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The purpose of this Thesis and its accompanying practical project was to explore the ways 
of determining a city’s specific character and to present the outcome to the general 
audience in form of an alternative guide. By the character of a city is understood a 
combination of specific details of the urban environment like geography, topography, 
structure, history, architecture and social situation that make one urban area differ from 
another. These factors can be summarized as psychogeography. The purpose of 
psychogeography is to help rediscover the objective values of the living environment and 
allow a fresh look on the everyday space.

Historical and contemporary ways of exploring the city landscape and attempts to 
understand its underlying structure were presented. A multitude of past and existing 
projects and activities related to the subject of subjective perception of the urban space 
were described with the aim of showing the quantity and diversity of such work. Such a 
listing gives a general overview on the subject of psychogeography and helps to 
understand its necessity for a city and its inhabitants. A description of the author’s own 
attempts of exposing the City of Helsinki through a collaborative, Internet-based project 
was introduced. 

The result is an open and on-going undertaking freely accessible on the Internet and open 
to participation. It features subjective views on Helsinki by means of photography and 
written descriptions that can be submitted by anyone interested in participating. Although 
the project is based on the City of Helsinki, in the future the scheme can be applied to any 
other urban environment.

Keywords: psychogeography, city, Helsinki, urban environment, Internet, photography



EVTEK Muotoiluinstituutti                                                                   TIIVISTELMÄ
Koulutusohjelma: Viestinnän koulutusohjelma
Suuntautumisvaihtoehto: Graafinen suunnittelu

Opinnäytetyön nimi: Psykomaantietellinen Helsinki-opas 
– vaihtoehtoiset tavat esitellä kaupunki

Tekijä: Wojciech Mejor

Vuosi: 2007                                                                                              Sivumäärä: 39

Tämän opinnäytteen ja sitä seuraavan käytännön projektin tarkoituksena on tarkastella 
kaupungin erityisluonteen määrääviä tekijöitä ja esitellä lopputulos suurelle yleisölle 
vaihtoehtoisen oppaan muodossa. Kaupungin erityisluonteella tarkoitetaan yhdistelmää 
urbaanin ympäristön yksityiskohdista kuten maantiede, pinnanmuodostus, rakenne, 
historia, arkkitehtuuri ja sosiaalinen tilanne, jotka erottavat kaupunkiseudut toisistaan. 
Näitä tekijöitä voidaan lyhyesti kutsua psykomaantieteeksi. Psykomaantieteen 
tarkoituksena on auttaa löytämään uudelleen elävän asuinympäristön arvot ja tuomaan 
esiin tuore näkemys arkipäivän elintilasta.

Opinnäyte esittelee sekä historiallisia että nykyaikaisia tapoja kaupunkiympäristön 
tutkimiseksi ja pyrkii ymmärtämään sen perimmäistä olemusta. Tutkielma käsittää 
omakohtaisia havaintoja suuresta joukosta  kaupunkimiljöön käyttöön liittyvistä sekä 
menneistä että ajankohtaisista hankkeista tarkoituksena esitellä lähemmin niiden laajuutta 
ja monimuotoisuutta.  Hankkeiden perusteellinen kirjaaminen antaa hyvän yleiskuvan 
urbaanista psykomaantieteestä ja auttaa ymmärtämään sen tarpeellisuuden kaupungille ja 
sen asukkaille. Opinnäytteen laatija pyrkii esittelemään Helsingin kaupungin yleisen, 
Internet-pohjaisen tutkielman avulla.

Tuloksena on helppopääsyinen, avoin  ja  jatkuvasti etenevä Internet-hanke, johon kaikki 
voivat osallistua. Se kuvaa omakohtaisia näkymiä Helsingistä valokuvauksen keinoin ja 
kirjallisessa muodossa ja tulos on muokattavissa kaikkien kiinnostuneiden toimesta. 
Vaikka tämä opinnäyte pohjaa Helsingin kaupungin olosuhteisiin, sen tuloksia voidaan 
käyttää hyväksi missä tahansa muussa kaupunkiympäristössä tulevaisuudessa.
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 1 CITY VS. CITY GUIDE

How do we get to know a city? How do we find information about a city we want to visit 

or even one that we live in? 

One can go to the book store and buy one of the shiny, colourful and compact guide books 

full of images that suppose to show the most representative and interesting places in that 

city. They are full of photographs showing places that are surprisingly similar regardless of 

the geographical location of the city. These would be e.g. sunny places (deaf to the realities 

of the local climate), relaxed and content people crowded on the streets, calm cafés at 

romantic street corners, etc. Also a few illustrations with the most colourful historical 

dress, or of a significant, historical event are presented. Add to that an insight into local 

habits pressed into a brief, generalised description and we will have an image of what the 

average tourist guide looks like.

What we can find in the stores are guides oriented to invite the guest to visit the most 

spectacular architectural sites, get to know a couple of historical landmarks and then dine 

in the officially most interesting, famous or expensive restaurant. People are not invited to 

explore and get to know the environment but merely to reinforce the stereotypes and build 

for themselves a compact and easy mental model of the city’s character – one that can be 

put into a few simple and solid sentences or even slogans. This way Paris is always artistic, 

Venice romantic and Rome monumental (IMAGES 1,2,3).  This is followed by tourist 

oriented facilities, museums and restaurants, that are aimed at meeting the expectations of 

the visitors and strengthening these patterns.
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IMAGE 1: Typical image of Paris.

IMAGE 2: Typical image of Venice.
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IMAGE 3: Typical image of Rome.

Looking at commonly available city guides one can easily observe the attitude the authors 

have taken as well as the target group to which a particular guide book has been directed. 

A disadvantage of such an approach is the democratic way in which the information is 

chosen – the authors search out places and information that should suit the taste of as broad 

a target group as possible. As it seems most visitors (i.e. guide buyers) are most interested 

in hotels, restaurants, museums and entertainment. Few space is left for unusual sites, off 

the road places, unconventional locations and more intimate corners. The image that is 

given of the city is practically quite proximate to what can be found in a guide on a 

completely different city. Furthermore, following a guide that is directed mainly to tourists 

one risks visiting places that are probably already crowded with other visitors.

