggers embedded in the landscape. 

 

My second note continues on the theme of performance, with body movements that are able to 

manipulate the landscape, as in contemporary urban space where the layering of structure, path 

and information is easily perceived, for example, in the arrangement and types of buildings, 
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controlled roads, opens spaces, signs and gateways. Every isolatable instance that relates the 

body to the space, whether we are conscious of it or not, changes the reality of ourselves being 

inside the landscape. The body stands as the centre of perception, the beginning of the 

archaeological narrative. And this is an instance of urbanism: an awareness of the intentional 

construction and subsequent interpretation of environments-- and the production of experience 

and reality, accessible now and back-validated into the past. I consider contemporary Jerusalem a 

somewhat appropriate example of this point- in its incorporation of historicity via reused 

materials of the built environment to “remind” the present about the emotional, social and 

political traces of the past—what is physical trace, the body experiences as psychogeographical 

and archaeological in nature. 

 

So finally I come to psychogeography, which has always been a vague idea, a theory and 

practice, that I have tried to relate closely to the practice of “deep mapping.” While 

psychogeography had its beginnings in literary modes of landscape study, it has come to 

incorporate practitioners in a number of fields—history, cartography, cultural studies. It might be 

called the intersection of geography and psychology, where the composition of mental maps (of 

feelings, memories, etc.) are transposed onto or dislocated by the physical layout of an urban 

space. It is also political critique of these spaces, and the desire to create more meaningful 

geographies in the past and the future. These are traces of the non-material that are often difficult 

to imagine, and are therefore frequently avoided in archaeological narrative—yet there is an 

expanse of affective possibilities that influence how we give meaning to past people’s 

experiences. 
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Psychogeography, then, can have at least two functions that can identify with modern 

archaeological themes. First, it is inherently political in so far as the formation of mental maps on 

a physical environment draws attention to organization and direction. To become aware of the 

environment, the psychogeographer must be subversive, exposing conventional paths, moving 

against the flow of the environment in search of relational information between the moving body 

and the city. To map a ruined city, the archaeologist must study its patterns, developing 

heightened attention to sensory details of a landscape, and the careful critique of organizational 

patterns, which we assume to be there. 

 

[slide 5] The second function of psychogeography is even closer to an archaeological sensibility. 

Because mapping the landscape means attending to trace social and historical information, 

whether materially or spatially designed, it is related to the reproduction of individual 

behaviours. The archaeologist is ultimately psychogeographer and vice versa—both allied to an 

antiquarianism that views the present through the prism of the past, and lends itself to contrast 

the horizontal movement across the topography of a city with the vertical descent through its 

past. It is a preoccupation with excavating the past as much as it is one of recording the present.  

 

The most recognizable practice, I think, of the psychogeographer is the dérive, the walk, the 

wander, the following of lines that transect urban space—and allows the body to experience the 

influences and relations between a space and its daily inhabitants by simply being, and 

following. It is experimental behaviour and strategy, but not a singular technique, and 

information is recorded through any number of preferred media, including video, audio, 

photography, narrative.  
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[slide 6] Under broad prescriptions, archaeology already constitutes the beginning of 

psychogeographical intent—the example I like most to use is that of Michael Shanks’ and 

Christopher Witmore’s ideas of “Deep mapping” as the process of creating multi-layered and 

multi-media maps that offer a depth of vision—through elements of geophysical site survey, site 

photograph, video, sound, archives, narratives, etc. to recreate as closely as possible a spatial 

embodied experience. 

 

Deep exploration of an environment is a way of creating a deep map: experimenting with media, 

gathering experiential data, tracing the past through as many faculties as possible, and creating a 

detailed relatable account of the appearance and function of the landscape in an around an 

archaeological site—mental maps and deep maps come coherently together—even if the goal is 

to make alternative, even subversive data fields available, an extension of narrative capabilities. 

 

Three cities, three walks: 2 minutes 

During the Roman fort excavations, I was thinking about these themes, and I took three walks 

that purposefully mirrored Shanks’ archaeological studies of “Three Rooms” and “Three 

Landscapes”—my purpose was explicitly psychogeographical. As an archaeologist I meant to 

practice the dérive in three cities loosely connected to the Roman Frontier, and look at how 

performative, documentary, and biographical elements characterize the body and landscape. By 

nature of their historical situation, these particular spaces potentially add to the thematic study of 

Roman frontiers and urbanism, but from my position, I want to consider how all that I’ve 

previously theorized about might create a landscape understanding. The walks exposed the ways 

in which I assumed the environment regulates bodies, specifically by placing in their paths a 
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variety of objects and directing spaces (stairs, gateways)—and asked, “How am I aligning the 

historical with the present?” 

 

What I have here now are excerpts of this process: data from media and narrative without having 

preconceptions, or even prior knowledge of the topographies. By collecting information along 

the paths I took, from signs, buildings, street names, vistas, smells, the intonation of 

conversations, even local writers—and so forth, and by reproducing the experience in narrative, 

digital video, audio, photographs, I paid most attention to non-material trace as it appeared 

through  the material world. As an archaeologist, I perform, I document, and I write myself into 

the landscape as I write the past from it. 

