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The present booklet is a collabo-

rative output produced in the 

framework of the seminar on 

“Walking as transformative action

-research in the arts and sciences” 

I taught at Leuphana University 

Lüneburg in the Summer 

Semester 2010 as part of the 

General Studies (Komplementär-

studium) for BA students of all 

faculties and all disciplines. The 

contributors are Anna Saave and 

Stefan Wendering, students in 

environmental sciences. The lay-

out and iconography is made by 

Nadine Hanemann, student in 

cultural sciences. I, who teaches 

this seminar, am a research 

associate at the Institute of 

Cultural Theory, Research and the 

Arts at Leuphana University Lüne-

burg ( www.leuphana.de/ikkk ). 

 

The seminar “Walking as transfor-

mative action-research in the arts 

and sciences” took place from 

April to June 2010 and included 

walking lectures by the teacher 

(about the history of walking in 

 

Europe, and about different 

artistic perspectives on walking), 

walking presentations by stu-

dents, an experimental walk in 

Hamburg designed by the student 

Anna Saave, and a walk with 

Hamburg-based artist HMJokinen. 

 

My motivation for giving this 

specific seminar at this specific 

point in time is related to an 

event that is taking place shortly 

after the seminar itself, and of 

which I am the founding director: 

From August 21st to 27th 2010, in 

Gabrovo, Bulgaria, starts the first 

International Summer School of 

Arts and Sciences for Sustain-

ability in Social Transformation 

(ASSiST), a collaboration between  

Cultura21 International (“Cultural 

Fieldworks for Sustainability” – 

see www.cultura21.net ), Cultu-

ra21 Nordic (based in Copenha-

gen – see www.cultura21.dk ), the 

International Council for Cultural 

Centers (I3C, based in Sofia – see 

http://www.international3c.org/), 

the Center for the Study of 
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Culture and Society (CSCS, based 

in Bangalore – see http://

www.cscsarchive.org/ ) and the 

Latin American Network of Art for 

Social Transformation (Red LATS, 

based in Buenos Aires – see 

http://www.artetransformador. 

Net/). The first edition of ASSiST 

in 2010 is supported by the Asia 

Europe Foundation (ASEF) as a 

follow-up project of the Dialogue 

on Arts, Culture & Climate Change 

(Beijing, 2008), and by the Muni-

cipality of Gabrovo. 

The theme of this first edition of 

ASSiST is: “Walking and Places: 

Building Transformations.” For 

more information on the concept 

and aims of the summer school, 

on its theme for 2010, and to read 

about its program and the 

contents of the different work-

shops being offered, please 

consult the summer school's 

website at: http://assist2010. 

ning.com; you will also find rela-

ted articles on the English-

language section of the Webma-

gazine of Cultura21, at http://

magazin.cultura21.de/english 

 

 

 

 

This booklet is available as a PDF 

file, posted on the ASSiST 2010 

website at http://assist2010.ning. 

com and is in A5 page size. If you 

have the possibility to read this 

document electronically, for 

example on an eBook reading 

device, you will not need to print 

it. If you do wish to print it and do 

so on A4 paper, we recommend 

that you save trees by placing two 

A5 pages on each side (fits 

perfectly on A4) and printing 

double-sided. Enjoy reading this 

booklet! 

 

If you wish to communicate with 

the contributors to this booklet, 

please find their contact 

addresses at the end of the 

publication. 
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Introduction 

 

A person's interests in research 

and in action, always have 

something to do with one's 

experiences gleaned along one's 

biographical wandering. The so-

called scientist is no different 

from others in this respect, and 

should not, as Edgar Morin 

warned in his method, place him 

or herself at the “control tower”, 

failing to identify one's own 

motivational background, one's 

point of departure... I will thus 

first reconsider, very shortly and 

incompletely, the personal auto-

biographical background that led 

me to the point of writing this 

article, in late July 2010... 

In the summer of 2001, then a 

student at Sciences Po Bordeaux, I 

spent a month doing an intern-

ship at the French embassy in 

New Delhi. On my free days, I 

would walk across the immense 

urban spaces of the capital city of 

India... to be constantly shouted 

at by rickshaw drivers, proposing 

their services and, as I was 

declining them (arguing that I was 

“just walking 'round the place’”), 

they invariably would raise their 

hands and shout “crazy”... 

On the years before and after 

that, I also went walking a few 

times on the 'Via Podiensis' to 

Santiago de Compostella, and on 

a few other 'chemins de Grande 

Randonnée' across French coun-

tryside. Especially on the Via 

Podiensis, I met a fascinating 

crowd of walkers from all sorts of 

origins, who for different reasons 

had taken up the walking stick 

and come to this very old 

pilgrimage path: From groups of 

boy scouts of different obedien-

ces (including some of the most 

extremist catholic fundamen-

talists), to nature-loving indivi-

duals, to retired educators, histo-

rians specialized in the medieval 

period, and marathon-men, these 

modern pilgrims were anything 

but just your average tourist. 

Reflecting on my own daily 

practice, I also then noticed how 
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far I would find pretexts to keep 

walking long-distances, especially 

in unknown cities: For example, I 

developed an irrational resent-

ment against taxis, and I tend to 

enjoy a long walk across a city 

more than a short ride in a bus or 

subway (and this to the detriment 

of friends I'd drag along, e.g. from 

the omnibus station at Berlin 

Messe to an apartment some-

where in Mitte). But I also noticed 

how little I walk in my everyday 

life, where I usually live and 

work... 

In the meanwhile, I have come to 

learn of, and gain interest in a 

number of contemporary artists 

walks, from Francis Alÿs' urban 

walks to Richard Long's walks in 

circles and in lines... to eventually 

take up, in the summer 2009, the 

suggestion from fellow Cultura21 

international coordinator Frances-

ca Cozzolino, to dedicate the first 

edition of our new summer school 

of arts & sciences to the theme of 

walking.1 And in parallel, I then 

decided to organize the seminar 

at Leuphana University Lüneburg, 

from which the booklet hosting 

this very text emerged... 

 

In the current booklet, you, dear 

reader, will find, besides the 

introductory text that follows, 

three more articles that echo the 

seminar at Leuphana: A short 

introduction to the German 

practice of “Promenadologie,” a 

brief account of a walk that the 

Hamburg-based artist HMJokinen 

shared with us, and an account 

and discussion of a walk in 

Hamburg created and organized 

by a student in environmental 

sciences, Anna Saave, as part of 

our seminar. 

 

Walking, among Europeans and 

other contemporary 'developed' 

societies, deeply changed its signi-

ficance. Not just for myself, but 

for many Europeans and North-

Americans as well, walking has 

become an activity of choice, 

rather than just a purely ordinary 

everyday routine. Following the 

historian Joseph Amato, I will thus 

now quickly retrace the evolution 

of walking across European 

history, from a widely ordinary 

necessity to a rare and voluntary 

activity. 

Eventually, walking even became 

an activity that would be 

identified as art, and be legiti-

mately practiced in the art worlds 
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of the 20th century. In the second 

half of this introductory text, I will 

unfold a very short account of this 

art-historical phenomenon. 

 

A brief glance at walking in 

European history 

 

In his book On foot: a history of 

walking, the historian Joseph A. 

Amato describes the changing 

significance of walking  in the 

history of Western Europe, from a 

necessity, a chore and a sign of 

inferiority, to a chosen activity 

vested with specific qualities and 

values. Up until the era of 

modernity, “across the ages those 

who had to walk and stand were 

judged to be inferior to those who 

were privileged to ride and sit [...] 

they literally inherited the 

inferiority of the foot, which 

fastened them to the soiling 

earth” (Amato 2004, pp. 10-11). 

Many historical societies settle 

the sitting monarch at the center 

of a sedentary territory. “The first 

and dominant lines of status and 

class were drawn between those 

who sat, received goods and 

offerings, and commanded, and 

all the others of the kingdom, 

who walked, worked, carried, 

traveled, fought, and served 

principally on foot” (Ibid., p. 20). 

Besides, animal domestication 

transformed Eurasian societies' 

relationships to walking, very 

early on.  “Walking would never 

be the same again once a person 

climbed onto an animal's 

back” (Ibid., p. 27) and thereby 

could distinguish oneself from 

lesser fellows with the luxury of 

being carried around by animals 

or by other human beings... 

Still today, walking nations (such 

as the semi-nomadic Karimojong: 

Cf. eds. Knaute and Kagan 2009) 

are looked down upon by their 

sedentary neighbors. Prejudices 

also differentiate walkers from 

each other. “The prejudice of city 

walker against country walker as 

slow and clumsy is still per-

petrated across the world,” 

comments Amato (p. 13) who 

takes the example of the Hmong 

in Laos. 

 

Before historical societies in 

Europe, long-distance walking 

followed animal trails (which 

were the most efficient routes), 

and the walk was connected to 

the changing natural environ-

ment, even when the animal trails 
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were modified by humans and 

turned into paths. However, with 

the progressive development of 

networks of roads, the situation 

changed: “Wider, longer, straight-

ter and smoother, roads had their 

origin in the quest of highly 

organized societies for speed and 

dominance. [...] They sought 

efficiency in space and time [and] 

most often moved across the local 

landscape indifferently to its 

interests and special places”(Ibid., 

p. 29) i.e. inaugurating a disen-

tanglement from the natural 

environment together with a 

contraction of space-time, but 

also allowing faster traveling not 

only for horses and carriages but 

also for walkers and for marching 

armies, most especially the Ro-

man legions thanks to the techni-

cally advanced Roman roads. 

In the European Middle Ages, the 

nobility would go on pilgrimages, 

on crusades and to wars horse-

riding and not walking, but most 

transport (e.g. regional com-

merce) was involving the popu-

lation on foot. Long-distance 

walking in those times was 

marked especially by the phenol-

menon of pilgrimage, which was 

not primarily seen as an ad-

venture (as contemporary pil-

grims might anachronistically 

guess) but as a self-inflicted 

penitence.2 

Other significant groups of me-

dieval walkers included the Domi-

nican Order (founded by the 

priest Dominic Guzman), and the 

Franciscans (founded by St Francis 

of Assisi), whose vows of poverty 

set them on foot: for example, 

the Dominican “Thomas Aquinas 

[...] is estimated to have walked 

more than nine thousand miles on 

his intellectual peregrinations 

across Europe” (Ibid., p. 56). As 

these orders pointed out, Jesus 
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Christ notoriously had been a 

walker, and not a rider. However, 

their example did not raise the 

status of walking in medieval 

Europe, and walking “mendicant” 

priests as well as pilgrims were 

hardly recognizable from the 

roaming beggars that most local 

authorities were fearing and chas-

ing away. 