Also such a guide has far less value for the inhabitants of the city. Taken apart a few 

details they will hardly find any different information to what they already knew or 

predicted.

We can also turn to the new media and find our information in the limitless network of the 

World Wide Web. But is it really that limitless? Does it offer such diverse types of 
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information as we would like to imagine? A quick browse through the top results in a 

common Internet search engine shows clearly that the content of most visited websites 

offering information on cities and places is similar in attitude to that of the shiny, printed 

booklets.

To give an example I have visited three popular websites offering information on the City 

of Helsinki:

http://www.hel2.fi/tourism 

– the official Helsinki website by the Helsinki City Tourist & Convention Bureau

http://www.helsinki.fi 

– another official Helsinki service maintained by the City of Helsinki

http://www.lonelyplanet.com/worldguide/destinations/europe/finland/helsinki 

– Helsinki guide offered by one of the most popular guide publishers available on the 

market

Already at a brief glance one can notice the similarities. Most notably the all-present image 

of the white cathedral bathed in bright sunlight, photographed against a deep, blue sky and 

with crowds of people on the monumental stairs. (IMAGE 4) In fact this image has been 

used so widely, that when the word Helsinki is typed into the Internet search engine 

Google Images, this photo is featured on five out of ten first results. 

These images are followed by other examples of monumental architecture, lists of the most 

important museums, galleries, shops, the best known restaurants, clubs and plenty of other 

places where the tourist can safely spend money and purchase perfectly predictable and 

redundant memories to take home.
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IMAGE 4: Helsinki Cathedral, a typically presented setting.
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 2 SITUATIONISM AND THE CITY

 2.1 History of the City

George Holmes (1996) in his book about art during the Renaissance period writes about 

the immense influence that the development of great cities had on the flourishing of high 

culture in Europe. The way the cities look now and the role they play in societies around 

the world has had its beginning, he says, in the early fifteenth century after the immense 

decline of population following the Black Death of 1348.

“The effects of the fall in population extended into vast social and political changes, 

because the decline in the cost of basic foodstuffs led to a greater demand for manufacture. 

Industry and commerce became relatively more important and in consequence wealth and 

power shifted from the sectors of society dependent on land and rent to those dependent on 

industrial production and trade. This was a fundamental change in the direction of 

European expansion and the first major movement that set Europe advancing in the 

direction of industrial and commercial enterprise.” (Holmes 1996: 10.)

The city is considered the most complex and sophisticated creation the human has ever 

conceived. Since the beginning of civilisation it has been the centre of human activity.

In an attempt to analyse the inner structure and complexity of the city one could imagine it 

as a combination of endless amounts of layers. I suggest some of the most significant of 

these layers are based on:

• sociology

• urbanism

• geography

• history

• ecology

• politics

• commerce

• entertainment
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Some of these layers are strongly associated with each other, like: commerce – 

entertainment, or sociology – urbanism. It is notable, though, that all of these, and any 

other layers, are constantly merging and blending with each other and could never be 

distinguished into fully individual entities. Commonly people have, to some extent, contact 

with most of these factors every day, but they are hardly aware of it, or at least they are 

unable to experience it consciously.

One can treat the city as a playground, as a place to share with other people, as a 

community, like in Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself, “This is the city and I am one of its 

citizens. Whatever interests the rest interests me, politics, wars, markets, newspapers, 

schools, the mayor and councils, banks, tariffs, steamships, factories, stocks, stores, real 

estate and personal estate.” (Whitman 1987: 112) Or one can see the city as a background, 

a decoration for one’s own, personal struggles. In any case just by residing in it, through a 

sheer presence, one is pulled into the game. One is forced to participate consciously or not 

and regardless of one’s own will. A seeming lack of participation is just another statement 

among millions of others.

Theoretically, the city allows very different approaches and ways of perception but it is 

still not a common practice to be sensitive to the all-present nuances and alterations in the 

city fibre, especially, because changes in the city often happen very slowly and are not 

easy to follow. Most people have a pragmatical attitude to the city and use its structure 

merely for practical ends, whereas interpretive reading of the city landscape allows to 

constantly rediscover the surroundings even for long-term inhabitants. 

 2.2 The Situationist International

The Situationist International is a group formed by Guy Debord in 1957 out of several 

international artist groups. It emerged from the Lettrist movement and the Lettrist 

International which were groups devoted to the liberation of the society through the 
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liberation of language. Another group that joined in was Cobra, a formation of artists from 

Copenhagen, Brussels and Amsterdam, among them Asger Jorn and Constant. 

The goal of the Situationist International and of its founder Guy Debord was the 

“introduction of poetry into the everyday life,” that is the old avant-garde dream of 

introducing art into everyday reality. “Ne travaillez jamais!” (Don’t ever work!) wrote 

Debord on a building wall and then still worked quite a lot during his lifetime –  he has left 

behind 6 films and over 2 000 pages of text.

The Situationists actually criticised the artistic avant-garde itself claiming that it had long 

become too established within the society to call itself avant-garde. They claimed that 

within the existing artistic activities there is no space for a true avant-garde. It should not 

create new art but new situations within life itself. So, instead of sitting politely in the cafés 

discussing poetry, Debord and his friends preferred to get drunk and lose control – and 

sometimes even get arrested as a result. Once they got arrested during an attempt to blow 

up the Eiffel Tower in the middle of the night, because, as they said, they felt disturbed by 

its blinking lights and couldn’t sleep. Another time they almost got slaughtered by a crowd 

of 10 000 believers because they entered the cathedral of Notre-Dame during a mass 

dressed as monks and announced that God is dead. They were the avant-garde in the battle 

against the Spectacle – a term coined by Debord himself.

