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and facilitates innovation. Led by Alice Angus and Giles Lane it acts as a production 
company, commissioning agency, design studio, think tank and consultancy.

Collaboration is at the core of our creative practice and ethic: Proboscis works across 
disciplines and practices, drawing upon a network of associate artists, writers, curators, 
critics, designers, technologists, filmmakers, scientists and theorists to develop new 
ways of exploring social, cultural and creative issues.

Our research programme (the SoMa, social matrices, think tank) also works in 
partnership with a network of arts, civil society, academic and business partners.

Proboscis 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Urban Tapestries explores the convergence of mobile technologies with geographic 
information systems from the point of view of people going about their everyday lives. 
Proboscis identified this as a crucial area to develop as a majority of research projects 
focused on tourists as the main user group and replicated nineteenth and twentieth 
century print and broadcast communications methods. Urban Tapestries builds upon  
the distributed nature of twenty first century network communications.  

This people centred approach was led and managed by a cultural 
organisation rather than by a commercial or technology focused 
company, and the project had a strong cultural and arts focus  
rather than a technological one. To understand the everyday 
interactions between people at a very local level we developed 
and adapted a set of research methods such as experimental 
ethnography and bodystorming experiences. These enabled us to 
observe and record the emergent behaviours formed by the process 
of mapping and sharing local knowledge and experience – what we 
have termed ‘public authoring’.  These methods gave us insights 
into people’s relationships to place, context, time and mobility 
that are radically different to the user scenarios for location based 
services that are focused on ‘pushing’ content to consumers. 
Urban Tapestries revealed people’s strong desires to act as agents 
not just consumers in their adoption and use of new technologies.

Based on these insights we built working prototypes using variety 
of technologies including Mesh WiFi, GPRS, PDAs, mobile phones 
and a custom spatial annotation system. These were tested in two 
public trials in Central London during 2003 and 2004. Observation 
of and feedback from the trials resulted in evidence supporting 
notions of public authoring and demonstrated the kinds of content 

people want to share. In particular it showed that there was a strong desire to share 
knowledge but this was tempered by questions about who this knowledge would be used 
by and the importance of context of the knowledge. Mobile phones were considered 
to be imperfect routes to access information and that internet access, community 
television, public information points and more traditional information access routes such 
as libraries or community centres would be preferable for many people.

The research identified a need for highly specific trials with particular communities to 
explore the kinds of knowledge people wish to share in and between communities. 
To enable this work we need wider access to high definition geographic information 
(GIS) data, interoperability across mobile networks and platforms, affordable mobile 
data costs and multiple platforms for accessing and authoring content appropriate 
to different people’s use, interests and competencies with different generations of 
technologies.

pockets and threads as 

viewed on a SonyEricsson 

P900 mobile phone
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POLICY PROPOSALS SUMMARY

Innovation from the margins to the centre
Governments, researchers and businesses need to pay greater attention to the needs 
of actual people in real contexts and situations rather than relying on marketing 
scenarios and user profiles.

Open Networks for Mobile Data
Telecom network operators need to recognise the desires of people to communicate  
(by voice or data) with each other irrespective of the company they purchase their 
service from.

Open Geo Data
There is a clear and pressing need for free public access to GIS data to make public 
authoring and a host of other useful geo-specific services possible.

Reinvigoration of the Public Domain
Public authoring has the potential to be a powerful force in enriching the public domain 
through the sharing of information, knowledge and experiences by ordinary people 
about the places they live, work and play in.

Public Services Engaging with People
Public authoring could be employed to create new relationships of trust and 
engagement between public services and the people they serve. Public authoring 
proposes a reciprocity of engagement whereby public services would not just provide 
information but benefit directly from information contributed by citizens.

Market Opportunities
The wealth of public data created by public authoring will provide many market 
opportunities for business people and entrepreneurs. The not-for-profit sector needs 
to embrace the energy and creativity this engenders as much as the commercial sector 
needs to embrace the need for people to be more than just consumers.

Location Sensing & Positioning
The technological imperative for defining a person’s position needs to be dropped in 
favour of an approach that incorporates the rich nature of the physical world’s location 
information – street signs, shop signage etc.

Including Everyone
The drive to use the latest technologies and services must not exclude those who 
choose not to adopt them, or cannot, for whatever reason.

Time and Relevance to Everyday Life
These new forms of communicating will not appear overnight but will need careful 
cultivation and time to flower. To realise their fullest potential they will need more than 
just grass roots enthusiasm and activism. They will require regulatory nurturing and 
calculated risks on the part of business people.
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INTRODUCTION

Urban Tapestries was a two year research project created and led by Proboscis from 
2002 to 2004. It explored how the convergence of geographic information systems with 
mobile technologies could be harnessed to create new opportunities for individuals and 
communities to share their knowledge, memories and experiences of the places they live 
and work in. 

Building upon previous work by Proboscis exploring public spaces and the ways 
in which we inhabit them, our primary goal was to try to understand why people 
would use emerging pervasive technologies, what they could do with them and 
how this could be made possible. We sought to create a framework that could 
enable people to use these technologies as authors and agents, not merely as 
consumers of content provided to them by telecoms and media corporations.

A cornerstone of the Urban Tapestries project was bridging the different worlds 
of the arts, academia, industry and government. Proboscis achieved this by 
creating close collaborations with the London School of Economics, France 
Telecom R&D UK, Orange, Ordnance Survey and Hewlett-Packard Research 
Labs. This bridging was also reflected in the financing of the project – funds 
being provided by the Department of Trade & Industry, Orange, Arts Council 
England and the Fondation Daniel Langlois (based in Montréal, Canada).

Urban Tapestries had a core team of eight people, led by Giles Lane and 
Alice Angus, with another seventeen people contributing to the project’s 
development at different stages. The project sought to adopt and adapt 

innovative research methodologies to reflect the core values of its key concepts –  
public authoring and social knowledge. The project also sought to engage the public 
directly though techniques such as the bodystorming experiences, films, publications 
and the trials of the working prototypes.