 

In European urban environments, 

walking was a chore and a danger 

well into the 17th century, and in 

many streets up into the 19th 

century. The streets of Imperial 

Rome as well as the medieval 

streets, were small, encumbered 

(by traffic, street-salesmen, beg-

gars, and occasionally by angry 

mobs), muddy, littered and dan-

gerous. Roman patricians would 

not walk in Rome but be trans-

ported in litters, with bodyguards, 

and medieval streets were no less 

feared. As Amato notes, “one 

Oxford University law penalized 

students for night walking twice 

as severely as for shooting an 

arrow at a teacher” (Ibid., p. 67). 

But late medieval city streets 

gradually were improved (e.g. 

with pavings in some major cities) 

and urban life was marked by 

markets, processions and carni-

vals that progressively introduced 

city walking as an increasingly 

significant and meaningful social 

activity. From the Renaissance 

onwards, “kings' and nobles' 

courts and thriving merchant 

cities articulated and refined fresh 

forms of walking [that emerged 

together with] smooth surfaces 

for superior people to promenade 

and to stroll, to see and be 

seen” (Ibid., pp. 69-70). 

 

The social uses of walking knew a 

tremendous stratification in Eu-

rope from the 17th century on-

wards, as the upper classes took 

up walking practices, from prome-

nade and strolling to the “Grand 

Tour” around Europe (i.e. the up-

per class origin of tourism). Such 

walks were to be done by choice 

and following elaborate social 

conventions. The royal courts of 
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Europe “transformed the very act 

of going on foot” as they em-

bedded specific walks into the 

repertoire of the elite's 'civilized' 

occupations and etiquette. “In 

public they would walk and move 

in ritualized ways, on special 

surfaces, and for particular occa-

sions. They would not move by 

need, by necessity, or at the 

behest of others” (Ibid., p. 76). 

Most elaborate were the walks at 

Versailles under Louis XIV. “Or-

ganized by ranks, often carrying 

or featuring objects, processional 

walkers and riders moved at a 

measured and solemn cadence, 

making their movement anything 

other than everyday walk-

ing” (Ibid., p. 79). In parallel and 

until the late 19th century, 

developed itself the practice for 

the upper classes, to walk in 

palaces, gardens and exclusive 

parks and on newly rebuilt 

squares (and eventually in new 

avenues and boulevards) in major 

cities: “Promenading and strolling 

[...] required the correct place, 

the right occasion, and the proper 

surface. [...] Elaborate marble 

floors, spacious stairs, or finely 

graveled garden paths, the very 

opposite of the narrow, filthy, 

congested, rutted, mundane lane 

or common street, fit the move-

ment of the proper and privy-

leged” (Ibid., p. 80). Fusing 

“recreation and sociability,” the 

walking upper class would 

thereby display their participation 

in the latest fashion and their 

mastery of distinguished steps 

(especially for women who would 

display elegance and “restrained 

deportment”, even on extrava-

gantly high heels). Footwear too 

became part of fashionable attire 

for such occasions, and not 

designed with any long-distance 

walking in mind. By the 18th 

century started to emerge a new 

stop-and-go promenading for the 

elites in major cities: window-

shopping (e.g. in London in 

Covent Garden)... which even-

tually was to become a mass-

occupation by the 20th century... 

“Walking in gardens consumed 

large portions of polite European 

society's leisure” (Ibid.,p. 83) 

whether in the geometric 'jardin à 

la Française' or in the English 

garden. The latter especially 

“provided the training ground for 

the romantic traveler.” Finally, 

one last high status occupation 

prepared the ground for the shift 
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to Romantic walking: In the 17th 

century, especially the English 

upper class engaged on the 

“Grand Tour”, i.e. educational & 

diplomatic trips around Europe 

that would include walks only at 

specifically chosen historical sites. 

In the 18th century followed the 

“petit tour,” less far and 

accessible to the middle-class 

Bourgeoisie... For an increasing 

proportion of the upper middle 

class, in this period, walking then 

became a popular leisure activity. 

Especially “in Germany, men and 

women began to see their public 

strolls as a means to health, 

wholeness, and community”(Ibid., 

p. 101). 

 

By the end of the 18th century 

occurred a shift in the walking 

habits of parts of the European 

elites with the rise of Roman-

ticism. Amato speaks of a “new 

breed of walkers [who] left the 

smooth and safe surfaces [...] and 

the main routes [...] to explore 

nature, discover hidden pasts, and 

encounter nations' native peoples 

[and some of them] sought in 

walking a means to find and 

express their real selves, and 

often did this in conscious defi-

ance of those who rode” (Ibid., p. 

100). Romantics started to 

idealize walking “into an elevated 

vehicle for experiencing nature, 

the world and the self [with] 

intrinsic worth as a unique way of 

experiencing and knowing the 

world [...] an indispensable 

“poetic” mode of locomotion 

offering a sense of communion 

and an elevated state of 

mind” (Ibid., pp. 102-103) 

whether as a natural scientist (e.g. 

Alexander von Humboldt), a 

philosopher (e.g. Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau), a writer (e.g. Words-

worth) or a visual artist (e.g. 

Caspar David Friedrich). “Roman-

ticism offered a new definition of 

walking as it directed walkers 

towards solitude, on the one 

hand, and communion with the 

countryside and nature, on the 

other” (Ibid., p. 102). But, as Ama-

to also notes, this development 

was made possible by an in-

creaseing European network of 

roads and transportation, and 

increased policing that ensured 

the relative safety of the 

Romantic walker in the open 

country; and he argues that 

Romantics practiced such walking 

“to the bewilderment and disdain 
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of those who walked out of 

necessity” (Ibid., p. 107). How-

ever, some Romantic walkers also 

associated a radical choice for the 

pedestrian mode of locomotion, 

to a solidarity with the common 

people: It was first of all Rousseau 

who associated walking to a social

-political identification with “the 

sincerity” and “moral life” of 

countryside people vs. the “idle-

ness” of the riding and sitting 

urban elites.3 

In 19th century USA, authors such 

as Ralph Waldo Emerson and 

Henri David Thoreau, among 

others, inspired by Romanticism, 

championed the virtues of walk-

ing and the commitment to rural 

locality, and questioned a society 

that was to be increasingly sitting 

in carriages and trains and riding 

horses rather than walking. They 

identified “with the wild and 

primitive” and described “a con-

trast between what they took to 

be the moral life in the woods and 

the distorted existences of the 

city” (Ibid., p. 141). Especially 

Thoreau's work was marked by his 

long daily walking. “Thoreau 

thought with his feet, so to speak. 

Walking determined the form of 

his books, which were structured 

by the succession of what he 

observed rather than logical argu-

mentation” (Ibid., p. 143). In the 

essay “Walking” he celebrated 

walking as “sauntering” i.e. a sort 

of drifting opening one to 

wilderness and freedom and 

inviting to join “a more ancient 

and honorable class” than that of 

the “Chevaliers” and “Ri-

ders” (thus echoing Rousseau's 

social critique). 

Thoreau was witnessing a gradual 

shift away from walking in the 

USA. Amato describes in details, 

across the first half of the 19th 

century, settlers of the American 

West as traveling mostly on foot 

(with horses carrying packages). 

“Images of horses and cowboys 

have suppressed the truth of how 

Americans settled the west on 

foot” (Ibid., p. 138). But with the 

improvement of roads and train 

tracks grids, long-distance walking 

receded by the end of the 

century. 

 

In the 19th century urban environ-

ment, while the mundane walkers 

were learning to window-shop 

idly, commute to work hastily, 

and walk as well-disciplined 

regulated crowds (while street 

13 



infrastructures were being gra-

dually improved)4, another form 

of social criticism on foot 

emerged, besides Romanticism: 

the 'flâneur' of Parisian bohème, 

identified by Charles Baudelaire 

as walking the city to experience 

it, from a critical perspective. A 

self-aware, ambiguous, halfdis-

tanced, half-emotional figure, the 

flâneur “constitutes the type of an 

urban stroller who, strutting, 

posing, and lingering at fashion-

able places, sought interesting 

angles on the humanity of the city 

dweller” (Ibid., p. 124). This figure 

further inspired Walter Benjamin 

(who gained interest in the Paris 

'Arcades' from 1927 onwards, as a 

sign of society's increasing focus 

on commodities and consump-

tion), and the Situationists in the 

2nd half of the century (whose 

“dérive” I will discuss in the next 

section). More generally, Europe's 

modern urban environments gave 

birth to “writers, who walked the 

city to explore the new facets of 

humanity contained on its streets 

[...] they were dissimilar to the 

city planners who analyzed the 

city with abstract and careful 

calculations, charting, often in 

terms of quantifiable data, the 

movement of pedestrians and 

commuters [and were instead 

more] sensitive and alert wander-

ers and strollers” who by walking 

could better understand the social 

realities of their times (Ibid., p. 

173). Foe example, Amato recalls 

of Fyodor Dostoevsky's walks in St 

Petersburg and London which 

scrutinized “Europe's economic 

injustice, depersonalization, and 

loss of spirituality” (Ibid., p. 175), 

and of Charles Dickens' nightly 

walks through London which 

informed his socially reformist 

awareness-raising of the well-off 

about the plight of the common 

people. “Dickens wanted to tell 

one part of London about the 

other, to explain the half that 

walks to the half that rides” (Ibid., 

p. 176). 

However, the taming of the urban 

crowds and the urban develop-
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ments in the 19th century by 

authorities were not primarily 

meant to ease walking exper-

iences (which did ease also thanks 

to gradually improving sanitation 

infrastructures), but to gain 

“control of the street *and+ stave 

off the revolution,” notes Amato 

who speaks of “an underlying 

class war” behind crowd control 

and urban reforms (Ibid., p. 179). 

After the French revolution, which 

had been for a great part driven 

by the initiatives of pedestrian 

Parisian mobs, it became a 

priority of the State, in Paris and 

other major cities, to “suppress 

vagrancy, unlicensed itinerancy, 

illegal assembly, rebellious march-

ing, strikes, and other forms of 

threatening pedestrian beha-

vior” (Ibid., p. 180). The sub-

versive potential of urban walking 

as a social-political, collective 

activity, was carefully kept under 

scrutiny and minimized both 

preventively and repressively. 

Urban protest on foot did not 

entirely disappear, but it became 

more organized and institutiona-

lized, much less likely to emerge 

from the “spontaneous decision 

of a neighborhood crowd” (Ibid., 

p. 195) as it did until the mid-19th 

century. 