In his book, Society of the Spectacle (1967), Debord described the existing society as one 

of an advancing alienation of the working classes. The more commodified the average life 

had become, the more people had to work to afford it and the more passive they became. 

“In societies where modern conditions of production prevail, all of life presents itself as an 

immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived has moved away 

into a representation.” (Debord 1967: 2.) – he wrote already in the beginning. According to 

Debord the masses are merely viewers of a great spectacle that is devised beyond their 

control. All the average citizen has to do is work and spend money – the creative and 

active factor has been eliminated from life.

This book remains today one of the great theoretical works on modern-day capital, cultural 

imperialism, and the role of mediation in social relationships. 
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The Situationist International remained throughout its existence an extremely selected 

group and Debord constantly went about excluding members because of their lack of 

sacrifice for situationist ideals. Finally, when before, and during the 1968 student 

revolution in Paris situationism became very popular among the young crowds, Debord 

announced the end of the situationist group. After all, his idea had always been for the 

movement to remain as far away from the mainstream as possible, so when the mainstream 

has finally started to catch up with its ideas its existence has become questionable.

 2.3 Psychogeography

"The sudden change of ambiance in a street within the space of a few meters; the evident 

division of a city into zones of distinct psychic atmospheres; the path of least resistance, 

which is automatically followed in aimless strolls (and which has no relation to the 

physical contour of the ground); the appealing or repelling character of certain places - all 

this seems to be neglected." wrote Guy Debord in the Introduction to a Critique of Urban 

Geography (Debord 1955) on the subject of psychogeography. 

It was originally devised as an area to investigate and explore the environment of the urban 

space, to brake social and behavioural patterns and to free the artistic expression in its core 

- the personal behaviour and experience of each person. The Situationists proclaimed it a 

new area of science and Debord defined it as “the study of the precise laws and specific 

effects of the geographical environment, consciously organized or not, on the emotions and 

behaviour of individuals” (Debord 1955). 

Through psychogeographical practice the Situationists were criticising the whole of society 

and the practical and organised ways of using the city space that are common to a 

consumerist way of life, that is everything understood as normal behavioural patterns in a 

city – using the public transport for commuting, eating in restaurants and resting in areas 

designated for leisure. 
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This was now to change. Psychogeographers strolled around the city aimlessly, provoked 

unexpected situations and encounters with strangers and used the public transport to 

discover new areas rather than to move between defined points for practical reasons. The 

goal was to become aware of how conscious and unconscious observations of space 

generate feelings within us. 

 2.4 Psychogeographical Walks and the Dérive

The most effective and direct method of exploring an urban space is to dive personally into 

its physical structure through walking. From the moment the term Psychogeography was 

coined walking through the city was a primary technique of discovering the city’s treasures 

and analysing the urban landscape.

Simple as it may seem walking is the best way of getting to know an environment and this 

was also the method I have used most in my enquiries. 

There are different ways of walking because there are different motivations that make us 

walk. Normally, on a day to day basis, we walk fast taking the shortest route towards our 

destination and don’t pay too much attention to the environment. Walking this way serves 

only as a means of transport, but psychogeographers have devised different ways of 

walking. For them it is a tool for investigating the urban environment and can actually be 

conducted in other ways than just by foot. In fact, one can use any means of transport, like 

bicycle, bus, train, or even not move at all, but it is the conscious and open attitude that 

makes it a psychogeographical walk. 

What psychogeographers are after are the motives that make us choose this path or 

another. The reasons why we choose to walk a certain road instead of another. These, often 

subconscious, decisions may be of a purely practical nature on the daily basis, but what 

leads our feet when we stroll aimlessly through the city?

For the purpose of disconnecting entirely from any decision making, and thus valuing and 
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judging, psychogeographers have devised several methods of walking that can be applied 

when investigating the urban environment.

THE DÉRIVE – One of psychogeography´s principle means was from the beginning the 

dérive, or drift, which was defined by the Situationists as the "technique of locomotion 

without a goal," in which "one or more persons during a certain period drop their usual 

motives for movement and action, their relations, their work and leisure activities, and let 

themselves be drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the encounters they find there" 

(Debord 1958).

This method formed part of the techniques the Situationists used to explore the cityscape. 

Its effectiveness depends very much on the person conducting the walk. It consists of 

strolling through the city in an uncontrolled manner, trying to avoid any conscious 

tendencies in directions or areas. It has long been used by dadaists and surrealists who saw 

it as a technique of liberating the subconscious. Static dérives can be performed as well in 

the way that the stroller remains in one place and lets the surroundings drift before him.

DICE WALK – a way of facilitating the dérive in city strolls by means of introducing a 

random choice factor each time the stroller reaches a point where he/she has to choose the 

direction in which to continue the walk. Using this method it is impossible to foresee 

neither the direction nor the final point of the walk and thus allows the participant to 

concentrate fully on the qualities of the visited places and abandon control of the route. 

Below is an example of a set of rules conditioning a dice walk.

“Conditions for play: 1. You roll the die at every intersection, side-street or byway.

2. The less the number of a roll, the more you turn towards the left (counter clockwise), 

and vice versa.

3. If the intersection is a “T,” or any two-pronged intersection, then 1, 2 and 3 mean turn to 

the left and 4, 5 and 6 mean turn to the right.

4. If it is a four-way intersection, then 1 and 2 mean turn left, 3 and 4 mean go forward, 
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and 5 and 6 mean turn right.

5. If there is a major side street on the left, then 1 and 2 mean turn left. 3, 4, 5 and 6 mean 

go forward. Likewise, if there is a major side street on the right, then 5 and 6 mean turn 

right, 3, 4, 5 and 6 mean go forward.

6. If there is a minor side street or byway on the left, then 1 means turn left. 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 

mean go forward. Likewise, if there is a minor side street or byway on the right, then 6 

means turn right, 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 mean go forward.

7. If it is a five way intersection, then the numbers 1 through 5 correspond with the 

positions of the five optional ways. 6 means “roll again”. Turning back is never an option.