In creating and demonstrating an alternative vision for the use of pervasive technologies 
for grass roots knowledge mapping and sharing, we have sought to inspire business, 
industry, government and civil society to challenge the established models for services.  
Our vision proposes that society embraces the potential of distributed network 
technologies to allow people to be the authors and distributors of their own experiences, 
not just the passive consumers of syndicated entertainment and information.  
These technologies are tools for communication – one of humanity’s most basic 
everyday needs. Communicating with each other helps achieve greater understanding 
and tolerance of difference, and growing awareness of what others have to offer us. 

This report presents Proboscis’ vision for public authoring and our conclusions on its 
relationships to place and mobility. We argue for design solutions to focus on actual 
people in real world contexts and situations, offer insights from the public trials of our 
prototypes and set out Proboscis’ own future vision and research agenda. Finally we 
recommend a series of policy proposals for realising a public knowledge commons, 
structured around place.

Giles Lane & Sarah Thelwall
London, June 2005

Screenshot of a ‘pocket’ as 

viewed on a SonyEricsson 

P900 mobile phone
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PUBLIC AUTHORING AND SOCIAL KNOWLEDGE

What is Public Authoring?
Public authoring is the term used by Proboscis to describe the mapping and sharing of 
knowledge, information, memories, stories and experiences. We contrast the concept 
of a publicly authored knowledge and experience commons to the traditional way in 
which information is passed from a centre to the margins – the broadcast model of 
newspapers, television and radio. Public authoring offers an alternative to the passivity 
and narrow focus of consumerism. It presents a new opportunity for people to be 
agents, actors or authors in the world of communications and knowledge sharing.

Public authoring proposes that everyday people become the 
authors of a complementary flow of knowledge that adds local 
specificity to the more generalised material that can be offered 
by media companies. In seeking to understand the potential 
of emerging mobile and geographic information technologies 
we began with a very simple insight that the only ‘users’ whom 
researchers were looking at were tourists. 

We asked the question, “If most people are only tourists for about 
two weeks of the year, what location-sensitive services are being 
devised for the other fifty weeks?”. The answer seemed to be 
mobile advertising spam and coupons for “buy x and get y free’ 
‘loyalty’ services triggered when ‘consumers’ passed by shops.

This vision seemed to be unnecessarily impoverished and we undertook to explore 
what was it about local places that mattered on an everyday basis to people as they 
went about the very mundane routines of daily life: going to school, work, shopping; 
dealing with neighbourhood issues, planning, access to local services etc. In all these 
cases it was apparent that the most knowledgeable people are those who would be 
considered the consumers of such information by traditional marketing focus groups and 
studies. Actual daily life is richer and more complex than this, relying as much on social 
networks, personal experiences and chance interactions and connections. We believe 
that pervasive wireless and mobile platforms should attempt to reflect this richness and 
complexity, rather than re-purposing solutions designed for a different age. 

What is meant by Social Knowledge?
Social knowledge is a deliberately flexible term used by Proboscis to talk about the 
ephemeral communications that are the glue of society and communities: the everyday 
and essential sharing of information, stories, knowledge, memories and stories with 
friends, family, neighbours and strangers. Social knowledge posits communication as 
story-telling, a social and cultural practice that is not just informational or practical.  
This sharing or gift of social knowledge is often undertaken only for the pleasure we  
take in doing it. 

Social knowledge can be interpreted as encompassing both ideas and memories as 
well as behaviours. It is a term that attempts to indicate the broad variety of human 
activities, concepts and ways of being social: from how we interact with shopkeepers 
and follow routines of travelling through the city, to how we take part (or do not) in 

Public Authoring as 

imagined during a 

Bodystorm workshop
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communal activities. It could be described as the hidden 
or obscured resources and assets of a locale or of a 
community – created between and around people as 
they go about their daily life.

As we come to define more and more clearly what 
constitutes social knowledge, so we are able to articulate 
its value; to make concrete what can often appear 
ephemeral, or intangible. Social knowledge can be 
understood as a form of social capital – something 
that has intrinsic value within a context of locality and 
community, if not a clear relation to monetary value.  
The more deeply embedded within a context such 
knowledge is, the harder it is to gauge its value –  
what public authoring offers is a means to expose this 
knowledge and the social networks that support it, 
widening access and understanding of crucial resources.

The Challenge for Traditional Knowledge Centres
As the ability to map and mark places becomes more 
widely available, the practice of public authoring will 
offer new opportunities for people to intervene in 
situation and contexts that have previously been very 
tightly controlled. An example of this might be a museum 
or gallery and the way in which the interpretation of 
the works displayed is the preserve of the curators and 
experts employed by the institution.

With public authoring it isn’t hard to imagine alternative 
viewpoints of interpretation being locally annotated that 
challenge an institution’s position (and which in other 
cases the institution wouldn’t permit being voiced or 
written within its physical domain). The pervasiveness  
of wireless technologies means that digital graffiti will  
be a possibility for almost anyone wherever they are.

The challenge for traditional knowledge centres is not 
to see this as an attack on their authority, but people’s 
desire to participate. They should embrace and support 
it – treat it as a flow and exchange of ideas and opinions 
from outside, to be welcomed and appreciated. Not all 
the participants in such exchanges will be amateurs 
– some will have their own expert knowledge to offer, 
perhaps translating across one discipline to another.

Public authoring may well cut across traditional 
boundaries and hierarchies – seeking a plurality and 
openness that are not always evident in our society.

Four Principles for Public Authoring
Cooperative Not Hierarchical
Public authoring relies fundamentally on cooperative, 
and largely anonymous, sharing of the kinds of 
knowledge, stories, memories and information that 
people think will be of interest to others in their vicinity. 
It complements and augments traditional centres of 
knowledge but side steps their top-down validation 
through trust, risk and chance.

Co-creation Not Just Consumption
Public authoring relies on the co-creation of its own 
content by the people who participate in sharing it, 
rather than the consumption of pre-prepared content 
offered by media companies. It is essentially another 
form of personal communication, differing only in its 
link to geographic places and the public nature by which 
it is shared. It is a reminder that people are not just 
consumers – they are the actors, agents and authors of 
their own experiences.