 

This development continues in 

present times with the deploy-

ment in recent decades of 

specialized “riot police” (such as 

the CRS in France), and as a 

response, the burgeoning of a 

great diversity of new pedestrian 

forms of public protest, such as 

the sit-ins of civil rights move-

ments in the 1960's, and most 

recently, Internet and mobile-

phones aided smart mobs / flash 

mobs, and groups developing 

creative street actions within and 

besides alter-globalization pro-

tests (e.g. the “Clandestine Insur-

gent Rebel Clown Army”, the 

“laboratory of insurrectionary 

imagination” and “People's Global 

Action”).5 

 

In the early 20th century, collec-

tive walking “was increasingly 

loaded with collective sentiment 

and bid ideas [through] a proli-

feration of organizations, inclu-

ding the Boy Scouts, suffragettes, 

Zionists, socialists, youth and 

athletic associations, religious and 

philanthropic groups, labor con-

gresses, and  national and parami-

litary movements [...] which were 
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in need of a cheap and universal 

activity for [their] members [and] 

formed walking associations 

[which] invariably dictated why, 

where and with whom one should 

walk, hike or march” across the 

open country (Ibid., pp. 207-208). 

In urban settings too, walking 

became clearly an organized 

social-political act: “On the eve of 

the First World War, people 

established their identities by 

walking the sidewalks or parading 

the streets. On sidewalks, by 

dress, gait and manners [...] On 

the roads, on the other hand, with 

the defiant groups or the law-

abiding citizens, one could profess 

one's membership in organi-

zations, allegiance to causes, and 

commitment to the nation” (Ibid., 

p. 210). One typical, and still 

enduring case is the May Day 

(May 1st) march of workers, 

performed every year in cities 

across the world since its 

inception in 1889 by the Second 

Socialist International. Amato 

further discusses the significance 

of regimented army parades, 

marching and warfare by foot-

soldiers across the late 19th and 

early 20th century, as the “anti-

thesis of the individual walker 

[and] of small groups going on 

foot,” and the expression of a 

“disciplined, coordinated and 

synchronized [and soon totali-

tarian+ society” (Ibid., p. 227). 

Meanwhile, resisting this develop-

ment in his films, Charlie “Chaplin 

carried on a mirthful and sad 

contredanse” irritating the increa-

singly conformist walks of his 

fellow pedestrians (Ibid.). 

 

With advanced public transport-

tation systems and the reign of 

the automobile (and bicycles, 

motorbikes, mopeds) in contem-

porary (post World War 2) 

'modern' societies, walking has 

become “curtailed, segmented, 

minimized or displaced alto-

gether” and it “increasingly seems 

largely superfluous and anti-

quated” (Ibid. p. 18). Walking has 

nevertheless become easier and 
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safer than ever, in highly 

regulated public and private 

spaces, and fuels an unpre-

cedented level of shoe industry 

producing all sorts of specialized 

footwear for the consumer-

walker (revealing how walking 

then turned into a commodity, 

well integrated in the 'Society of 

the Spectacle' analyzed by Guy 

Debord). Besides, technological 

developments such as the gradual 

generalization of indoor running 

water in rich countries, ended the 

need to walk and fetch water 

(idem with oil furnaces and the 

need to fetch firewood, or refri-

gerators vs. ice-blocks). Further-

more, “telephone, radio, mu-sic 

players, and then television, com-

puters, videos, and home enter-

tainment systems have further 

transformed the home into a 

recreation and leisure center. 

There is less and less needs for 

the streets for entertainment and 

socialbility” (Ibid., p. 233). Much 

of modern tourism, which also 

boomed in the later 20th century 

involves little or no walking. And 

with the generalization of the 

automobile, “street scenes were 

perceived increasingly from the 

interior of cars, moving staccato-

fashion through regularly paced 

traffic lights” (Yi Fu Tuan, quoted 

in Ibid., p. 235). Furthermore, the 

automobile, most especially in the 

USA, “created multiple environ-

ments (parking lots, expressways, 

suburbs, drive-throughs, skyscra-

pers, etc.) that in most instances 

impeded walking and in some 

places made it impossible” (Ibid., 

p. 247).6 On farming lands (once 

again most especially in the USA), 

tractors and other motorized 

vehicles have made walking an 

odd act, so much so that the poet 

Leo Dangel can write: 

 

“This is Farm country. 

The neighbors will believe 

You are crazy 

If you take a walk 

Just to think and be alone. 

So carry a shotgun 

And walk the fence line. 

Pretend you are hunting”  

(Dangel quoted in Ibid.,  

p. 252). 

 

With the contemporary eclipse of 

walking from everyday life, the 

local, contextual knowledge of 

places is fading away – although it 

would be so important to an 

ecologically sound relationship of 
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neighborhoods to their natural 

environments, as well as to local 

empowerment of communities. 

“Reduced to being mere geo-

graphical points on a map and 

without inhabitants who have 

local experience, knowledge, and 

passions of home, the great 

majority of places now exist as 

revolving doors, under outside 

control and manipulation” (Amato 

2004, pp. 269-270). 

However, “precisely in this 

diminished and relegated con-

dition [walking] also assumes a 

powerful symbolic role as a 

means of protest and develops an 

enhanced potential to evoke 

alternative worlds and expe-

riences” (Ibid. p. 18). 

As a means of symbolic protest 

demonstrating simplicity, humility 

and solemnity, walking was taken 

up in the 20th century most 

especially by the nonviolence 

movement, with Gandhi's salt 

march in 1930 (whereby he 

accomplished a hundreds of 

kilometers long walk to the sea to 

“make salt” and thereby cam-

paign against British-imperialist 

salt tax), Martin Luther King Jr.'s 

march from Selma to Mont-

gomery in 1965 (where he and 

3000 others protested against 

racial segregation) his socially-

motivated plan of a “Poor 

People's March” to Washington in 

1968 (a walk on the eve of which 

he was assassinated), and with 

anti Vietnam war rallies in the 

1960's and 1970's. These further 

inspired other politically-moti-

vated groups who organized 

walks for gender/homosexual 

rights, and environmentalists (but 

these types of actions also were 

re-used by groups advocating 

reactionary policies such as e.g. 

“prolife” campaigners). 

“Walking establishes intimate 

contact with place. It attaches us 

to a landscape [and] coagulates 

time, expands distance, and 

makes places dense and prickly 

with details and com-

plexities” (Ibid., p. 276). In recent 

decades, walking events moti-
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vated by ecological values have 

multiplied. To take just one 

example among many: Inspired by 

the writings of Canadian urbanist 

Jane Jacobs over the past half-

century (who considered cities as 

ecosystems and criticized car-

centered urban planning), a 

Toronto-based initiative called 

“Jane's Walk” organizes walking 

tours since 2007, in her memory 

and to spread her ideas. Because, 

as Jane Jacobs argued in 1957 

already: “No one can find what 

will work for our cities by looking 

at *…+ suburban garden cities, 

manipulating scale models, or 

inventing dream cities. You’ve got 

to get out and walk.”7 This 

initiative is now spreading 

worldwide, in its fourth year of 

operation: In its main yearly 

event, on May 1st and 2nd 2010, 

“418 neighbourhoods were 

explored by thousands of people 

in 68 cities” according to the 

organizers.8 

To take one last, current example 

that associates ecological aware-

ness-raising, ecological inter-

vention and political activism: In 

this summer 2010, the German 

shepherds association is orga-

nizing “Schafe auf Tour,” a trans-

humance of shepherds and their 

sheep across Germany and 

Belgium (starting in Berlin and 

passing by Brussels, in front of the 

EU), which is punctuated by 

several events advocating the 

ecological benefits of traditional 

extensive sheep herding (by 

opposition to sedentarized and 

industrialized, intensive animal 

husbandry). One of the most  

pressing ecological issues where 

the trans-European transhumance 

of men and animals can bring 

immense benefits is the adap-

tation of plant species to climate 

change, which can be facilitated 

by zoochory, i.e. the transport of 

seeds across long distances by the 

animals (especially in times when 

the long-distance transhumance 

of wild animal species across 

Europe has almost disappeared).9 

 

Across the past century, walking 

also remained the only means of 

scientific research in a number of 

otherwise inaccessible regions, 

unexplored even by nomads, and 

offered the best means of 

carefully and attentively con-

ducting natural-scientific observa-

tions in ecosystems (rather than 
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in a laboratory), as illustrates for 

example the memoirs of  natural 

scientist Théodore Monod, detail-

ing his walks, discoveries and 

reflections in the Sahara and the 

Tibesti desert.10 

I will now focus the second half of 

this text, not on the continued, 

though marginalized scientific role 

of walking (which is still relevant 

as much to the sociologist and 

anthropologist as to the natural 

scientist), but on how walking 

gained artistic status in the Euro-

pean and North-American art 

worlds. Indeed, the alternative 

experiential potentials of walking, 

mentioned above, have been and 

are being explored by modern 

and contemporary artists... 

 

A brief art-history of walking 

across 20th century-Europe 

 

On April 14th, 1921, the Dada 

movement organized an urban 

“visit” or “excursion” to the 

garden of an abandoned church in 

the center of Paris (St-Julien le 

pauvre). This was, according to art 

historians, the first art-world (i.e. 

visual arts art world) walk, 

performed outside, being pro-

posed, in Dada's terminology, as 

“anti-art.” Previously, art con-

sisted in representations of 

reality. However, with their visit 

to an ordinary place, Dada aimed 

to leave the boundary of repre-

sentation as well as the prede-

fined art spaces (whether galleries 

or Futurist art circles), blur the 

separation of art and life, and 

inhabit a space rather than 

produce an object. For this event, 

the press release by Dada stated: 

“It would appear, in fact, that 

something can still be discovered 

in the garden, in spite of its 

familiarity to tourists. This is not 

an anticlerical demonstration, as 

one might be tempted to believe, 

but rather a new interpretation of 

nature applied, this time, not to 

art but to life” (quoted in Careri 

2002, p. 75). In the flyer 

distributed to passers-by, they 

stated: “The Dadaists passing 

through Paris, as a remedy for the 

incompetence of guides and 

dubious pedants, have decided to 

undertake a series of visits to 

selected places, in particular 

those places that do not truly 

have any reason to exist” (Ibid.). 

As Francesco Careri notes, “Dada 

did not intervene in the place by 

inserting any object or by 
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removing others” and did not 

leave “physical traces other than 

the documentation of the oper-

ation – flyers, photographs, 

articles, stories – and without any 

kind of subsequent elabora-

tion” (Careri 2002, p. 76). Dada 

did not either perform any further 

visit or excursion in that or the 

next year. 

 

But in May 1924, the Paris Dada 

group (i.e. only a split section of 

Dada, that was to become soon 

after, the Surrealist ) organized a 

deambulation in a countryside 

place chosen randomly on a map 

and from which the group would 

walk for several days, to another 

selected place. “The deambula-

tion – a term that already con-

tains the essence of disorient-

tation and self-abandon to the 

unconscious – took place amidst 

woods, countryside, paths and 

small rural settlements” (Ibid., pp. 