8. For unusual intersections, decide on fair conditions of play before rolling the die.

9. No looping: you may not go the same direction on the same place more than once. When 

you come to an intersection that you came to earlier during your dice walk, you will not 

consider the path you already took to be an option. You may go the opposite way on the 

same path once.

10. To end a dice walk, put the die away and proceed home or to another destination. Do 

not begin a new dice walk until after you have reached your destination.” 

(Fox 2001: http://www.infoflow.com/larnie/dicewalk/rules.pdf)

ALGORITHM WALK – this method, like the dice walk, is used to loose control over the 

walking path by replacing the conscious choices with an algorithmic rule, which is 

applicable every time the stroller reaches a point where there is more than one path to 

choose from. This could be for instance:

• first street right

• second street left

• first street left

• repeat

Following this algorithm when the stroller reaches the first crossing or splitting path he/she 

should take the rightmost option, then after two more crossings it should be a turn left and 

then again a left on the following fork. This rule is to be repeated until the end of the stroll.
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By using this method the stroller looses control over the outcome of the walk and over the 

views he will encounter. This allows attention to be paid exclusively to the changing 

environment and not to the target destination. It proved to be a very valuable and efficient 

method for randomising walk routes.

 3 PSYCHOGEOGRAPHY TODAY

Psychogeography, as a way of investigating the urban space, in its original form is based 

on direct, active experience of the participant within the space. Any attempt of visualising 

it could be seen as a mere representation of its concepts and as such in opposition to them. 

But as Guy-Ernest Debord wrote in an 11-sentence essay: “(...)Jacques Vaché is 

psychogeographical in dress. Louis II of Bavaria is psychogeographical in royalty. Jack the 

Ripper is probably psychogeographical in love.(...)” (Debord 1954). Anything can be 

psychogeographical, and so can be the attempt to explore the city using digital media to 

capture thoughts, moments and a personal point of view and communicate it to the public 

through means of the Internet. In this case the person closest to the original idea of 

psychogeography will be the one collecting material. Yet, although the viewer will rather 

be subject to a strongly mediated and significantly more passive experience, it can help 

broaden his own image of the city and it can have a stimulating effect and invite the viewer 

to go out and explore new places for himself. 

When Debord was writing his statements about psychogeography the Internet did not exist 

and so the context of representation was different. Originally the Situationists were 

strongly against representation and mediated communication, but do the same rules still 

apply? In the recent years we saw the boom of participatory media and the emergence of 

websites where everyone is invited to represent. A good example would be websites that 

feature galleries of the participants’ own representations like the popular Finnish website 

IRC-Galleria (http://www.irc-galleria.net).

I can state that in respect to the situationist rules nowadays it is allowed to represent 

because everyone can represent and so there is no separation to those who represent and 

http://www.irc-galleria.net/
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those who are the audience. The audience can represent so it ceases to be an audience and 

becomes a participant.

 4 RELATED CONTEMPORARY WORK

The amount of projects present on the Internet that in their concept or initial idea deal with 

the form and content of the city and psychogeographical ways of perceiving it is enormous 

and seems to be constantly growing.

Presented below is a list of examples of projects, activities, events and groups with the aim 

of showing the diversity, vigour and internationality of the scene. Projects range from free 

artistic initiatives and private leisure activities to commercial assignments and strictly 

scientific research. Associations and groups form to either continue practising 

psychogeography in the spirit of the Situationist International or find their own ways of 

interpreting, re-establishing or developing these and other ideas associated with the 

investigation of the urban fibre.

 4.1 A Map Larger than the Territory

A Map Larger than the Territory (http://www.mapterritory.com) is an on-line structure that 

enables visitors to draw their own paths across the city using images, texts and sounds. 

"Territory here is not a piece of land enclosed within borders but an interlocking network 

of lines or ways through. The map materialises and connects individual trajectories" – state 

the authors. This is a project not fully developed but it is potentially interesting. By 

drawing paths across the map of a city and attaching comments and materials related to the 

marked locations participants can mark and describe their own environment within the 

city. One is invited to see other people’s discoveries and share one’s own documentation of 

the encounters with the city space. (IMAGE 5)

http://www.mapterritory.com/
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This project is a precursor of nowadays widely available technologies like:

WikiMapia - http://www.wikimapia.org

GeoBloggers - http://www.geobloggers.com

These technologies allow users to mark, document and discover their environment through 

the means of a virtual space.

IMAGE 5: Screenshot of the project A Map Larger Than the Territory

 4.2 Memory Maps

Memory Maps (http://www.localprojects.net/cofm/cofm.shtml) is a  project made by 

Localprojects (http://www.localprojects.net), a rare example of a new media company that 

combines in its projects practical application with highly interesting and artistically 

valuable content. Memory Maps is a narrative map of New York City that was first 

organised as a local happening for the inhabitants of New York and called itself at that 

time City of Memory. It was subsequently developed to a web application. In the original 

http://www.localprojects.net/
http://www.localprojects.net/cofm/cofm.shtml
http://www.geobloggers.com/
http://www.wikimapia.org/
http://www.wikimapia.org/
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version of the project visitors of a tent set up in one of New York’s parks were invited to 

write down on little papers their own stories regarding a place or district of the city and 

attach the papers to a large map of New York.

The authors suggest that City of Memory reflects the old saying, "there are a million 

stories in the naked city", but there are actually millions of cities, each one created inside 

of each individual New Yorker. 

 4.3 Tryptichon

Tryptichon (http://www.ambienttv.net/telejam/3/indexpixel.html) is a project made by the 

London-based art group AmbientTV (http://www.ambienttv.net). The product of their 

interest in psychogeography is presented in the form of a real-time performance before and 

with the participation of an audience. Chosen people were strolling around the City of 

Helsinki equipped with locative mobile devices. Through these devices they were able to 

give constant information about the places they saw and people they met on the way. A 

textile surrounding the audience was used as a canvas to project the text information 

coming from the strollers. The received text was classified according to its character – 

emotional, geographical or informational - and a performer on-stage was reacting with 

different movements depending on the character of the input from the strollers. 