Organic Not Static
Public authoring should both grow and fade with time, 
at the pace set by the people who participate in it. It is 
both the layering and excavation of layers of knowledge 
and experience – a real-time microcosm of how our 
cities and communities develop, change, prosper 
and die. It adds persistence to local memories and 
knowledge that otherwise might completely disappear. 
Sharing in an open, distributed way enables knowledge 
and information to pass beyond the limits of its 
originators social circle or the immediate situation and 
context. Yet it shouldn’t point to an over arching desire 
to record everything or that all content should persist 
indefinitely... Some content might be time-sensitive and 
expire automatically on the date being passed, other 
material might belong to a class or category that fades 
with time. The point of public authoring is to reflect 
the complexities of the world we live in, not to simplify 
it or attempt to replace any aspect of our human 
interactions.

People Not Systems
Public authoring should augment and assist our 
everyday life, not seek to replace any aspect of it. It 
should be the trigger for social encounters, not a barrier 
to participation in social or community activities.
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PLACE AND MOBILITY

Place Not Location
In our research for Urban Tapestries, we have come to believe that place is more 
communicative of the social and cultural construction of our environments than an 
emphasis on location. Furthermore the trials have demonstrated that it is as much a 
group or community activity as that of the individual. As such, it distinguishes between 
the abstract and conceptual Cartesian division of location into the grid of longitude and 
latitude, and the subjective, negotiated social spaces of lived experience. 

Proboscis has explored how human to human 
relationships are structured around fluid notions of 
place and identity. That communication is a as much 
about story-telling as it is about conversation or the 
exchange of practical information. Places are subjective, 
with vague and shifting borders depending on who is 
describing them. People may share a general sense of   
a place, but the exact location of its edges tends to  
blur from person to person.

The push for Location Based Services (LBS) has been 
driven on a technological imperative that seeks make 
meaning by adding location coordinates to information 
and media objects (pictures, sound, video etc). But it 
tells us nothing of the context or the situation, let alone 
the person responsible. Public authoring proposes the 
building of relationships to geographic places, and 
extending these relationships further by linking them 
to other places, people and things. It is associative 
– building up connections and making meaning through 
accretion and emergent patterns.

The practical problems of achieving this vision – slow uptake of GPS and A-GPS in 
mobile phones and networks, the corraling of high definition GIS data, and simplistic 
understandings of what is meaningful about places and locations to people – make 
the reliance on technical solutions bound to fail. The world we live, especially in urban 
centres, is richly annotated in physical signs. We need more effort to be placed in 
developing location positioning systems that are hybrids which call not only upon 
technologies but also upon the signs and phenomena of the world around us. 

Place and Chance
The history of many cities demonstrates that associations of place are important in 
establishing new industries, neighbourhoods and cultural practices. By extending these 
associations of place to the contemporary world of distributed communications, new 
opportunities are created for reinforcing learning, reinvigorating the public domain 
through the flow of ideas and for new kinds of chance encounters to take place.  
Projects like Urban Tapestries propose a new ability to visualise ideas and knowledge 
spatially or geographically. These offer an entirely new set of relationships to branch 
out, forming new patterns of associations connection and behaviours of their own. 
A feature of metropolitan life is the serendipitous way we encounter new things and 

visualising relationships to 

places via public authoring
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ideas – our work has shown that this is considered by 
many people to be of great value and benefit – one of 
the great pleasures of living in a big city. For a public 
knowledge commons not to reflect this in its essential 
structure would be to impose an overly rational system 
on the content and how people would be likely to make 
discoveries that are meaningful to them.

Mobility, Presence and Time
Mobility needs to be considered from many points of 
view for public authoring to make sense to people as 
they go about their lives. Mobility does not simply refer 
to the kinds of devices we use, such as mobile phones, 
but concerns how we traverse our cities, what flows we 
dip in and out of, what barriers and obstacles – physical, 
social, economic, religious etc – are encountered. 
Mobility is about how, individually and collectively,  
these issues are addressed.

Presence is linked to time and continuity as much 
as physicality, and it is not hard to imagine public 
authoring becoming a tool for maintaining a sense  
of one's own presence in a place or community which 
is physically distant, but emotionally close. Perhaps 
the place a person grew up in or a community which 
they were once part of. Just as the telephone has 
enabled people to maintain links with their homes and 
roots across the world, so too could public authoring 
technologies enable people to keep abreast of what's 
happening in places important to them but far away, 
and to leave their own annotations in those places for 
local people still in the area or community to feel their 
presence (albeit virtual) persisting across time and 
distance. Such a practice could be thought of as an 
asynchronous inhabitation of place.

The rhythm of our daily lives governs so many of our 
interactions with other people and the places we pass 
through, occupy and desert. Time is the factor that often 
defines us – of which there is never enough if we are 
busy, and far too much of if we are bored. Time plays a 
role in creating context that surrounds the situations we 
find ourselves in going about our lives.

These layers are fundamental to the fabric of everyday 
life, defining the trajectories we take as much as urban 
planners and architects shape our physical experiences 
through the design of buildings and street plans. Public 
authoring offers some new ways for the mainstream of 

people to layer their own architectures  of experiences 
– emotions, stories, pictures and sounds – in the 
immanent world of data, to occupy places by proxy; 
building their own imaginary (and yet real) cities.

Citizenship
Place and mobility are critical to the definition of 
citizenship, about where we feel we belong and who 
bestows citizenship of that place upon us. Citizenship 
concerns the nature of our journeys through places and 
the communities we choose to join and those which allow  
us to belong. At this juncture in history the questions 
of how these issues are controlled – by individuals, 
communities of interest, the state – are of immense 
social political economic and cultural significance. 
Public authoring offers another layer by which we may 
come to view and understand the different kinds of 
relationships, associations and forces that make up the 
world around us.

Authors will include both individuals and communities, 
local residents and visitors. The power of public 
authoring to engage people with local geography has  
the potential to encourage greater knowledge of and 
sense of ownership of an area, an affect of promoting 
a ‘cultural investment’ or ‘active citizenship’ in the 
environment. A newcomer to the area may use the 
system to discover their new locale and to arrange  
social encounters and network with the community. 
Others may simply enjoy the act of sharing local 
knowledge with their neighbours and friends, and  
the ‘familiar strangers’ they see on the street.