80-81). From this experience, the 

Surrealist further practiced walks 

(but rather urban walks again, at 

the outskirts of Paris) which 

aimed to connect their individual 

subconscious to the subconscious 

of the city, apprehending space 

and exchanging with space's own 

character. The Surrealist further 

developed “influential 

maps” (“cartes influentielles”): 

“The idea was to make maps 

based on the variations of 

perception obtained when walk-

ing through the urban environ-

ment, to include the impulses 

caused by the city in the affective 

sentiments of the pedes-

trian” (Ibid., p. 84). As Careri 

comments, the Surrealist de-

veloped walking “as a means by 

which to investigate and unveil 

the unconscious zones of the city, 

those parts that elude planned 

control and constitute the unex-

pressed, untranslatable compo-

nent in traditional representa-

tions” (Ibid. p. 88). 

 

Even though the Situationists (and 

many others after them) later 

rejected Surrealism (for reasons I 

will describe below), their own 

further development of walking 

inherited a lot from Surrealism. 

The Situationists (first as 

“Lettrists” until 1957) developed a 

walking-based practice (also 

based first in Paris) called the 

“dérive” (drifting), which further 

aimed “to investigate the psychic 

effects of the urban context on 
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the individual” (Ibid., p. 90). 

The Situationists rejected Sur-

realism for its attachment to 

individual 'talent' and to repre-

sentation, i.e. to art and the figure 

of the artist, and the Surrealist 

'déambulation' for “the exagge-

rate importance assigned to the 

unconscious and to chan-

ce” (Ibid.). Surrealism would only 

offer a “reactionary flight from 

the real,” into the escapist realm 

of the dreams. The Situationists 

claimed to develop, in contrast, a 

more methodical and more 

actionoriented approach with the 

“dérive”. Nonwithstanding their 

great ambitions (and arrogant 

proclamations), the Situationists 

only further pointed at the 

interest of “the direct action of 

the geographical environment on 

affectivity” but “never rigorously 

thought through and theorized” 

their psychogeography, as Thierry 

Davila comments (Davila 2002, p. 

30). To be fair, they did write 

some short elements of a theory 

of the dérive, e.g. in Guy Debord's 

“introduction to a critique of 

urban geography” (1955) and in 

his “theory of the dérive” (1956) 

which explains that drifters com-

pare their impressions, develop-

ing “psychogeographic maps” that 

identify the “psychogeographical 

contours” of the city, “with 

constant currents, fixed points 

and vortexes that strongly 

discourage entry into or exit from 

certain zones”.11 The subcon-

scious and chance do play a role, 

and are stimulated by an impulse 

of “getting lost” but do not suffice 

to the drifter. According to Careri, 

“*t+he dérive made it possible to 

steer one's way through [the city] 

and to direct the point of view in 

a non-random way, toward those 

zones that more than others 

appeared to embody an else-

where capable of challenging the 

society of the spectacle” (Careri 

2002, p. 187). 

From these experiences, the 

Situationists described the urban 

space as an archipelago, with city-

islands surrounded by a void and 

connected to each other by 

affective vortexes. The dérives 

would also develop a “playful 

city,” changing the “rules of the 

game” of urban space, i.e. aiming 

to break the rules imposed by 

modernist urban planning, cre-

ating time for non-productive 

actions that would undermine 

both social control and the con-

22 



sumption system (or “society of 

the spectacle” in Debord's own 

words). The dérives would induce 

desires that would not be based 

on commodity-fetishism and 

would not further contribute to 

the hyper-consumerism of most 

urban walkers... This playful self-

liberation opening the imagina-

tion to alternative modes of life, a 

utopia as much needed today as 

in the late 1950's, inspired many 

later groups who still refer to the 

Situationist dérive.12 

 

Walking, understood as art as 

experience rather than art as the 

production of objects, was further 

explored in the late 1960's and 

1970's in the USA and Europe, by 

some of the artists usually 

associated to the “Land Art” 

movement, who “rediscovered 

walking as a primary act of 

symbolic transformation of the 

territory” (Careri 2002, p. 142), 

most especially the British artist 

Richard Long, who practices 

walking, in natural spaces, as a 

sculptural action. In 1967, with A 

Line Made by Walking he realized 

a straight line by treading on 

grass. Many of his further works 

consisted in walks in deserts and 

other natural landscapes. In 1978, 

he realized Dartmoor Riverbeds – 

A Four-Day Walk Along All the 

Riverbeds Within a Circle on 

Dartmoor, using the riverbeds as 

footpaths. In 1985, with Dartmoor 

Wind Circle, Long explored the 

dynamic geography of the 

landscape by walking a large circle 

and noting the changing direc-

tions of the winds.13 His walking-

based sculptural work is rever-

sible and produced with his body 

alone, unlike much of the hubris-

filled Land Art of his contem-

poraries, on which he com-

mented: “Land Art is an American 

expression. It means bulldozers 

and big projects. To me it seems 

like a typically American move-

ment; it is the construction of 

works on land purchased by the 

artist with the aim of making a 

large, permanent monument. All 

this absolutely does not interest 

me” (Long quoted in Ibid., p. 146). 

Another British “walking artist” of 

the same generation as Long, and 

who also gained widespread 

attention in the art world of 

contemporary art, is Hamish 

Fulton. Fulton performs walks as 

experiences, and then writes 

sentences, poems, signs in 
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galleries, evoking but not repre-

senting the walks (as the 

experience of the walk is not 

representable). Fulton's walks are 

explicitly linked to his ecological 

concerns and to an immanent 

feeling of the sacredness of 

nature. In one of his texts, he 

explains his approach shortly: “As 

a 'walking artist' I have attempted 

to link the two separate worlds of 

contemporary art (economics, 

competition, storage, transporta-

tion) and walking (Nature, 

influence from First Nation 

Peoples, trekking – 'leave no 

trace', perceptions from physical 

activity... meditative slowness). 

On my walks: I do not directly re-

arrange, remove, sell and not 

return any elements of the natu-

ral environment. [...] Walks are 

like clouds. They come and 

go” (Fulton quoted in Ibid.,p. 

155). 

Comparing Fulton and Long, 

Careri therefore writes that “*f+or 

Fulton the body is exclusively an 

instrument of perception, while 

for Long it is also a tool for 

drawing. [...] Thus the world 

becomes an immense aesthetic 

territory, an enormous canvas on 

which to draw by walking. A 

surface that is not a white page, 

but an intricate design of 

historical and geographical sedi-

mentation on which to simply add 

one more layer” (Ibid, pp. 148-

150). 

 

Back to the urban environment, 

and in more recent decades, 

walking was taken up by a 

number of contemporary artists 

with different interests, out of 

which I will now only focus on one 

individual artist who attracted 

much acclaim in established 

institutions of contemporary 
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visual art (and was repeatedly 

exhibited across the world) and 

whose work further developed 

the artistic practice of walking: 

Francis Alÿs. Born in Belgium and 

living in Mexico City since 1986, 

Alÿs performed a number of 

walking-based actions that ex-

plored and experimented with 

spontaneous social processes and 

accidents/incidents, in cities 

across the world. In 1991-1992, in 

The Collector (a collaboration with 

Felipe Sanabria), he walked a little 

metal dog on wheels with a 

magnet that accumulated metal 

pieces gleaned accidentally on the 

way, in the streets of Mexico City. 

A similar procedure was followed 

with Magnetic Shoes (1994) in La 

Havana. In 1996, in Narcoturismo, 

he walked in Copenhagen for 

seven days, each day under the 

influence of a different psycho-

tropic drug (not unlike the 

Situationists who famously pre-

ceded their 'dérives' with heavy 

drinking). In 1997, in Cuentos 

Patrioticos, he walked around the 

giant mast (with a Mexican flag) 

on the Zocalo square in Mexico 

city, followed first by one, and 

gradually by more and more 

sheep following him in circles (a 

video was made of the perfor-

mance): The work refers to the 

Olympic games of 1968, when the 

people were forced to demon-

strate in favor of the dictatorship, 

on Zocalo square, but then all 

bleated like sheep. In 1997-1998 

in Paradox of Praxis: Sometimes 

making something leads to 

nothing (1997-1998), he pushed a 

rectangular ice-block in front of 

him on the streets of Mexico City 

until it completely melted... And 

in parallel, in Paradox of Praxis: 

Sometimes making nothing leads 

to something, he walked to Zocalo 

square and then stared at the sky, 

until a whole crowd eventually 

stared in the same direction 

(which is actually an ages-old 

prank). In 2000, Alÿs performed 

Reenactment in the streets of 

Mexico City: He bought a gun in 

the center of Mexico and started 

walking in the streets, carrying 

the gun ostensibly in his hand. 

The scene lasted twelve minutes, 

until a police patrol car forcefully 

ended it, arresting Alÿs. The 

whole scene was filmed. Alÿs later 

made a second film, which was a 

“re-enactment” of the perfor-

mance, but this time with the 

policemen playing their own 
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roles. The two films were then 

exhibited side by side. About this 

work, Thierry Davila comments 

that “the walker becomes the one 

who puts to a test” the social 

order and thereby “reveals the 

urban order and of its fai-

lures” (Davila 2002, p. 79). 

While Davila compares Alÿs to the 

Parisian flâneurs (Cf. Davila 2002, 

pp. 94-95), Cuauhtémoc Medina 

disputes this comparison and 

analyzes Alÿs's walks as a critique 

of the Baudelairean flâneur and of 

Walter Benjamin: “Despite the 

fact that he opted to ramble in 

the midst of one of the largest 

urban concentrations on the 

planet, Alÿs's actions are not a 

form of social voyeurism because, 

among other reasons, they call 

attention both to the acts of the 

stroller and to his interferences 

with his surroundings, rather than 

to the mere social sce-

nery” (Medina in eds. Medina, 

Ferguson and Fisher 2007, p. 77). 

The detached “amusement of the 

flâneur is as fragmented as mod-

ern work, and above all it is to a 

great extent a means of adap-

tation to modernization rather 

than a questioning of its pace and 

direction” (Ibid.). By contrast, 

Alÿs's experiments, according to 

Medina, amplify “those alter-

native moments that oppose the 

rationale of city planning and the 

understanding of modernization 

as social engineering,” in the spirit 

of the Situationist (Ibid.). Unlike 

the Situationist, Alÿs does not 

develop his walks into a psycho-

geographic form of action-

research with the aim of revolu-

tionizing urbanism. Rather, his 

“walks were conceived on the 

assumption that they would be 

read, thought, seen, imagined and 

retold by others, and that their 

agency would depend on their 

dissemination as stories” (Ibid., p. 