The performance took place during the PixelACHE Festival of Electronic Art and 

Subcultures in Helsinki in 2004.

 4.4 Broadway Walk

Broadway Walk (http://www.leewalton.com/projects/index_broadway_walk2.html) is an 

example of a city stroll with a psychogeographical attitude in which the person conducting 

the walk has left the decision of the length of his walk to any potential viewer of his 

website. This is the description of the project that the author has placed on his website: 

“On Thursday, February 5th 2004 Lee Walton began walking from his home in Brooklyn 

towards Uptown Manhattan via Broadway. Minutes before he left and without prior 

warning to anyone, he uploaded the following page to his website:

http://www.leewalton.com/projects/index_broadway_walk2.html
http://www.ambienttv.net/telejam/3/indexpixel.html
http://www.ambienttv.net/telejam/3/indexpixel.html
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Today, at 1:30 pm, I will begin walking from my home in Brooklyn towards Uptown 

Manhattan, via Broadway. I will continue walking uptown on Broadway until I receive a 

call on my cell phone and hear the word ’STOP.’ Cell: 347-351-7604

At 4:02 P.M., Christopher from Chicago ended the walk.”

 4.5 The City System

The City System (http://www.leewalton.com/projects/city_system.html) is a book written 

and devised by Lee Walton and made available on the Internet through his website. The 

book was written with the city of Los Angeles in mind but the idea can be applied to any 

given city. Each page contains an instruction for the participant and suggestions of how to 

proceed. After completing the instructions of one page depending on the choices one is led 

to a different page where new tasks are provided. These could be directions like, “go to the 

nearest bus stop and the the first bus with an odd number that arrives,” or “follow a person 

with a red jacket for 10 min., then turn left.” This book is a tool devised for enjoying the 

fact of being out on the streets of a city through submitting one’s will to the rules of the 

game. It helps taking such decisions and following such paths that one wouldn’t have done 

otherwise and hence it is enriching our experience in the city.

 4.6 4816

The project name 4816 (http://4816.nsew.at) relates to the GPS global navigation system. 

Supported by 24 satellites which orbit the Earth and with a GPS tool it is possible to get an 

exact position of longitude and latitude on Earth. Vienna is located in this coordination 

system 48° north from the equator and 16° east from Greenwich, known as the prime 

meridian. Because of this the GPS coordinates in Vienna start with the terms N48° E16°. 

4816 is a project concerned with finding the minute points on the GPS grid in the urban 

area of Vienna. There are 185 intersections of latitudinal and longitudinal minutes within 

Vienna. (IMAGE 6) The goal of the project was to find those intercepts with the support of 

a GPS locating device and document them photographically. At each intercept point four 

photographs were taken each in one of the four compass directions. (IMAGE 7)

http://4816.nsew.at/
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On the website the visitor can choose from a map any of the intersecting points and see the 

photographs taken by the participants on that place. What the authors gain by this method 

is a complete arbitrariness in the moment of choosing a view of the city. A visitor to the 

website can take a look at any part of the city of Vienna without having to conform with a 

specific point of view of an author. What is achieved this way is a complete 

unexpectedness to what the photographs may or may not look like. 

IMAGE 6: Screenshot of the project website 4816. Intersections of latitudinal and 

longitudinal minutes within Vienna.

IMAGE 7: Screenshot of the website 4816. Photographs from one of the intercept points.
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 4.7 Urban Adventure

Urban Adventure (http://www.urbanadventure.org) is a website featuring images and info 

from exploration trips into abandoned or forbidden areas of cities. Contributors to this 

website explore drains, tunnels, abandoned buildings, catacombs or industrial areas around 

the world and document everything they see (IMAGES 8, 9). The documentation on the 

website is organized by type of place. Particular explorations are called by the participants 

“trips” and in many cases this activity is illegal and/or hazardous. Urban Adventure is a 

way of exploring the city very much in accordance with the theories of the Situationists. It 

is about investigating those aspects of the urban environment that are hidden from the eyes 

of other inhabitants and diving into an underground world available only to the initiated. 

IMAGE 8: An urban adventurer in an underground drain.

http://www.urbanadventure.org/
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IMAGE 9: Document photograph from a trip into abandoned industrial structures.

 4.8 GPS Drawing

GPS Drawing (http://www.gpsdrawing.com) is a website exhibiting drawings made by 

means of GPS devices. Participants use GPS mobile devices to “draw shapes with 

themselves as they move” in real life environment (IMAGE 10). The produced drawings 

exist and can be viewed only in the virtual reality of a digital device (IMAGE 11). It 

consists of using the surrounding space as a canvas for drawings of all kinds. Featured 

pieces contain shapes made while walking, riding bicycles, on motorboats and flying 

airplanes. Advanced devices allow tracking down the position in three dimensions and this 

way can show e.g. the path of an aircraft journey. 

http://www.gpsdrawing.com/
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IMAGE 10: Visualisation of participants using a GPS device to draw a shape in virtual 

space.

IMAGE 11: An example of a drawing executed with a GPS device.
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 4.9 Glowlab

Glowlab  (http://www.glowlab.com) is a Brooklyn-based community exploring 

psychogeography in relation to contemporary art. The authors of this website publish a bi-

monthly web-based magazine and produce an annual festival, lectures, projects and 

exhibitions. They state to be “interested in how people are interpreting the idea of 

psychogeography today, at a time when the paper maps used in early dérives have been 

supplemented by mobile phones, wi-fi, GPS systems, and advanced field-recording 

techniques.” A large amount of projects and initiatives related to psychogeography are 

gathered on this website. Additionally Glowlab is annually organising an international 

event on the theme of psychogeography.