We now have the opportunity to build in to emerging 
communications networks unparalleled possibilities 
for re-appropriating public (and private) space, 
changing our perceptions of 'ownership' of space 
and challenging conventions which traditionally bind 
our behaviour in relation to 'public' spaces (so often 
marked by a respectful silence and decorum instilled 
by social norms). Technologies and practices like public 
authoring allow us to construct our own modes of 
inhabitation, to occupy and communicate the beyond 
physical limits of places, to treat the city as a kind 
of conversation where community and communal life 
begin to collapse physical boundaries and become 
structured by different paths, be they emotional, 
cultural, spiritual or linguistic.
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DESIGNING FOR PEOPLE AND SITUATIONS

People Not Users, Situations Not Scenarios
Traditional technology development is focused on servicing and developing the needs 
of users of specific technology products. To help understand these users, scenarios 
are devised to profile types of users and explain how they would use technologies. 
But people are not merely consumers, they are agents of action and change – making 
choices and decisions everyday. As new technologies and communications take on a 
distributed structure, so too do the ways in which we use them to facilitate daily life. 

Urban Tapestries sought to develop a people-centred 
approach to our research into how people create and 
share knowledge and experiences about places. Our 
prototypes were responsive not only to the technologies 
available at the time, but looked ahead to the future.  
Our guiding principle in the design was that technologies 
are adopted because of their appropriateness to 
the tasks that people wish them to fulfil – our role 
was to imagine which technologies could support 
and augment the everyday knowledge mapping and 
sharing that people already do. We set out to imagine 
and demonstrate the concept of a public knowledge 
commons linked to place that reflected the real world 
context and situations people find themselves in their 
daily life.

Transdisciplinary  Approach
One of the distinctive aspects of the Urban Tapestries project was the methodology by 
which decision making and development was achieved. The whole of the core team 
was involved in each task area so that we learnt from each other’s knowledge and 
experience not just by observation but by collaborating together. This is unlike a multi-
discilplinary ‘silo’ approach to development where contribution and decision making 
is by those with the ‘expert’ knowledge. We have found that by combining skills and 
expertise from widely different backgrounds we add distinctiveness and freshness to 
established practices. This process also created a powerful group dynamic and energy 
that supported individual efforts and enabled a whole field of enquiry to be opened up 
and explored in a short span of time without sacrificing richness or complexity.

This collaborative approach created an environment whereby all the decisions of the 
team in any one area of practice were offered the perspective and expertise available 
from others. We learnt how to question and challenge many of our own assumptions 
and the conventions that drive our practices day to day. The benefit of this was to force 
us to rethink many of the familiar themes and ideas of location based services, spatial 
annotation, ideas about location, technologies and research methodologies to use and 
ways of engaging the public with our ideas. The transfer of skills and knowledge within 
the team was very high, in a way reflecting the wider aspiration of public authoring as a 
social and cultural practice.

bodystorming at 

Marchmont Community 

Centre, Bloomsbury
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Experimental Ethnography
An important component of the project was Proboscis’ 
collaboration with Professor Roger Silverstone and 
researcher Zoe Sujon of the Media and Communications 
department at the London School of Economics and 
Political Science. Bringing in expert social science 
knowledge to complement our practice as artists, 
designers and technologists enabled a richer understanding 
of what people do to be part of the project.

The researchers proposed ‘experimental ethnography’ 
as a set of methodological tools for looking at emergent 
technologies. It involved a methodological triangulation 
of participant observation, phase interviews and 
experimentation. This resulted in a formal academic 
paper published in March 2005.*

Bodystorming Experiences
To test our ideas and assumptions about public authoring 
with actual people we needed an iterative methodology 
they could participate in. We designed an ‘experience’ 
that could be used with different groups and indifferent 
settings, based on bodystorming. It is a technique for 
manifesting ideas into physical situations and settings 
allowing people to act out concepts and ideas with props 
and scenarios, but which  has the added bonus of making 
things real enough for emergent patterns and behaviours 
to be discerned.
 
Starting with hypothetical scenarios of use, we acted 
them out both in the studio and out on the streets of 
London. In doing so we felt our way through the many 
steps that public authoring would require. This process 
also allowed us to look at  the kinds of annotations, 
knowledges and stories that could be shared. We ran a 
series of events with people from many different walks of 
life, including several with a local community centre. 

Technological Agnosticism
Our engagement with people through the bodystorming 
experiences as well as the events demonstrated to us the 
problem of the interface and creating single instances 
of interface and interaction. Knowledge, experiences, 
memories, stories all come in different formats and 
ways. Having just one or even two ways to share those 
with others is far too limiting and technological for most 
people to bother with.

It became very clear to us that public authoring needs 
to be responsive to people in the contexts and situations 
they find themselves in – which often vary dramatically 
for the same person throughout the day. In many 
ways public authoring could be seen as a means of 
orchestrating the notes, snaps, memos and half worked 
out associations we make everyday.

Public authoring should also be seen as a group activity 
– perhaps where one groups (seniors) have the stories, 
and the another group (youths) have the time and 
inclination to work the technology. This reflects the 
findings that not only do different age groups have 
different technological capabilities, but that they have 
very different motivations for sharing memories and 
knowledge. For seniors it was not as important that 
other people had access to the stories and memories 
they shared, but that they came together regularly to 
share amongst themselves. There was some interest in 
leaving these memories as traces of their presence in the 
city, but this wasn’t as strong as the sense of community 
created by the activity in the here and now.

Openness and Public Debate
Designing for people means creating feedback loops 
to incorporate the responses to your work in the 
research and development process, not waiting until 
the outcome is finished. Putting our research into 
the public domain to stimulate informed debate and 
to share insights and revelations with our peers was 
crucial for Urban Tapestries. From the Creative Lab and 
Public Forum, our bodystorming experiences and films, 
event documentation, research papers and articles 
for conferences and journals, the project consistently 
sought the engage the public and peers in a dialogue 
about public authoring.

We extended this for the trials developing a new 
feedback model using blogging software to capture and 
immediately disseminate the experiences of participants.  
This has enabled instant access to the feedback by peers 
and public, not least to the participants who were able 
to read each others comments. They were also able to 
return and post additional comments after the event. 
We plan to continue using the blog as a public discussion 
forum for exploring key issues arising from our research 
– helping inform and shape our own development.