78), as urban legends. 

 

A similar aim to oppose the 

rationale of city planning, but 

once again with an urbanistic 

discourse, is coming from a 

collective of architects and artists 

named Stalker (with Francesco 

Careri as one of their members), 

based in Rome but also with 

antennas in other cities (such as 

Marseilles with Laurent Malone, 

who is organizing one of the 

workshops at our summer school 

– ASSiST – on August 21st 2010). 

The role of Stalker is not to design 
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yet another revolutionary urban 

planning scheme, but to learn 

how unplanned social practices 

effectively emerge from social 

practices occurring especially in 

urban voids, in undefined spaces 

which are in between the 

countryside and the suburbs, and 

which in French are called 

“terrains vagues” (waste ground). 

Careri also talks of the “diffuse 

city” and of the parallel life of the 

“diffusion settlers” socializing in 

those spaces (which he also calls 

“archipelagos,” “fractal” spaces – 

because some patterns seem to 

emerge repeatedly – and a 

“leopard skin”), and writes: “They 

are different from those open 

spaces traditionally thought of as 

public spaces – squares, boule-

vards, gardens, parks – and they 

form an enormous portion of the 

undeveloped territory that is 

utilized and experienced in an 

infinite number of ways [...] voids 

are a fundamental part of the 

urban system, spaces that inhabit 

the city in a nomadic way, moving 

on every time the powers that be 

try to impose a new order. They 

are realities that have grown up 

outside and against the project of 

modernity” (Careri 2002, p. 181). 

The method of collective investi-

gation and of social interaction of 

Stalker is to walk, and talk with 

the inhabitants, across those 

undefined spaces (and here 

“across” means, if need be, 

climbing across gates and other 

barriers normally blocking access 

to the “terrains vagues”). Their 

goal is not to become, as the 

usual urban planners, “an aggres-

sive instrument of power and 

abstract reason” (Ignasi de Solà-

Morales, quoted in Davila 2002, p. 

121). 

Among the walks organized by 

Stalker, were one walk over 4 

days and covering a 70 km circular 

path around Rome (in October 

1995), with participants camping 

overnight in the terrains vagues;  

another walk in 1996 around 

Milan (or more precisely, 2 one-

day walks) ; and a one-day walk 

outwards from Paris to the 

Charles de Gaulle airport in 1997. 

Borrowing an expression from 

Michel Foucault, Thierry Davila 

interprets the spaces traversed by 

Stalker as 'heterotopias', alter-

natives to ordered utopias.14 The 

walk allows to apprehend the 

“different speeds” of the “urban 

spacetime,” as Careri names the 
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differentiated realities of city-

centers and of their archipelagic 

margins. The walk allows Stalker 

to develop, again in the words of 

Careri, not an “aesthetic-

geometric” point of view in the 

modernist sense, but an 

“aesthetic-experiential” point of 

view (Careri 2002, p. 184). In 

other words, as I characterize it 

myself after John Dewey and 

Gregory Bateson, Careri points at 

aesthetics as experience and as a 

sensibility to patterns that 

connect.15 And it is clearly an art-

informed experience and sen-

sibility, in which Stalker is 

engaged: “we believe that the 

modes and categories made avail-

able by the artistic experiences 

[...] can help us to understand and 

transform this situation without 

erasing its identity” (Ibid., p. 186). 

Davila observed (discussing the 

works of Alÿs and Stalker) that 

most of these walking-based 

practices function as “a specu-

lative practice” which aims to 

“open its own identity to what is 

able to displace it towards other 

events, apparently contingent 

evolutions that are however 

becoming structurally constitutive 

of the activity itself, of its 

configuration” (Davila 2002, p. 

23).16 Davila relates such a 

practice to Hegelian dialectics, but 

I prefer to relate it rather to the 

dialogic proposed by Edgar Morin 

in his method, more in accord 

with the insights of the ecological 

sciences which revealed the 

importance of autoecopoïesis, 

contextuality and systemic 

emergence and creativity in an 

understanding of nature's co-

evolutions and eco-evolution.17 

I am of course very far from being 

exhaustive in this short overview. 

I have focused on a few indivi-

duals and collectives for whom 

walking is an especially central 

dimension and whose work 

further elaborated the artistic 

interest of walking. But many 

others are walking as part of their 

artistic work, if not as their 

exclusive or central focus, at least 

as a significant element thereof. I 

will now shortly mention some of 

them, at the risk of only giving a 

mere list. 

For example, one can think of 

Stanley Brouwn's This Way 

Brouwn (in Amsterdam in 1961, 

asking passers-by to draw on 
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sheets of paper the directions to a 

place), of the Slow Angle Walk 

(Becket Walk) by Bruce Nauman 

in 1968, of Dennis Oppenheim's 

Ground Mutation – Shoe prints in 

1969, of Joseph Beuys' La Rivolu-

zione Siamo Noi (1972, evoking 

political marches) and his Eine 

Aktion in Moor (1971, whereby he 

walked, ran and swam through 

swamps, celebrating the value of 

endangered marshes). One can 

recall the stalkings of random 

passengers in the streets per-

formed by Yoko Ono in London 

(Rape in 1969: following a ran-

domly selected woman in the 

streets for 10 days), by Vito 

Acconci in New York (Following 

Piece, in 1969), and much later by 

Sophie Calle (Suite Vénitienne, 

1980, and inversing the process in 

Detective, in 1981, having a 

private investigator follow her) 

and Francis Alÿs again, following 

his own look-alikes or Doppel-

gänger (1998-1999, in London, 

Istanbul and Mexico).18 One can 

also think of the group walks 

organized by Fluxus in the streets 

of New York City in 1976, the Free 

Flux Tours. Another whole range 

of walking-based actions could 

also be discussed from the world 

of street theatre, for example 

with Augusto Boal's “Invisible 

Theatre” in the public space in 

Brazil, and the “Teatro Cam-

pesino” in Mexico from the 1960's 

onwards.19 I also already men-

tioned, in the first part of this 

text, groups acting at the inter-

section of political street activism 

and art, such as the “laboratory of 

insurrectionary imagination”, and 

one may also look into some of 

the actions of culture jammers  

and tactical media (e.g. the Yes 

Men and the Church of Stop 

Shopping).20 

Walking also plays a role in 

ecological art, with the guided 

tours across industrial sites by the 

Center for Land Use Interpre-

tation, with some of the works by 

Helen Mayer Harrison and 

Newton Harrison that invite and 
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organize walks and paths, both 

urban (Baltimore Promenade) and 

rural (Domain of the Path), with 

the Wild Walks of David Haley in 

Manchester that point at spon-

taneous natural processes in the 

midst of the city (and other 

ecologically-informed walks orga-

nized in other cities around the 

world, for example in Paris by the 

association “les promenades 

urbaines”)21, with the walks 

organized by the collective FoAM 

in Brussels (e.g. as part of the 

Festival Kanal in September 2010, 

where FoAM convenes partici-

pants to collect & cook edible 

plants in the city), and with the 

many initiatives of “guerrilla gar-

dening” around the world.22 

Critical artistic practices also 

resort to walking as a support for 

critical social-political strategies, 

especially regarding historical 

issues that resonate in urban 

environments. For example, the 

London-based collective Platform, 

with their project Freedom in the 

City - Critical Walks in The City 

(2002), organized walks around 

contemporary corporate culture, 

and the history of the East India 

Company (1600-1858), “making 

parallels with contemporary ethi-

cal issues in transnational corpo-

rate business”. Platform also did 

walks about the rivers buried and 

hidden underground in the city of 

London. Another walking artist 

working with historians is 

HMJokinen, whose walked perfor-

mance addressing the colonial 

history of Hamburg and post-

colonial issues, is discussed in this 

booklet, on pp. 43 - 47. The work 

on alternative, socially critical 

histories does not necessarily 

always take the form of guided 

tours or walked performances, 

but can also be achieved with the 

installation of e.g. historical 

landmark plaques for pedestrians 

to read, as does the “Howling 

Mob Society” in Pittsburgh, who 

installed ten historical markers, 

detailing events and significant 

locations related to “The Great 

Railroad Strike” of 1877.23 

 

The last examples I mentioned, 

touch upon another walking-

based cultural practice, which is 

traditionally not considered as 

“art” but which does in many 

cases deserve to be considered as 

such, or as an “urban alchemy” - 

as urban sociologist Jonathan R. 
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Wynn does: The walking city tour 

guides. In an ethnographic ana-

lysis of walking city tour guides in 

New York City, Wynn (2010) 

demonstrates how, unlike bus 

tours (which are “often limited to 

a rigid path and oft repeated sets 

of topics,” are “just skimming,” 

allow no social interactions with 

passers-by, and deliver a more 

standardized, commodified, even 

“Disneyfied” experience), walking 

tours and the lively guides who 

make them, have “a kind of 

disposition to” unpredictable, 

“serendipitous” social interactions 

and learning processes. Wynn 

observes that “walking tours 

create an openness to [a] kind of 

enchantment and valorize unex-

pected aspects of urban 

life” (Wynn 2010, p. 149). He 

further describes how most 

walking guides he followed are 

looking forward to the unex-

pected at the corner of nearly 

every street, and writes: “Fresh, 

raw interactions can originate 

from the group, the guide, 

passersby, and the city's fabric 

itself [...] tours are also what 

Goffman called uncontained par-

ticipation, interactions where-in 

any “contingencies” or “for-

tuitousness” may be interjected 

into these street exchanges. 

Guides, for all their planning, 

must address these potentialities 

so much so that one feels that her 

tours just have to 'evolve on their 

own'” (Ibid., p. 155). Wynn tells 

for example of “'Wildman' Steve 

Brill, a guide who gives un-

authorized tours of the edible 

flora of New York's public parks 

[and who] refuses to plan too 

much [...] because he never 

knows what he might find: 

perhaps some Burdock Root, 

perhaps some Dogweed. When I 

interviewed him about why he 

keeps it so open, he tells me that 

the flora changes from season to 

season and week to week” (Ibid., 

p. 157). Wynn argues that these 

tour guides search the unexpec-

ted as a means to help partici-

pants engage in “a dialogue with 

the city” and he calls them “urban 

alchemists,” quoting Louis Pas-

teur's quotation that “chance 

favors only the prepared” (Ibid., 

p. 158). In this the walking tour 

guides in Wynn's account do 

share some qualities with the 

situationist dérive insofar as both 

play consciously with chance and 

with emergence from chaotic 
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encounters. Furthermore, Wynn 

accounts for some guides' “Do-It-

Yourself aesthetic” and “every-

man-intellectualism” in fostering 

the further involvement of their 

participants beyond the restricted 

time-space frame of the tour 

itself. Wynn quotes such a tour 

guide, Mr. Washington, who 

argues for the empowering value 

of the tours: “They are seeing 

things that perhaps have been 

there the whole time that they've 

been there, that they have not 

taken notice of before. And then 

they go back to the neighbor-

hoods and see that their neigh-

borhood, their block, has history 

too. [...] They will go and become 

stewards for their neighborhoods, 

their blocks” (Mr. Washington 

quoted in Ibid., p. 159). This 

agentic capability of the walking 

tour guide, and of artists I 

mentioned above, relates to what 

I have theorized as an “entrepre-

neurship in conventions” that 

may generate social change 

(Kagan 2008). And, as Wynn 

argues, who exhorts urban socio-

logists to pay more attention to 

such street-level realities, these 

social interactions are local 

antidotes to the larger processes 

of commodification, “McDonal-

dization” and “Disneyfication” in 

cities as “growth machines” as 

analyzed by e.g. Harvey Molotch, 

Sharon Zukin, Richard Lloyd, 

George Ritzer or Richard Sennett. 