 4.10 Psy-Geo-Conflux

Psy-Geo-Conflux (http://www.glowlab.com/psygeocon) is an annual event organised in 

different cities of North America by Glowlab to “explore the physical and psychological 

landscape of the city.” It brings together people from all over the world for a few days of 

psychogeographical walks, presentations, exhibitions, live events and happenings. 

Participants can take part in existing projects or present their own concepts during open 

seminars. Discussions and group activities encourage enthusiasts of psychogeography to 

exchange ideas and establish contacts thus creating a valuable global network of 

psychogeographical activists.

 4.11 Socialfiction.org

Socialfiction.org (http://www.socialfiction.org) is a psychogeographical portal authored by 

a contemporary Dutch philosopher and psychogeographer Wilfried Hou Je Bek. The 

website is devoted to developing psychogeographical thoughts and theories mostly on a 

philosophical level but also through activities and events.

Wilfried Hou Je Bek, born 1975, left school at the age of 16 to become a writer and 

philosopher. He has organised countless psychogeographical walks and taken part in 

international events such as PsyGeoConflux (New York), PixelACHE Festival of 

http://www.socialfiction.org/
http://www.glowlab.com/psygeocon
http://www.glowlab.com/
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Electronic Art and Subcultures (Helsinki), RAM5 (Riga), Urban Festival (Zagreb), Urban 

Drift (Berlin). In 2004 he won the Transmediale software art prize for “.walk” – a futuristic 

project for open space that transforms cities into computers. He has been developing the 

Psychogeographical Markup Language and Generative Psychogeography.

 4.12 PML / Psychogeographical Markup Language

(http://www.socialfiction.org/psychogeography/PML.html) A “programming language” 

based on psychogeographical research of the urban terrain. It bases on input created by 

subjectively specifying the ambience of particular places and then processing this data in 

order to produce, among other things, psychogeographical maps. A generic code is used to 

define effects of the surroundings on the participant. These values are then applied on a 

map to create a subjective plan of the space. This project is still in the stage of defining its 

usability and various groups are testing the system and posting the results on-line. This is 

how the authors themselves describe it: “PML is a set of keywords lifted from various 

sources that can be used to capture meaningful psychogeographical [meta]data about urban 

space. PML is a unified system of psychogeonamic classification that lurks behind the 

psychogeogram: the diagrammatic representation of psychogeographically experienced 

space. PML is the base layer for a psychogeographical content management system.”

 4.13 Space Syntax

Space Syntax (http://www.spacesyntax.org) is a laboratory and company which has 

devoted itself to the influence and interplay between the urban space and its user – the 

inhabitant. As a laboratory Space Syntax has conducted significant research into the 

subject of urban space and can boast impressively valuable results. The company side has 

managed to use these outcomes for commercial purposes and since many years has been 

hired by governments and city councils all around the world to work closely with urban 

planners, architects and developers at the moment of planning to build or restructuring 

existing urban spaces (IMAGE 12). The Laboratory’s own statement is “Space Syntax is a 

set of techniques for the analysis of spatial configurations of all kinds, especially where 

http://www.spacesyntax.org/
http://www.socialfiction.org/psychogeography/PML.html
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spatial configuration seems to be a significant aspect of human affairs, as it is in buildings 

and cities. Originally conceived by Professor Bill Hillier and his colleagues at The Bartlett, 

UCL in the 1980s as a tool to help architects simulate the likely effects of their designs, it 

has since grown to become a tool used around the world in a variety of research and areas 

and design applications. It has been extensively applied in the fields of architecture, urban 

design, planning, transportation and interior design. Over the past decade, space syntax 

techniques have also been used for research in fields as diverse as archaeology, 

information technology, urban and human geography, and anthropology.” 

From the point of view of concrete research and practical results applicable in everyday 

life this is the most theoretically advanced and professional institution that deals with the 

analysis of urban spaces. Its tasks, among others, cover the research area of the influence 

of spatial configuration within a city on the social behaviour of its inhabitants. Basically 

the Laboratory deals not only with how the space is being designed but also how it is used. 

Many of their techniques and experiments have proven correct and highly useful in the 

analysis of inhabited spaces and the behavioural patterns of residents. The Space Syntax 

Laboratory has been assigned many complex projects in order to analyse and find a 

solution to existing urban problems or prepare ways to avoid them in the future. 

IMAGE 12: An analysis of the street structure of London by Space Syntax.
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 5 THE PROJECT

 5.1 Overview

 

The practical project of this Thesis was executed in the form of a website that is serving as 

a platform for projects with psychogeographical attitudes towards the City of Helsinki. 

The website, published on http://locatinghelsinki.wordpress.com, serves as an alternative 

guide to those who wish to find out something about the character and spirit of Helsinki. 

As an alternative guide it is designed not merely to introduce visually attractive (or not) 

spaces to the viewer but to provoke, engage and encourage the viewer to make his/her own 

choices. As a result instead of well-known, commercially exploited and typically tourist 

venues there are mainly off mainstream locations (IMAGE 13). 

It is above all a collection of personal views and an attempt of depicting a subjective 

impression on a particular city. It is intended that it remain possible to apply these 

approaches and schemes to other cities.

IMAGE 13: Places within the Helsinki Metropolitan Area visited for the sake of the 

project. 
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The intention was to create this website as a form of a guide in the spirit of 

psychogeography, considering the theories on urban space, architecture and society 

originally proposed by the Situationist International. As such, eventual political and social 

issues, that may emerge in the course of its creation and development, should not be 

avoided. The reason to create this project is not merely visual stimulation but an impulse to 

reflect upon the modern society and it will be of great importance to involve the user in 

these issues and to provoke to a reflective view on the urban environment

The idea of a distinctive guide suitable both for locals and visitors was born from a need to 

develop a more profound way of seeing the city and provide with a tool to inspire one’s 

own discoveries. One doesn’t necessarily have to physically visit the spots mentioned in 

the guide – they should also serve as “postcards,” give an interesting image of the city and 

invite to discover and explore the environment on one’s own.