* http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/media@lse/pdf/EWP7.pdf
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TRIALS AND OBSERVATIONS

During the project Proboscis ran two highly successful trials of the software platform, 
each time exploring social and cultural uses of public authoring through different 
technologies and scales of urban coverage.

Public Trial – December 2003 
For the first trial Proboscis established a local WiFi Mesh network using Locustworld’s 
MeshAP system and a network of MeshBoxes sited in buildings around Bloomsbury, 
Russell, Bedford and Brunswick Squares in Central London. The use of WiFi for network 
connectivity enabled the small group of participants to have high bandwidth, but 
exposed the extensive difficulties of using WiFi in public spaces.

One hundred participants over nine days borrowed HP iPAQ PDAs loaded with the 
Urban Tapestries software client for up to two hours at a time to access and embed 
their annotations whilst out in the surrounding streets. The client software used a map 
created for the project by the Ordnance Survey from their MasterMap GIS system 
covering about four square kilometres of the Bloomsbury district of Central London. 
Feedback from the trial was captured via video interviews and blog posts.

Field Trial – June/July 2004
For the second trial Proboscis selected a smaller group 
of eleven participants who were given SonyEricsson 
P800 mobile phones for four weeks each. The phones 
used Orange’s GPRS network to connect to the Urban 
Tapestries system giving them independent coverage 
across the whole of London (and in fact across most of 
the UK), although at much slower connection speeds 
than WiFi. New client software running natively on 
Symbian was developed with France Telecom R&D UK’s 
iLab team, including an OS MasterMap map covering 
thirty-six square kilometres of Central London. Some 
new features were added to the client, notably filtering 
and address searching as a new means of navigating the 
map. The devices were also able to support sound and 
photo recording for upload – something that the original 
PDA version had stumbled over.

This trial sought to understand more about the role 
of time and familiarity in relation to public authoring. 
The form factor of the P800 was more like a standard 

mobile phone and the length of time participants were able to use the devices both 
contributed to the richness of the experience and the outcomes for participants. The 
sample of participants was much smaller than previously, and participants were selected 
from people with both an existing familiarity of the technology and the ideas of public 
authoring and spatial annotation.

Feedback from the participants was a series of questionnaires completed throughout the 
trial period. A companion publication to this report contains our detailed evaluation.*

Urban Tapestries: map of 

threads around Bloomsbury 

Square, London September 

2004

* Urban Tapestries: Observations and Analysis, Giles Lane, Alice Angus, Victoria Peckett & Nick West
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General Trends
Across both trials, as well as in the bodystorming 
workshops we ran throughout the project, we were a 
able to discern a series of general feelings and trends 
about the processes and relevance of public authoring  
to everyday life:

Time 
The issue of time and context emerged as one of the 
most important for making public authoring an everyday 
activity and not a burden or cumbersome addition. As 
people move through the city and the patterns of their 
daily lives, the system needs to respond to the context 
and situations they find themselves in. On a typical day 
a person might need multiple interfaces to the system 
depending on where and what they were doing at any 
time. A mobile interface might be useful for making quick 
notes, capturing images or sounds whilst outside, but 
the time to enter the content into a spatial annotation 
be too distracting. At work or home, we here the person 
might have a PC and broadband internet access there is 
the possibility of editing and crafting annotations. Alerts 
to new content posted within a set of parameters might 
be received via SMS or RSS without the need for a visual 
map interface.

Purpose
Public authoring was seen as being about sociability –  
as a new way of engaging in conversations about places 
that are fragmented and happen over time as well as 
in space. The use of the system was seen as much as a  
catalyst for social encounters an end in itself... Many of 
these uses of focused around enabling people to build up 
relationships with others based on commonalities such 
as locality and interests.

Searching & Filtering
Our small trials indicated that public authoring can 
quickly generate large numbers of annotations. For a 
system to be useful to people there will need to be very 
powerful searching and filtering of content so that people 
are able to block content of no interest to them and 
highlight things they are specifically looking for.  

However this still needs to be flexible enough to allow 
for serendipitous encounters – just as chance is a major 
factor in how we learn and enjoy the environment 
around us, so too should public authoring enable things 
we don’t know we might be interested in to come to our 
attention without having to look for them.

Collaborative Authoring
The ability for people to join together – not only with 
friends, family and colleagues but also with strangers – 
to create collaborative content was high on participants’ 
wish lists. This was seen as crucial for the building up of 
new relationships, not only between content shared, but 
between people who are authoring it. 

Pragmatic versus Aesthetic
The participants in the trials generally broke down into 
two types of author – those who saw and used public 
authoring to add layers of practical information over the 
city; and those who’s approach to authoring was more 
personal, impressionistic and playful.

Attention
It had been raised before and during the trial that using 
a mobile device in the streets might lead to an issue 
of being too absorbed in the device and not in the real 
world. This was somewhat offset by participants saying it 
caused them too look again at familiar surroundings and 
notice new things, and by more practical solutions where 
participants simply stopped using the device except 
when they had time and convenience to use it.

Location Spam & Mobile Advertising
The participants in the trial were dead set against 
marketing information from businesses. They were not 
interested in coffee coupons or offers from local shops at 
all, in fact this would stop people using LBS if it actually 
happened. Participants didn’t want to be subjected 
to more advertising, but to feel ownership of their 
communications with surrounding world.

Privacy
This has been a major issue in the lead up to the trials 
– with many concerns being voiced about the dangers of 
information about people being gleaned from the content 
they author and the places they author in, as well as 
fears over what commercial organizations might do to 
commoditise and exploit the content shared in the public 
domain by authors.

In practice we found that participants did not raise 
the issue of privacy as it did not seem that what they 
used public authoring for would reveal anything about 
themselves or their habits that they could not control. 
This extended to the fears of commercialisation, with 
authors making clear judgements about what was 
appropriate to share as they were making annotations.
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FUTURE VISION AND RESEARCH AGENDA

Early on in the Urban Tapestries project we began to understand that the very best 
way of understanding what knowledges people had and shared about places was to 
work in situ with actual communities. As this was beyond the scope or resources of the 
original project we began to sketch up a framework for running a series of experiments 
and projects with small local groups and communities that would build upon the Urban 
Tapestries software and concepts of public authoring we had developed. 