 

Closing words: Learning walking 

as re-knitting the patterns that 

connect 

 

Among all its qualities, walking 

can have a peculiar ecological 

value, re-sensibilizing the walker 

to the natural landscape she or he 

is traversing. This quality was 

most eloquently described and 

analyzed by phenomenologist 

David Abram, who advocates for a 

direct experiential contact with 

nature, in his now famous Spell of 

the Sensuous. “We need to know 

the textures, the rhythms and 

tastes of the bodily world, and to 

distinguish readily between such 

tastes and those of our own 

invention. Direct sensuous reality, 

in all its more-than-human mys-

tery, remains the solid touchstone 

for an experiential world now 

inundated with electronically-

generated vistas and engineered 

pleasures” (Abram 1996, p. x). 

But, as Abram argues at length in 

32 



his book, one cannot catch up 

with a deep experience of an 

animistic-phenomenological qua-

lity, by just taking a short walk 

once in a while. The re-immersion 

in the natural world, the genuine 

re-awakening of an aesthetic 

“sensibility to the pattern which 

connects” (as coined by Bateson), 

will require, for the contemporary 

Westerner whose senses for 

natural processes are most often 

numbed, a long and qualitative 

learning process. If a single 

walking experience will do no 

magical trick in this respect, it 

may trigger, or contribute to, a 

process that may engage the 

individual into further experien-

ces, further walks. I do not have 

the space here to discuss this 

question at length.24 

But I do want to share one last 

example, from a different human 

cultural background, which is to 

be found in Abram's book as well 

as in Careri's: The walks of the 

Aboriginal people of Australia. In 

Aboriginal cultures of Australia, 

each man or woman learns a song 

cycle that is associated to a 

specific totemic animal to which 

he or she is associated, at birth 

(or to be more precise, at a 

specific moment while the foetus 

is still in the mother's womb). The 

song is to be recited while walking 

through the landscape, and the 

events narrated in the Dreamtime 

story are related to specific fea-

tures of the traversed landscape. 

As witnessed by the poet Gary 

Snyder while traveling through 

the central desert in 1981 with 

Jimmy Tjungurrayi, a Pintupi 

elder, the telling of the Dream-

time stories is so closely 

associated to the physicality of 

the landscape that, as they were 

traveling on the back of a pickup 

truck, the elder was telling the 

stories at a razing speed with 

which Snyder “couldn't keep up. I 

realized after about half an hour 

of this that these were tales 

meant to be told while walking, 

and that I was experiencing a 

speeded-up version of what might 

be leisurely told over several days 

of foot travel” (Snyder quoted in 

Abram 1996, p. 173). As Abram 

comments, the association bet-

ween the geographical space and 

the song does not only indicate an 

astute visual mnemonic technique 

for remembering song lines, but 

also allows the learning of 

invaluable information about the 
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landscape ecology. “This corres-

pondence between the speaking 

voice and the animate landscape 

is an intensely felt affinity, a 

linkage of immense import for the 

survival of the people. In a land as 

dry as the Australian outback, 

where rainfall is always uncertain, 

the ability to move in response to 

climatic changes is indispensable. 

An oral Dreaming cycle, practically 

considered, is a detailed set of 

instructions for moving through 

the country, a safe way through 

the arid landscape [...] significant 

Dreaming sites [...] contain either 

a source of water, a potential 

shelter, a high vantage point [...] 

or a cluster of several such 

characteristics. Indeed, the 

Dreaming sites [are] the only 

places with such assets in an 

otherwise arid desert. [...] And 

since every Aboriginal band is 

comprised of individuals from 

different totemic clans, or Dream-

ings, it will usually have access to 

multiple songlines, multiple ways 

to move whenever lack of water 

or food necessitates such a 

move.” (Abram 1996, pp. 174-

175). 

From the Aborigine to the New 

York City walking tour guide, from 

Dada to the Situationist, from the 

Roman legions to the fascist 

armies marching across Europe, 

from St Francis to the guerilla 

gardeners, walking reveals both 

multiple faces and a common 

thread, that of the experiential 

basis of human knowing. With the 

further texts in this booklet, and 

with the summer school ASSiST 

2010 in Gabrovo, Bulgaria, we are 

hoping to tread further into a 

transdisciplinary mode of know-

ing, and to thereby 'walk the walk' 

of an uncertain path towards 

sustainability. 

 

 

 
1 i.e. the International Summer 

School of Arts and Sciences for 

Sustainability in Social Transfor-

mation (ASSiST), having its first 

edition on August 21-27 2010 in 

Gabrovo, Bulgaria: see http://

assist2010.ning.com 

 
2 Cf. Amato 2004, p. 51 (after 

Jacques Le Goff) 

 
3 Cf. Ibid., pp. 108-112 

 
4 Amato also describes how in 18th 

century London, neither was the 
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infrastructure, nor the selfdisci-

pline of urban dwellers in place 

yet, and urban walking was espe-

cially dangerous: Cf. pp. 162-166. 

 
5 Even though the mainstream 

public media vilifies such groups, 

focusing on instances of violent 

clashes with police forces, their 

creativity in experimenting new 

forms of political pedestrian inter-

ventions is nonnegligible, al-

though too concretely political for 

established art institutions (see 

e.g. http://www.labofii.net/experi 

ments/funbetweenyourlegs/). 

Amato, in his history of walking, 

missed this dimension, claiming 

wrongly that contemporary de-

monstrators (unlike the “chame-

leon mobs of the previous cen-

turies”) “do not express their cau-

ses with dance, riot, looting or 

street festivals” (Amato 2004, p. 

263). 

 
6 The reign of the car further im-

pacted urbanism, transformed 

countryside and expanded sub-

urbs, not to speak of its role in 

climate change and air pollution... 

But the present article will keep 

its focus on walking… 

 

7 Quote retrieved from http://

www. janeswalk.net 

 
8 Quote retrieved from http://

www.janeswalk.net/about/

history 

 
9 Cf. Beckmann and Garzon Heydt 

2009 

 
10 Cf. Monod 1992 

 
11 Multiple English translations of 

Debord's and other Situationist 

texts are available on the 

Internet, on multiple websites. 

One of them is: http://

library.nothingness.org 

 
12 The International Situationist 

still influences a variety of groups 

further developing dérives now-

adays... For a short overview, see 

e.g. Merlin Coverley, Psychogeo-

graphy, Harpenden: Pocket Essen-

tials, 2006. For an overview of a 

recent technological develop-

ment in mapping emotional states 

of pedestrians, see ed. Christian 

Nolde, Emotional Cartography: 

Technologies of the Self, 2009 

[available at www.emotional 

cartography.net ]. 
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13 See also Richard Long's website: 

http://www.richardlong.org 

 
14 Cf. Davila 2002, p. 134 

 
15 Cf. chapter 4 in my upcoming 

PhD thesis (expected to be 

published in 2011)… 

 
16 Own translation from the 

French. 

 
17 These understandings are being 

detailed at length in my PhD 

Thesis which I am finalizing this 

summer 2010, and which will be 

published in 2011. For the French 

readers, one can directly look into 

especially the first two volumes of 

Edgar Morin, la méthode, Paris: 

Seuil (2008 for the complete 

edition of the 6 volumes 

published between 1977 and 

2006). 

 
18 Before becoming a popular 

pedestrian practice for visual 

artists of the late 20th century, the 

idea of following an unknown 

pedestrian for hours was first 

developed in a short story by 

Edgar Allan Poe, “The Man of the 

Crowd”, published in 1840: See 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

The_Man_of_the _Crowd 

 
19 About political street perfor-

mance worldwide, see ed. Jan 

Cohen-Cruz, Radical Street Perfor-

mance: An International Antho-

logy, London: Routledge, 1998. 

About community theatre in the 

Philippines, Kenya, the USA, Costa 

Rica, Australia and the Nether-

lands, see Eugene van Erven, 

Community theatre : global per-

spectives, Lon-don: Routledge, 

2005. At our summer school 

ASSiST 2010, P. Radhika will 

address the actions of cultural-

political performers in the streets 

of Bangalore: See also her article 

on Cultura21 Webmagazine in 

preparation for the summer 

school, available at: http://maga 

zin.cultura21.de/piazza/english/

diminishing-spaces-for-cultural-

performances. html 

 
20 One may also look into the 

actions of so-called 'urban prank-

sters' groups (like Improvevery-

where in New York City), although 

their actions are mostly very 

superficial, if entertaining and 

relatively humorous… 
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21 On the walks organized in Paris 

in 2010 by Les Promenades 

Urbaines, see: http://www.prome 

nades-urbaines.com 

 
22 On David Haley's walks, see his 

article in the webmagazine of 

Cultura21, writ-ten in preparation 

for the summer school ASSiST 

2010 (where David organizes one 

of the workshops): “Steps to an 

Ecology of Art, or A Short Walk to  

Complexity”, accessible at: http://

magazin.cultura21.de/piazza/eng 

lish/steps-to-an-ecology-of-art-or-

a-short-walk-to-complexity.html 

 
23 See: http://howlingmobsocie 

ty.org 

 
24 These questions are further de-

veloped in my PhD thesis, to be 

published in 2011... 
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      What do we experience  

      through a windscreen  

  Stefan Wendering 

  

         
      Lucius Burckhardt teaching on a parking lot 



 

Imagine: You walk in a group 

through a landscape of soft hills, 

green meadows, trees in patches, 

twittering birds; it's not that 

warm temperature and the sky is 

cloudy. For some people this 

might be paradise – homelike 

snugness and secureness – but in 

poetic sense this landscape 

doesn't describe paradise. The 

guide begins to read from a book. 