I feel it is important to reflect on our living environment and I want to provide an 

alternative to pragmatical and commercially oriented sources of information about cities. 

The website currently consists of two different projects. It is open to collaboration and 

there are already plans for other projects to follow. In the future it will host a variety of 

different projects and approaches. 

 5.2 Place Blog

We are so frequently unaware of how our city looks like beyond the places that we use 

daily, or the ones that we frequently visit. I noticed that, even though I have spent many 

years living in Helsinki, when looking at a map, whole areas of the city seemed, at best, 

obscure to me, or I couldn’t imagine at all what they would look like. Stimulated by these 

ideas I have decided to establish and develop a blog on the Locating Helsinki website with 

the aim of documenting interesting and stimulating places within the Helsinki Metropolitan 

Area. 
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The project has grown into a collection of places documented photographically and briefly 

described. They are presented on the base of a nowadays common blog structure (IMAGE 

14), this way one can always see first the most recently added place and the rest follows 

chronologically.

IMAGE 14: Screenshot of the project website. Example of a post in the Place Blog.

The places are organized into the following categories: best places to buy food, favourite 

beer/drink places, favourite clothing places, favourite coffee/tea places, favourite galleries, 

favourite places to eat, good places to read a book, least romantic places, most romantic 

places, places everyone has to go at least once, places I hate, places I've never been to but 

would like to go, places nobody likes but me, places to eat, places to show to a good friend 

from abroad and finally weird places.

The website also features practical links related to the City of Helsinki, to maps, satellite 

images and traditional guides.
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The blog is intended to grow through a collaborative effort with the help of anyone 

interested in exploring and discovering new aspects of the urban environment. Anyone is 

invited to submit their own place that they found interesting or stimulating. Although 

documentation of the places has so far been done through photographs and written 

descriptions it is also possible to submit video material or drawings. It is also planned to 

include audio files on the website.

The blog is growing into an intriguing collection of places around Helsinki. They currently 

range from well-known places around the central area of the City to remote spots that are 

known to a handful of people at most. Possibly as a reaction to the high level of human 

control in the environment of Helsinki the blog is partly developing into a documentation 

of everything that is uncontrolled or left to itself.

 5.3 12 Steps to Helsinki

The idea for the project “12 Steps to Helsinki” is based on the project “6 Mètres Avant 

Paris” by Eustachy Kossakowski, a photographer of Polish origin who executed this work 

during the years 1970 and 1971. It was a series of photographs taken 6 metres from the 

signs marking the administrative boundaries of the city of Paris. The work was published 

at an exhibition in the year 1971 in Paris. With his 159 photographs Kossakowski has 

managed to capture in a methodical and consistent way the character and image of the 

fringes of one of the biggest capitals of Europe. It offers a very different view on this 

enormous city, one that most people were not used to see and probably did not expect of 

this city known for its art and romance and not for its extensive suburbs.

I have taken it upon myself to re-enact this project in the context of contemporary Helsinki. 

The setting is very different - Kossakowski has taken 159 photographs to span the area of 

Paris while I have found and photographed so far 25 suitable spots around Helsinki 

(IMAGE 15). 
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IMAGE 15: Map of documented road entries to the City of Helsinki. Numbered according 

to order of photographing.

The character of the photographs is very different given the almost 4 decades that have 

passed since 1970, different climates of the two cities and the difference in architecture and 

atmosphere.

The Parisian photos feature small, dusty streets often with cars parked on the pavement and 

in many cases contain figures of people (IMAGE 16). Also Kossakowski seems to have 

chosen almost exclusively sunny days for his photographs.

IMAGE 16: Example of one of the original photos taken by Kossakowski.
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The photos I have shot so far in Helsinki show a very different place. I have taken on a 

more naturalistic attitude so the photos are taken during any weather available during the 

time of year when a particular photo was shot (IMAGE 17). Also when there weren’t any 

people around in a certain place I did not wait deliberately just to have a figure on the 

image. 

The landscape around the Helsinki signs is in most cases far more spacious than the 

Parisian one. One can clearly see that the borders of Helsinki consist of forests or highways 

rather than congested living areas – in my opinion this shows the still relatively low level 

of population in Helsinki but also reflects the organisation and urban development control 

in Finland as opposed to the more freely developing French urban areas of the 70s. 

IMAGE 17: Examples of photographs I have taken for the 12 Steps to Helsinki project.

The first reason why I have decided to do this project is that the peripheries of a city 

seemed always a very interesting and inspiring area to me. The borders define the 

administrative area of the City, but do all the places within these boundaries really belong 
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to what we feel is Helsinki? The metropolitan fringes are full of grey, undefined zones that 

don’t belong anywhere. They can’t be fully called parts of the city but neither they are 

country-side. These are the areas I attempt to investigate in this project.

The second reason for collecting these photographs is that I wanted to make a comparison 

between the outcome of my undertaking in Helsinki and the original photographs. This is 

why on the website a link to an excerpt of Kossakowski’s work is provided 

(http://www.museeniepce.com/expositions/expositions.php?code_expo=kossakowski&lan

g=us).  I am observing what this comparison tells us of a Nordic city and how that relates 

to a place as famous as Paris has always been. I feel that these photographs expose many 

interesting cultural facts and supply us with new information about Helsinki and its 

inhabitants.

 5.4 Choice of Media

The website is set up on a free blog server at www.wordpress.com The structure and 

accessibility of the service allows to easily enter text, upload images and videos and to 

organise the structure of the website without the requirement of extensive programming 

knowledge. 

The address of the project website is currently locatinghelsinki.wordpress.com 

Due to technical limitations of the free version of the service the website can currently host 

static and moving images and text. The projects currently featured consist of photographs 

and written descriptions but in the future the scope of the media used in the projects is 

being planned to extend to other formats of data, like sound.