 

Durham: performative turn: 1 minute [slide 7] 

In the nineteenth century, William Hutton walked the distance of Hadrian’s Wall, documenting 

not only the landscape, but engaging with it in an embodied way: his notes concern the affective 

power of the wall in evoking his memories and prior historical knowledge, and emotions that 

varied from pleasure to disappointment and loneliness (Nesbitt and Tolia-Kelly 2009). His 

experience of a divide of urban and rural, and internal-external boundaries reflected a social 

preference of industrialism at the time, but also the notion of Roman border politics; his choice 

of work belongs to performance phenomenology. As an archaeologist, I perform (acts, choices, 

tableaus) in order to produce awareness of my surroundings. 
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Nijmegen: documentary turn: 1 minute [slide 8] 

My concern of documentation in archaeology filters from ethnographic documentation—the 

positional realities of things, and awareness that the focus of my camera lens at any given 

point tells a different narrative on the landscape. These narratives are not false because they 

shift as the camera shifts, or as the record of material trace shifts in different notations. 

Rather, they move towards embodiment: a range of experiences, not detached from the 

actual objects and social relations may be involved in photographs. Michael Shanks reminds 

me that “in the texture of their detail, photographs provide a partially involuntary record; 

there is always in every photograph some escape from intentionality and processed 

experience” (1997:100), and they reveal the psychogeographer in only partial control of the 

landscape studied and the sensory narrative produced.  As an archaeologist, I photograph 

traces and organize them in order to read the subjective reality of space. 

 

Edinburgh: biographical turn: 1 minute [slide 9] 

Archaeological narrative is bound up in mimetic forces as the reflection and imitation of what 

actually happened in trace, memory, and fragment. This is also the mental and cultural map that 

exists in memory and remembered experience: With the street no longer familiar, “the would-be 

wanderer is forced to retreat inwards and to internalize his wandering” (Coverley 2010). By 

engaging the narrative form, Campbell and Ulin’s archaeological project proposes embodied 

archaeologies as modes of cultural production and the praxis of creative narrative, wherein 

writing becomes inherently biographical and the situation of historical reality involves 

translation from trace material and non-material experience to coherent textual, and ultimately 

personal representation. As an archaeologist, I produce narratives of the past through 
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perception—by juxtaposing them onto present landscapes and highlighting my own points of 

reference with patterns of social and historical information. 

 

Retuning to Binchester: 2 minutes [slide 10] 

At Binchester it is now possible to imagine an experiential bridge between the historical and the 

contemporary. A body, walking along a wall of Binchester fort when it was first constructed 

(though it is at present only the outline of the wall in fragmented stone), knew the place based on 

individual perception and performance (see Tilley 2008, referred to above) aligned with 

geography, as well as shared narratives, the memory of what may have preceded the structure, 

the imposing height of it, the experience being watched from the parapets, the view onto the 

horizon, and the smells and sounds from the rural surroundings. Today, this particular embodied 

experience is lost, but Binchester carries trace information about the original Roman fort and its 

sensory details. The landscape surrounding the site has changed, but has not altogether lost non-

material traces of the experience of the fort. All along the area of Hadrian’s Wall, the cliff-faces 

remain (albeit eroded); the River Tyne runs across the landscape (albeit lined by contemporary 

towns); and the site contains a mausoleum with identifiable inscriptions, for example. 

Experimental strategies data collection may pick up these traces and approximate the influence 

of the site as it existed in the past.  

 

Limitations: 2 minutes [slide 11] 

Finally, the data fields I created in the cities relied primarily on documentation using digital 

media and narrative, but these forms are not new to archaeological sensibilities or practices. 

They have been interrogated and deployed with prior attention to documentation, design and 
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archaeological storytelling, and within this project they have the potential to produce a more 

accessible past for the contemporary body. However there is always the question of theoretical 

and practical limitations, not the least the co-relation I have made between the psychogeographer 

and archaeologist, between their experience of contemporary space and the idea of experience 

from a past body in what is now to us an archaeological space.  

 

Positionality has also suspended itself in the background, as a risk taken for a practice that attend 

to the spatial and the non-material—the beginning of a relationship between archaeology and 

psychogeography. The position of the body is experiential ambiguity in both the past and 

present, and so the representation of reality shifts through the individuals. Acknowledging this is 

not a methodological dead end. Rather, it is a requirement to look to the landscape and to 

multiple narrative possibilities that connect the past to the archaeologists and their audiences. 

  

So the possible solutions lie in other words: 

 

The psychogeographer must acknowledge partial control of the experiential landscape, and 

regardless of critical attention to patterns, the urban environment guides movement and sense. 

The archaeologist in parallel must acknowledge only partial control of patterns of material trace: 

assumptions about material organization, without attention to the situation of those materials 

within various directives on the surrounding landscape only partially recreate the experience. 

 

[slide 12] 

 