Social Tapestries 
In Spring 2004 we began exploring and developing 
relationships with civil society organisations and local 
communities.* These relationships are now bearing  
fruit as a number of projects and experiments are 
underway and others are in development. Proboscis  
has identified four main areas in which we are  
developing specific project and experiments with  
these partners and collaborators: 

education and learning
 – looking at how local informal knowledges can be 
gathered, represented, understood and shared by 
schoolchildren and lifelong learners.

community engagement & arts
 – working with artists as facilitators for local communities 
in engaging with regeneration contexts and local issues.

social housing & environment (active citizenship)
 –exploring how new forms of neighbourliness could emerge where existing physical 
structures (such as social housing estates) create barriers and where issues such as 
safety and presence in the community can be addressed through sharing information 
and knowledge.

local government & public services
 – assessing the impacts on communities of locally specific information gathered by local 
public services and local residents’ ability to interact with them.

Technical Research
To support the experiments and projects Proboscis is continuing to develop social 
software tools – re-engineering the Urban Tapestries software architecture from 
the ground-up during the first half of 2005. This public authoring system has been 
developed way beyond the original demonstration version into a powerfully-featured 
system able to interact with many types of interface and client devices. Proboscis is also 
developing some of our other formats and means of dissemination. These include an 
online DIFFUSION eBook Generator** to allow people with no design skills or access to 
expensive graphic design software to utilise Proboscis’ downloadable eBook format.  

Social Tapestries

* http://socialtapestries.net

** http://diffusion.org.uk/generator/
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We are also working on a three dimensional paper 
narrative device, StoryCubes, for use in workshops 
and exhibitions as a means of building up stories in 
space, not just the in time it takes to tell a story. The 
StoryCubes allow participants in the process to see 
parallel stories emerge simply by looking from another 
perspective, and to reconfigure a story simply by 
changing the orientations of  a single cube.

Multiple Interfaces to Social Knowledge
The rich diversity of media in everyday life requires 
that public authoring reflect this. In addition to creating 
ways of mapping and sharing knowledge via new and 
emerging technologies, it is critical that older methods 
of capturing and sharing knowledge are not ignored 
– otherwise huge segments of the population will be 
excluded. Not everyone chooses or has the ability to 
use mobile phones, personal computers or the internet, 
therefore other formats must be addressed.

During the two public trials of Urban Tapestries we 
encountered consistent issues regarding the familiarity 
and usefulness of the PDA and mobile phone form 
factors. Our work with senior citizens also highlighted 
the importance of making access to the system available 
to those who have no interest or desire in adopting new 
technologies. For someone who is housebound a mobile 
device might be the interactive television remote and 
landline telephone because it is their portal into the 
world outside the confines of their home.

In continuing to develop the Urban Tapestries platform 
Proboscis is making this possible, so that we may 
incorporate access and/or authoring (where possible and 
appropriate) through technologies such as interactive 
television, teletext pages, voice automated systems and 
traditional print media such as postcards (for pockets) 
and posters (for threads).

Enabling Different Kinds of Inputs
In addition to knowledge individually added by people 
we are investigating how we could allow for uploading 
of information from web services and other automated 
systems. This might be via an open API to enable 
other knowledge bases (such as OpenGuides* or the 
Consume**) to upload and keep updated pockets and 
threads of geographic related knowledge. It might also 

be a way for people to use other services such as BBC 
Backstage† to create their own dynamic data that could 
be automatically updated.

Proboscis is currently developing some experiments with 
non-human authors – robots and embedded devices. 
The robots are being developed with celebrated engineer 
Natalie Jeremijenko as an experiment†† in engaging in 
new forms of local social activism based on adapting toys 
robots for environmental sensing. Proboscis is building 
an interface to allow the robots to upload environmental 
data into the UT system, and for local people to be 
able to further annotate these threads with comments, 
pictures, sound and video.

Proboscis is also researching the use of building 
interfaces to embedded devices for upload into the UT 
system. Such devices might be static pollution or other 
environmental sensors updating sense data on a regular 
basis.  A third experiment, Sensory Threads†††, is 
also in development with Birkbeck College, University 
of London to investigate the social, cultural and ethical 
issues of body sensor networks. Our research will 
investigate how people taking part in a trial of wearing 
such a network feel, from issues of responsibility for 
personal health to privacy and surveillance.

Peer-to-Peer Architectures
Proboscis believes that the future of public authoring 
technologies lies in peer-to-peer hosting and distribution 
systems as central server models will require too much 
investment and effectively corral grassroots-created 
content into old-fashioned archives. As the network 
effect of distributed communications is felt through 
the massive sharing of knowledge and experiences, 
so too should its architecture mirror the messy and 
heterogeneous nature of everyday life.

Proboscis will begin a feasibility study for re-engineering 
the Urban Tapestries software platform as a peer-to-
peer distributed system in late 2005. This research will 
look into peering not only at the level of the UT core and 
database server architecture, but also at the possibilities 
of peering on mobile devices too. This research is 
being conducted in collaboration with researchers from 
Birkbeck College.

* http://openguides.org

** http://consume.net

† http://backstage.bbc.co.uk

†† http://socialtapestries.net/research/feralrobots/

†† http://socialtapestries.net/research/sensorythreads.html
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Grid-Computing Systems
Grid-computing systems also offer tantalising 
opportunities for the enhancement of the public 
knowledge commons, not perhaps directly in its 
authoring but in the analysis of relationships, 
connections and associations. Understanding the role 
these associations will have in our lives could be a 
mammoth task if spatial annotation and public authoring 
make the transition to the mainstream. Billions of 
annotations and relationships being formed in time, 
space and across communities will require stupendous 
resources to make sense of. For a grass roots based 
vision of building up knowledge commons it makes 
sense to investigate a grass roots and distributed 
based approach to analysing and searching the data for 
patterns that are relevant to people.

Mesh and Ad Hoc Networking
Proboscis’ experience working with a WiFi mesh network 
highlighted problems with considering it as an effective 
alternative to mobile telecommunication networks, but 
also underlined its crucial strength for ad hoc networking 
and routing around the many physical barriers to 
enabling network communications in built up areas.   
We are interested in exploring this aspect of creating 
highly specific local networks and services that also allow 
for public authoring. Building slim versions of the Urban 
Tapestries system into local WiFi/Mesh nodes may allow 
for a distributed network of public authoring databases 
to be started that contain very local information relating 
just to the vicinity covered by the wireless signal 
(perhaps no more than a hundred square metres).