Georg Forster's „Voyage Round 

The World“ with his records of 

Tahiti. He tells about the local 

streams, woods and birds. It's the 

so called paradise. Artocarpus 

incisa – the breadfruittree – 

figuratively the crown of all para-

disaic perfection, a tree that even 

bears breads as fruits. Inspired by 

the narrative about Tahiti the 

group passes by trees which bear 

real bread. 

Welcome to Strollology. This walk 

through a landscape around Kas-

sel is just one example for the 

strollologic debate on the ways of 

perception of environments. The 

term of landscape is one of the  

 

main issue in strollologic science. 

Founder of Strollology (“Promena-

dologie” or “Spaziergangswissen-

schaft” in German), Lucius Burck-

hardt said that Strollology also 

could have been called landscape 

aesthetics. To his question „Why 

is landscape beautiful?“ – also the 

name of his anthology, published 

in 2006 – he replies what 

landscape is, how we (can) see 

landscape, what landscape means 

for us. Why we think landscape is 

beautiful and in which way does 

beauty exist? 

Dr. phil. Lucius Burckhardt – 

sociologist and macro-economist 

– founded the science of Strolling 

as a junction of the fields of 

sociology and urbanism in the 

1980s together with his wife 

Annemarie Burckhardt. 

 

„You see, what you learned to 

see“ 

 

Strollology can be seen as a form 

of art that is playing with pers-

pective because the way of seeing 

  

What do we experience through a windscreen  

Stefan Wendering  
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things got very limitated in 

society, so the walks would 

eliminate the fear of strange and 

unusual things. 

To show and to sharpen the ways 

of perception of our environ-

ments, Burckhardt saw Strollology 

as „an instrument to show hidden 

pieces of the environments and 

an instrument to criticize conven-

tional perception“. As an end of 

the walks, Burckhardt wanted to 

set real images of the citizens 

against city-/green planner's 

stereotypical images of landscape 

and environment. 

Strollologic criticism calls atten-

tion to perception, which is 

controlled by definitions. These 

definitions are even built on older 

perceptions. 

 

„What do discoverers discover?" 

 

For Burckhardt a walk is like a 

pearl necklace. Strolling from one 

interesting place – the pearl – to 

another. In most  cases we come 

back to the starting point – the 

starting pearl. Between those pla-

ces we think of the upcoming 

pearl and the passed point pre-

pares for the next one. The idea 

of imaging the walk as a pearl 

necklace leads to Karl Heinrich 

Hülbusch, who did the first stroll 

with a scientific background in 

Riede, Emstal in 1976. (cf. Burck-

hardt 2006, p. 260) This first stroll 

leads the walker outside the town 

to pass by a short agriculture 

zone. From there it goes on 

through a forest with clearings 

and a concreted fireplace to a 

fertile plain with fields. After 

some poplars it goes back to town 

with a stop at a pub, which has a 

wallpaper that shows an Alpine 

landscape with an Alpine lake and 

snowy mountains. 

After all it would be a eventful 

stroll with very different places 

that demonstrates a necessitate 

contrast. Burckhardt explains that 

the strolling person could charac-

terize an environment or land-

scape by roaming several differ-

ent places, which don't have a 

connection with each other. Indi-

vidual perceptions would pro-

duce an integration in the mind 

which leads Burckhardt to the 

question why a person can 

describe a landscape although it 

nowhere does appear like the 

character the landscape was given 

to. 

In the following some examples 
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about the methods Burckhardt 

has used to confront people with 

landscape and our view to it and 

especially the ways of perception 

of our environment. 

 

„We do walks out of an ironic 

attitude because today you only 

can look at most of the things in 

this way“ 

 

Some of his action had the focus 

to provoke people - especially car 

drivers because of the problem 

that public space is removed to 

convert it into parking space for 

automobiles. To illustrate how 

much space is needed by cars 

Burckhardt occupied a parking lot 

with one of his seminar to discuss 

two hours about traffic. Ironically 

he had to register this seminar as 

a demonstration so that he was to 

requested by the authorities to 

wave a white-red chequered flag; 

which leads Burckhardt to the 

query: „Why don't the drivers of 

the parking cars have to wave 

that flag?“ 

The reactions of the audience 

were like typical gestures of 

drivers: Hooting, shaking head, 

finger at the forehead and 

dangerously close passing by. 

„About parking desks they're 

complaining, but about parking 

cars next to it they don't. That is 

perception training of unnoticed 

social context.“ (Burckhardt 2006, 

p. 324) 

Another provocation of drivers 

and a visualization of automo-

bile's danger was by alienating 

the view through a car's wind-

screen, so that the driver isn't 

protected by his car anymore. The 

participants of this demonstration 

had portable windscreen which 

are transparent films and they 

marched in pairs to use the whole 

lane. The street where the experi-

ment took place was without a 

pavement but beside was only a 

high wall, so that the safety of the 

„driver“ is gone and (s)he gets 

confronted with the direct dan-

ger. Even a police car that escor-

ted the group at the end of the 

line couldn't curtail the strong 
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perception of the danger. 

In his book „Why is landscape 

beautiful?“ Burckhardt gives us an 

illustration of the paradox in 

society. According to him no 

generation of citizen was pro-

vided with such an amount of 

green like the current generation. 

On the other hand no generation 

of citizen was complaining about 

that lack of green as much as ours 

today. The cause of this discre-

pancy lays in our ways of percep-

tion and in our understanding of 

landscape, aesthetics, nature and 

our environment. (cf. Burckhardt 

2006, p.327) 

Today's city green has it roots in 

the so called „Straßenbegleit-

grün“ which can be translated 

into roadside vegetation or 

planting. Burckhardt explains that 

in an ironic way like the destruc-

tion of the area by shrubs with 

prickles or by the use of plants, 

that can tolerate a lot of dog dirt. 

For him urban environ-ment has 

slowly, but continuously 

worsened. With each measure 

something is taken away from the 

citizens. Jubilation follows this 

loss because of the creation of 

more safety. (cf. Burckhardt 2006, 

p. 293) 

The metaphoric city wall 

 

This leads us to one of the biggest 

strollologic point of criticism: In 

cityscape the loss of transition 

from city to land. In Burckhardt's 

eyes it's the metaphoric city wall, 

which, in ancient times, was a 

requirement for cities to survive 

against enemies and more than 

that a requirement of people's 

perception. Now it's lost and 

citizens couldn't even distinguish 

between city and land. (cf. 

Burckhardt 2006, p. 298) 

Cities got green instead of grey, 

the contrast disappeared and 

even the way of moving changed. 

Instead of the old romantic walk, 

the human being is moving by 

train, car and plane, which creates 

new forms of „Strolling“ – first the 

„railway stroll“ and now in our 

generation the „automobile 

stroll“. 

We live in a fast-moving time with 

further distant destinations. The 

journey is getting insignificant and 

abstract by modern means of  

transportation. Destination is 

king. Will the traditional walk 

have a future then? 
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A walk with the Hamburg-based 
artist HMJokinen,  
in and around the former Colonial 
Institute of Hamburg 

Sacha Kagan 

          Echoes under the World Dome, scene 3: East front - burnt earth 



  

A walk with the Hamburg-based artist HMJokinen, 
in and around the former Colonial Institute of Hamburg 

Sacha Kagan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
On July 2nd 2010, the students 

from my Seminar on „Walking as 

transformative action-research in 

the arts and sciences“, met with 

the visual artist HMJokinen on the 

university campus of Hamburg, at 

the entrance of the former 

Colonial Institute (which is still 

used for university lectures). 

HMJokinen walked us around and 

through the building, for a dis-

cussion, at a 'meta-level', about a 

walked performance that was 

realized in 2009 on this site (and 

with re-enactment of extracts 

from the performance). 

The performance in question, that 

was enacted in full, several times 

in 2009 by HMJokinen and the 

historian Gordon Uhlmann, is 

entitled „Echos unter der Welt-

kuppel“ (Echoes under the World  

Dome). With both poetic and 

didactic reflections about the site, 

and quotes from colonial figures 

as well as from African voices, the 

performance counters the con-

temporary forgetfullness  cover-

ing colonial history. A procession  

 

 

 

 

 

in eleven stages around and in the 

building, unfolds the symbolic 

traces of the merchants’ city and 

its imperial past: Some are still 

visible, such as the names and 

busts of the founding fathers  of 

the Hamburg University in the 

main hall, the figure of Hermes, 

god of commerce, on the 

Northern fassade, and the inscrip-

tion „Wissen ist Macht“ (know-

ledge is power)... And some are 

now invisible: On the Eastern and 

Western flanks of the former 

HMJokinen and the group of students 
walk around the former Colonial Insti-
tute 
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Colonial Institute once stood two 

monuments, two statues in 

honour of two colonial officers 

(which are now replaced by 

buildings hosting research insti-

tutes and cafés). To the West, 

Hans Dominik, an officer who 

repressed the Makaa in Ca-

meroon; to the East, Hermann 

von Wissmann, colonial governor 

of „German East Africa“ (today 

Tanzania, Ruanda, Burundi). In 

both case, a similar ritual is 

performed: On the floor, a square 

of white cotton fabric in the exact 

size of the outline of the Wiss-

mann monument plinth is laid 

down, at the location where the 

statue once stood. The material 

cotton  refers to  the countrywide 

anticolonial Maji Maji uprising 

which started 1905 on a cotton 

field in Southern Tanganyika. 

Pictures of the monument at 

different times of history are 

aligned on the piece of fabric. A 

white/empty picture, at the end 

of the line, evokes the yet-un

written future of remembrance, 

or of  forgetfulness  which awaits 

the monument, the site and its 

dwellers. The performance quotes 

Dominik's and von Wissmann's 

racist and violent rhetorics which 

accompanied their military deeds, 

and recalls the history of the 

monuments themselves across 

the 20th century, from their 

glorification under the Nazis to 

their destitution by students in 

Wigand Bust (tumbled down on Jan. 
30th 2007) 

Students help to arrange the cotton 
fabric at the location where the sta-
tue of Wissman once stood 

45 



 1967 and 1968.  To be noted, the 

two statues are nowadays kept in 

another location at the outskirts 

of the city. Jokinen submitted 

several years ago, a project to the 

municipal authorities, of a 

„postcolonial park“ for those 

monuments. Although it was not 

rejected alltogether, the project is 

still not being implemented. As 

Jokinen comments, postcolonial 

art requires to be performed in 

the public space, where its 

significance is most pressing, 

where the traces are left con

veniently out-of-focus or have 

been erased without further 

consideration. This is not gallery 

art, and this is not a distanced 

gaze, but a re-en-living, an 

attempt at reimmersion in an 

urban site. This is not merely a 

guided tour, but a performative 

walk as much as a walked per

formance. As expressed by a 

student in our seminar: „The 

empty picture on the white cloth 

made me think about what's 

coming next.“ But this perfor-

mance was itself only one station 

in Jokinen's continuing process of 

re-membering and questioning 

Germany's colonial history. In an 

upcoming collaborative project, 

she is taking part in the pre-

paration of a touring exhibition 

across Germany, entitled „Free-

dom Roads“ and focusing on 

colonial street names. 