 5.5 Feedback

Since the publishing of the website in January 2007 until April 2007 over 4 300 visits were 

registered. On the most busy day a round number of 500 viewers entered the site. This 
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traffic is likely due to my advertising it through emails and posts on Finnish forums, in 

which I was mostly promoting the project 12 Steps to Helsinki. 

I have received feedback from a number people in the form of forum posts, website 

comments and emails. The comments were of very different nature. Some of the people 

didn’t approve of the naturalistic approach of the documentation and criticized the grey 

weather conditions that can be seen on a big part of the photographic material. Others 

reacted enthusiastically to the concept and promised to visit the website regularly. I have 

also received comments on particular documented places from people who either have 

visited them, or would like to do so after seeing them on the website.

Some of the visitors, probably used to the commercial approach in presenting spaces, felt 

that it is inappropriate to present places during grey weather and with an obvious lack of 

inhabitants. Below are examples of some of the feedback criticising the naturalistic 

approach in photography used in the projects.

● “Why don’t you take some pictures in the summer, and they would look 

happier? Or maybe in the winter when there is some snow? Now you’ve just 

caught it at it’s worst (the city I mean)”

Received on January 29 from YoureMama.

● “Actually after looking at Kossakowski’s original work I think you could 

probably work around the miserable atmosphere in your photos by doing 

a good B+W conversion on them. You could also try to add some interest 

to your photos by framing some people or other items of interest in your 

scene rather than just taking centrally framed snapshots of road signs.”

Received on February 20 from Posseidon.

● “I like the concept of the project, but you’d be far better off taking on this 

project during the summer months when your photographs stand a chance 

of not turning out like miserable grey depictions of 12 steps from the gates to 

hell. Unless that was your intention, in which case you could name your 
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project 12 Steps from Helsinki, 1 200 Miles from Civilization. Of course you 

can capture some fine photos around the Helsinki area when the sky 

is clear and sunny and the temperature in the -20s, but your fingers are 

likely to fall off while taking them.”

Received on February 20 from Posseidon.

Viewers have also commented on particular places they felt attracted to and that they 

wanted to share with others. The first of these comments shows how a person enjoyed a 

place featured on the website and decided to advertise it to other viewers. The second 

comment shows that a person was involved in a similar activity already before visiting the 

website and an invitation to visit these results was included in the comment. 

● “Trocadero — This place is wonderful! The cosiest place for lunches and private 

dinner parties.”

Received on April 10 from Kati.

● “Heh, you went to Koivukylä… :) I’ve also taken few pictures while living in 

there, check the link!”

Received on March 28 from Jukka.

Situations occurred in which comments of one person influenced the point of view of 

another viewer. Below is an example of an active visitor to the website engaging with the 

comments of another visitor. It shows clearly the importance of the participatory factor of 

the website.

● “Well, rather than just random pictures taken at all different angles, exposures, 

times, etc. I’d like to see a consistency. These are all signs that lead into Helsinki 

and so I’d like to see them all given the same treatment - compose each picture 

the same way, same time of day, and the same post processing such as black and 

white conversion.”

Received on February 20 from Andrea.
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● “I originally thought the same way as Andrea even when looking at 

Kossakowski’s but while looking I realized that wouldn’t be as unique or have 

any “flow” or “feeling” to it. I like the idea. What might be cool is as the snow 

can make it quite plain, is do this over a period so that you get some spring, 

summer, fall views or something along those lines.”

Received on February 21 from Randy.

The website has also received many positive comments and constructive suggestions to 

how to develop the projects further. In the last of the following feedback one of the 

projects has inspired the visitor to engage himself in similar activity. Also, after the first 

suggestion from Hemuli, I have investigated if there are any sites on the sea suitable for the 

12 Steps to Helsinki project. Unfortunately there weren’t any.

● “Excellent idea. Nice pictures and please accept these two ideas: 

1. Half of Helsinki has access to water. You left out all the boat and ferry 

connections. Pictures from the large ferries of the cathedral are really classic for 

Helsinki. 

2. Most of the time Helsinki is in a fog, moist air, rain. That gives these grey 

pictures with no detail and colour. But, pictures when the sun are shining are so 

much better. So, you have to wait until the sun shines. It may take you a year or 

so to complete the series.” 

Received on February 20 from Hemuli.

● “I really like the Locating Helsinki page.  It’s somehow something that really 

needed to exist. You have managed to find some incredible, and unbelievable, 

places.  Just by wandering.”  

Received on April 10 from Emily.

● “That map gave me an idea of what to do with my box cameras if I get bored.”

Received on February 20 from Hank W. 
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 5.6 Future Development

Opening up to the moods of the physical environment is just the beginning of a whole area 

for exploration. The next step could be interacting with other people met on the streets. 

Finding a method for random street encounters could create exciting situations and open 

paths to new discoveries about the surroundings. We can even invite random by-passers to 

join the tasks we are out to perform.

New possibilities are offered if we take these investigations to a completely unknown city 

where getting lost is much easier than in our own town. We can take as an example the 

practices of the Situationists who used to navigate the city of London using a map of Paris 

and thus attaining unexpected results in choosing the paths.

The project will continue to develop spontaneously depending on the collaborative input, 

circumstances and available resources. In the future I am planning to develop new projects 

and accept projects submitted by other people to the website. I am currently considering 

several ideas to develop in which I will attempt to widen the scope of the project to include 

more participants.
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 6 RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS

The result is an open and on-going undertaking freely accessible on the Internet and open 

to participation. It is meant to express personal points of view and its character and attitude 

do not have to conform with any other than the inspiration and spontaneous creativity of 

the involved authors. The website serves as an alternative guide to the City of Helsinki for 

those who wish to find something out about the character and spirit of the City or are 

interested in contributing to one of the existing projects or creating an altogether new 

project on their own. It currently consists of two different projects but it is open to 

collaboration and there are already plans for other projects to follow.

After recording over 4 500 hits on the website during the first months of its existence and 

receiving a variety of feedback from people who have visited it I can state with certainty 

that such a project is necessary for the City and welcome among its people. 
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