Location Sensing & Positioning
Proboscis continues to research multiple means of 
determining location that employ not just electronic 
technologies and massive governmental systems (such 
as GPS). We have already begun to investigate the use of 
passive location sensing technologies, such as placelab*, 
but we are also interested in hybrid systems that allow 
people to create artefacts in the physical environment 
that contain location data that can be read by a person or 
by a device. 

An example of this would be clearer signage on streets 
giving a finer granularity of location positioning, another 
would be the adoption of ‘visual barcodes’ containing 
location data that can be scanned by cameraphones.  
A simple means of creating the visual bar code (for 

example, Shot Codes*) and printing it out (perhaps 
via a web interface) would mean that people without 
specific technical knowledge, such as shop keepers or 
enthusiasts, could easily mark places with high definition 
location data.

The most simple form of location sensing remains 
where the user inputs a location themselves via a 
street address, post code or pointing on a map. A 
hybrid approach combining a range of the automatic 
possibilities with some of the one’s that take people’s 
own intelligence and sense of location into account 
seems the most fruitful direction for the future.

* http://placelab.org/ ** http://www.shotcode.com/
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POLICY PROPOSALS

Proboscis argues that the Urban Tapestries project has successfully demonstrated that 
the concept of public authoring of geo-spatial social knowledge is highly desirable and 
useful for people, government, civil society and business. In order to achieve this vision 
of a twenty-first century public knowledge commons that has its origins in grass roots 
authoring and sharing, it will be necessary to overcome significant hurdles that are not 
just technological but social, cultural, regulatory and current business models.

Proboscis proposes the following recommendations for public and corporate policy 
makers to consider, based on our experience gained in researching and developing 
Urban Tapestries:

Innovation from the margins to the centre
Governments, researchers and businesses need to pay 
greater attention to the needs of actual people in real 
contexts and situations rather than relying on marketing 
scenarios and user profiles. As communications and 
technologies become increasingly distributed so the 
ability of ordinary citizens to creatively adapt them to 
their own needs and desires becomes more and more 
widespread. Organisations who ignore this trend leave 
themselves at a disadvantage in being responsive to the 
needs of people whose custom they exist by and for.

Open Networks for Mobile Data
Telecom network operators need to recognise the desires 
of people to communicate (by voice or data) with each 
other irrespective of the company they purchase their 
service from. Just as with market penetration of mobile 
phones, once a tipping point is reached it is likely that 
mobile data costs will drop in a similar fashion to those 
of voice calls. The sooner this tipping point is arrived at 

the sooner mass take-up of mobile data services will begin and the natural ingenuity and 
creativity of people will result in an incredible array of new services as yet unthought of, 
or simply uneconomic in the present climate. 

Operators do not regulate the content of voice calls – why should they seek to control 
the ability and content of data people wish to communicate with each other? In the long 
term it is inevitable that the ‘walled gardens’ that currently predominate and regulate 
the kind of data sent between people should disappear, just as they did to enable SMS 
and MMS a few years ago.

Open Geo Data
There is a clear and pressing need for free public access to GIS data to make public 
authoring and a host of other useful geo-specific services possible. Access could simply 
be provided along the lines of the non-profit, non-commercial use license* proposed in 

Public Authoring

* http://research.urbantapestries.net/pdfs/NatMapAgency_draft_CC_license.rtf
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April 2005 by Proboscis to the UK’s national mapping 
agency, the Ordnance Survey. This need for public access 
extends to the Post Office’s post code system which is at 
the heart of many of the kinds of useful public services 
that centre on geo-specific information.

With other government owned corporations providing 
a lead in this area of public access to publicly-owned 
materials (cf. the BBC and Channel 4’s Creative Archive 
License Group*) the time is ripe to bridge the gap 
between the not-for-profit and commercial sectors to 
everyone’s benefit.

Reinvigoration of the Public Domain
Public authoring has the potential to be a powerful force 
in enriching the public domain through the sharing of 
information, knowledge and experiences by ordinary 
people about the places they live, work and play in. 
People who participate would be part of a shift away from 
a crude consumerism that seeks to turn everything into 
commodities that can be bought and sold.

Public authoring as a practice is not just about social 
utility – helping oneself by helping one’s neighbours, 
it is also about creative expression and participating in 
culture for its own ends. 

Public authoring has also the potential to drive different 
kinds of social activism, from very local issues to national 
politics. Grass roots campaigns could help build up 
heterogeneous bodies of knowledge that could transfer 
ideas, experiences and information outside their specific 
focus area to others.

Co-efficient with this invigoration of the public domain 
will be a need to coalesce patterns of acceptable 
behaviour in making and sharing annotations – not 
only to counter obvious concerns such as race-hate or 
‘poison-pen’ content, but also other forms of emergent 
anti-social behaviour, such as blanket advertising or 
unacceptable commercial exploitation of public goods 
contributed to the commons.

Public Services Engaging with People
Public authoring could be employed to create new 
relationships of trust and engagement between public 
services and the people they serve. Public authoring 

proposes a reciprocity of engagement whereby public 
services would not just provide information but benefit 
directly from information contributed by citizens.

On a central governmental level this could involve 
coordinating national infrastructures to geo-locate 
services they provide so that they can be visualised 
geographically by citizens. Central government 
could also play a powerful role in arguing for greater 
decentralisation of the traditional hierarchies of 
information and communication between public services 
and the people they serve.

On a local governmental level public authoring could 
help local authorities provide geographically specific 
information to residents who could navigate the complex 
types of information simply by geography. Residents 
could use public authoring for such uses as reporting 
problems and issues that need attention from public 
services, seeing directly how responsive the service is in 
addressing their concerns.

Market Opportunities
The wealth of public data created by public authoring will 
provide many market opportunities for business people 
and entrepreneurs. Trade and business are intrinsic 
parts of our everyday life – from buying a newspaper 
at the local shop on our way to work to using network 
communications to arrange to share the weekend with 
friends and family. This flow and exchange of goods 
and services are as critical to society as the culture we 
create and participate in. The not-for-profit sector needs 
to embrace the energy and creativity this engenders as 
much as the commercial sector needs to embrace the 
need for people to be more than just consumers.

Location Sensing & Positioning
Location-sensitive services need to become meaningful 
to people on an everyday basis beyond the limited 
vision of tourist-guides, restaurant reviews and local 
advertising ‘pushed’ to mobile devices as they pass by. 
The technological imperative for defining a person’s 
position needs to be dropped in favour of an approach 
that incorporates the rich nature of the physical world’s 
location information – street signs, shop signage etc

To assist the take up of services more granular address 

* http://creativearchive.bbc.co.uk/
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information could be provided both by government, 
big business and at a more grass roots level. Local 
authorities could add GIS coordinates to street signs 
– perhaps in the form of visual barcodes that camera-
phones could recognise. Large businesses could 
sponsor street-level interfaces to local public authored 
information – perhaps via interactive screens at bus 
stops. At a grassroots level, local shops and community 
centres could help by posting granular GIS coordinates in 
publicly visible spaces.

Including Everyone
The drive to use the latest technologies and services 
must not exclude those who choose not to adopt them, 
or cannot, for whatever reason. These reasons could  
be economic, through disability or simply a lack of 
interest in new technology. It is crucial that other  
familiar media forms, such as print, radio and television 
are incorporated into this vision so that people can 
choose the most appropriate means for them to access 
and author material, irrespective of the technology 
(analogue or digital).

Mobility should no longer be used to describe the device 
but the person: their physical capabilities and the 
technological means by which they communicate with 
others. This shift in focus from the capabilities of the 
device to the capabilities of the person is critical for a 
future where we imagine and design services for people 
that augment their daily lives rather than forcing them to 
adopt and adapt to ever-changing technologies.

Time and  Relevance to Everyday Life
These new forms of communicating will not appear 
overnight but will need careful cultivation and time to 
flower. To realise their fullest potential they will need 
more than just grass roots enthusiasm and activism. 
They will require regulatory nurturing and calculated 
risks on the part of business people. The range of 
benefits presented here in qualitative terms – social, 
cultural, governmental and commercial – could be 
quantified now to assist this process.

Only when individuals and groups of all kinds find simple 
and everyday uses for location-sensitive technologies 
will speculations turn into reality. The role of artists, 
designers, researchers, technologists and activists is 
to sketch a rich and enabling vision of the possibilities 

in this future, whilst keeping an eye on the limitations 
and social costs. There is also a definite responsibility 
to shepherd it along the fraught path of development 
avoiding excessive commercialisation, over regulation 
or banal implementation. The role of business and policy 
makers is to be sensitive beyond their own range  
of experience to the needs and desires of people.  
They need to make room in their plans for our future  
that take these into account.
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PROJECT CHRONOLOGY

Thiis chronological account of the development of the project provides detail of, and 
context for, the key issues that arose over its two year span. In describing the activities 
and outcomes of the project it also connects the completion of Urban Tapestries to the 
research brief for Social Tapestries, a follow on research programme. A summary of  
the outputs, press coverage, some statistics and project credits are listed at the end  
of the section.

PREPARATION – JUNE 2002 TO JANUARY 2003

Urban Tapestries began as an off-shoot of two earlier 
Proboscis projects: Private Reveries, Public Spaces 
and Sonic Geographies. In 2001 Proboscis established 
a collaborative research programme, SoMa, with  
Media@LSE at the London School of Economics and 
Political Science (LSE). This allowed us to incorporate 
elements of social research into our creative projects 
blending the concerns of art and design with social 
sciences. As our projects sought to understand more 
about the nature of creative expression and the ways  
in which it circulates through culture and society, the 
role of communications, and in particular distribution, 
became one of our core areas of interest.

Private Reveries, Public Spaces* (PRPS) was a 
research project exploring the changing nature of our 

relationship to public spaces through the media of personal communications. Proboscis 
invited a group of people from arts, design, social science and cultural backgrounds 
to join a selection panel. The panel met to choose and invite fourteen arts and design 
practitioners  to submit proposals for artistic and creative interventions in public space 
with new or emerging network systems. Three proposals (by Rachel Baker, Natalie 
Jeremijenko, Shona Kitchen & Ben Hooker) were then commissioned to be developed 
further into ‘conceptual prototypes’ which were presented at a Public Forum at the LSE  
in June 2002.

Sonic Geographies** was a smaller unfunded artistic experiment taking sound as the 
entry point for excavating and mapping urban experience and invisible infrastructures 
of the city. A series of experiments and sketches were developed that operated as maps 
and journeys but also as highly personal renderings of sonic experience – sounds of the 
personal world in conversation with sounds of the city. 

Initially conceived as a scenario for mapping journeys through urban experience with 
sound, Urban Tapestries developed over the summer of 2002 into a proposal for a 
research project to build and test a demonstration version. As we explored our ideas 
we were contacted by colleagues at Hewlett-Packard Research Labs in Bristol who 
were in the process of setting up the City & Buildings Virtual Research Centre (VRC) 

representation of a sonic
excavation through strata 
of urban experience

user 1:
political thread

user 4:
multi thread

user 3:
social thread

user 2:
historical thread

Proboscis: Sonic Geographies Experiment #2
URBAN TAPESTRIES: interactive sonic maps

© Proboscis 2002. All Rights Reserved. In Commercial Confidence. www.proboscis.org.uk/sonicgeographies/

Each user excavates their own experience of
the city through the vertical links between
locations and threads.

Their journeys through the city via the
marked locations become knots in a  web 
of association and experience.

By selecting a single or multiple threads to
follow, the users are able to access contextual
information and artworks relating to the
locations they pass through. As they pass 
specific locations they are prompted to make
an audio recording of their environment. 

When they choose to end their journey they
can link the audio files into a sound map –
perhaps in the order in which they passed
them, or in a thread of their own.

In this way the project aims to reveal new
ways of understanding and appreciating 
the built environment we pass through every
day, and to develop the means to engage
people in the layers of meaning and context
that underpin the very streets they walk.
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* http://proboscis.org.uk/prps

** http://proboscis.org.uk/sonicgeographies/

*** http://www.mobilebristol.com

Early concept scenario