 

 

In memoriam Gordon Uhlmann, 

his life, his work 

 

Pictures of the different stages in the 
history of the Wissmann monument 

46 



  Find out more: 

 

 Sound extracts (in German) 

from the performance 

„Echos unter der 

Weltkuppel“ are available 

online at: http://aporee.org/

maps/work/projects.php?

project=echos  

 Texts (in German) and 

pictures from the 

performance are available 

online at: http://www.afrika-

hamburg.de/echos.html  

 Website of „Freedom 

Roads“: http://

www.freedom-roads.de/  

 Website „afrika-

hamburg.de“ http://

www.afrika-hamburg.de 

 Website 

„wandsbektransformance. 

The Colonial in the Present“ 

http://

www.wandsbektransforman

ce.de 
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From the Seminar to the City - A 

Guided Walking Performance through 

the City of Hamburg 

Anna Saave 

  
       On the Dag-Hammarskjold-Bridge 



 

As a student of environmental 

sciences and participant in Sacha 

Kagan's seminar “Walking as a 

transformative action-research in 

the arts and sciences” I explored 

the theme of walking, especially 

in a sustainability context, for the 

last half year. Walking is one of 

the most fundamental of human 

activities. I wanted my contribu-

tion to be practical and therefore 

created my own task: to prepare 

an experimental walk in the city 

center of Hamburg. Hamburg is a 

metropolitan hanseatic city in the 

north of Germany. As usual in big 

cities, it has a lively artistic 

(underground) scene. Hamburg is 

not far away from Lüneburg, 

where Leuphana University is 

located. Hamburg offers a great 

variety of urban places and 

walking spaces. The only limiting 

condition to my project was the 

starting place. We chose subway 

station Dammtor, because our 

teacher thought it was easy to 

access. I didn't know this place 

before. 

 

This experimental walk was not 

my first investigation in perfor-

mance art. It was the most con-

scious, though. Without having 

read much about the theory 

behind such artistic performances 

I began to plan the experimental 

walk. There were several 

questions which I asked myself: 

What is near Dammtor? What 

types of walking and artistic forms 

of walking (already in existence) 

could I use for the experiment? 

What could I add myself? 

 

As Hamburg is a big city, there are 

a lot of interesting urban environ-

ments, bits of art and sculpture 

and even already existing artistic 

approaches to walking. Having 

located and visited Dammtor 

station, I found out that Dammtor 

and the area around it have 

plenty of interesting characteris-

tics. There are, for example, a 

famous bridge and the old botanic 

garden. There are shopping 

streets and the famous “Binnen-

alster”, an artificial lake ending in 

  

From the Seminar to the City - A Guided Walking Perfor-

mance through the City of Hamburg 

Anna Saave 
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the river Elbe. Due to these urban 

and geographical conditions I 

decided on a selection of four 

walking types.  

To give you an impression of the 

experimental walk, I'm going to 

present each of the walking types 

in a short introduction. While act-

ing out the experimental walk, I 

guided the participants through 

the city being the guide, who 

gives the participants instructions 

and leads their attention on impor

-tant aspects of the walk, and the 

student, who is a normal group 

member, open to be addressed 

and asked questions. 

 

The Promenade – The Walk of 

Lords and Ladies 

 

The first walk of the experiment 

starts directly at Dammtor, 

leading over a footbridge, which is 

called Dag-Hammarskjold-Bridge. 

On the bridge we had a “pro-

menade”.  

This type of walking was common 

in the Europe from the 17th to the 

19th century and was mainly 

practiced by aristocrats and rich 

bourgeois. In this time walking 

was about seeing and being seen. 

It was a social event. This 

meaning of the promenade is 

described by the German writer  

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe's 

famous poem “Der Osterspa-

ziergang” (The Easter Walk). It 

was still a luxury for the people to 

walk on even ground. Therefore, 

in these times the first short but 

flat footwalks were built for rich 

people for strolling. On this above

-named bridge the participants 

could re-live what walking meant 

to other people in another time. It 

simply had a different meaning 

from today. As the summer 

school (ASSiST) is devoted to the 

field of “Arts and Sciences for 

Sustainability in Social Trans-

formation” it is important to point 

out that this promenade shows, 

what kind of social trans-

formation has already taken 

place.  

 

 

Promenade - Walk through Hamburg  
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Dérive – Wandering about the 

city 

 

The Dag-Hammarskjold-Bridge 

ends right on the doors of the old 

botanic garden of Hamburg. For 

this special and artificial almost 

surreal place I prepared some-

thing very special. The “dérive” is 

an artistic approach to urban 

realities, which was created by 

the situationists (mainly Guy 

Debord and Asger Jorn) in the 

1950s and 1960s. This group of 

Paris-based artists and thinkers 

created a certain type of walking, 

in which they wanted to com-

pletely ignore the established 

hierarchies of a city and so to 

explore a built environment in a 

new way. Their “dérive” works 

like a stroll without orientation, 

without a map of the place. They 

reached this state of disorien-

tation by consuming alcohol or 

breaking their habits voluntarily. 

They used to walk, for example, at 

different speeds or took a taxi 

suddenly for a few minutes. Their 

work gave rise to a practice 

named psychogeography and can 

be understood as an opposite of 

the traditional perceptions of a 

promenade.  

In my experimental walk, the 

participants were supposed to 

explore the old botanic garden on 

their own by not using the paths 

they see, not knowing the 

destination of the walk nor the 

“dérive's” duration. In this 

sequence the creativity of each 

participant was required and the 

results were stunning. Some 

followed a jogger or a duck, 

others hid all the time underneath 

a tree, another one used the river 

as an alternative path.  

Not only the “dérive's” uncon-

trolled reconquest of urban space 

(by humans and nature) can be 

interpreted in a sustainability 

context. With their approach, the 

situationists furthermore claimed 

In the botanical garden 
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the diversity of the city, which is 

also linked to sustainability. Diver-

sity leads to “resilience”, which is 

a commonly used concept of 

ecology. The resilience of a 

system describes its stability after 

an intervention or a shock. A 

resilient system allows impacts to 

happen without collapsing imme-

diately. It is a situationist assump-

tion that fewer rules and less 

strictness in urban environments 

also lead to diversity, and there-

fore lead to the resilience of a 

city. 

 

Strange Ways through secret 

Hamburg 

 

After the “dérive”, the experimen-

tal walk went on and led us 

through several buildings. In this 

third sequence I was following 

“Shortcuts in the City of Ham-

burg” by Till Krause. He is a 

Hamburg-based artist working in 

the field of “mapping” and usage 

of landscape. He incorporates 

walking into his productions. In 

this case, this seemingly quotidian 

activity becomes an extraordinary 

experience. The experimental 

walk went through garages, 

emergency exits, restaurants, etc. 

All these are places where 

consumers, users and shoppers 

(which are the usual daily roles of 

an urban citizen) are normally not 

supposed to be. Krause's work is 

on the edge of being illegal. While 

walking, the participants asked 

themselves: Is what I am doing 

forbidden? And furthermore, is it 

because of formal rules or merely 

because of conventions that I 

normally don't use emergency 

exits? Am I allowed to walk 

through a high-class restaurant 

where other people eat with their 

families?  

Do people behave like that only 

because they are expected to do 

so? So Krause's work is about the 

deconstruction of urban or 

“fictive” realities. The sustainabili-

ty context is given by the creation 

of new paths off the institu-

tionalized paths of the city. These 

paths are an expression of the 

creativity and democratic struc-

tures of a city, which are, at least 

for me, conditions of the sustain-

able city.  

During this sequence the parti-

cipants experienced contrasting 

atmospheres in lively streets, in 

dark garages and in cold office-

buildings. Even the levels chan-
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ged, for example, when we took a 

“Paternoster” (an old open eleva-

tor) or an underground emergen-

cy exit. This aesthetic or emo-

tional dimension of the walk led 

to mixed feelings, in some cases 

also to a state of disorientation. 

This dimension is especially in-

teresting from the psychogeo-

graphical perspective: The partici-

pants went through different 

emotions at different places, 

which were very close, though. 

 

The Walk of the “Zeitgeist” 

 

The last walk took place in the 

midst of the shopping area of the 

city. Most of the fashionable 

trademarks have shops in this 

area. People can drink a cup of 

coffee and eat fast food in cheap 

restaurants. In this surrounding, 

the participants of the experimen-

tal walk were invited to have a 

coffee with me. Nobody of them 

denied my offer. It is so common 

to have a “coffee to go”! Eating 

and drinking something when 

walking has become everyday-

practice in the last years. This is 

accompanied by the production 

of huge amounts of waste, which 

could be prevented by using 

dishes and cups of china. This 

type of walking seems to be a 

symbol of another social transfor-

mation that has taken place: the 

transformation into a “fast-living 

society”, which includes fast 

drinks, faster food and even faster 

waste. It is the dystopia (anti-uto-

pia) of not living consciously in a 

consumerist urban environment 

Emergency Exit in a Shopping Mall 

To-Go-Walk 
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that is devoid of meaning. The “to

-go-walk” is especially interesting 

in comparison to the first prome-

nade. The “to-go-walk” includes 

aspects of a promenade in the 

sense of “to see and to be seen”. 

It has changed, though, as by now 

there is no more admiration of 

nature, which we had in the 

romantic period, especially with 

German poets like Goethe (see 

also: pantheism, anthroposophy). 

If you want to follow my argu-

mentation, you could also say 

that nature has been replaced by 

sale-signs and Latte Macchiato.  

 

 
 

Wonderful ! - Oh no ! 

 

At the very end of the experimen-

tal walk, the participants ended 

up at the banks of the “Binnen-

alster”. In this characteristic place 

of Hamburg, where the hanseatic 

aspect of the city is very clear, 

everyone completed an “emo-

tional map”. This individual map 

visualizes more than a conven-

tional map. It visualizes namely 

the individual emotions connec-

ted to the place. Emotional maps 

are a concept which also comes 

from the research of psycho-

geography. In this last map, the 

participants were asked to re-live 

the different types of walks and to 

assign the visited places to emo-

tions. This time, the examination 

of the city-map is not about 

deconstructing it, but about the 

addition of the important social 

aspects of a city to it. The map is 

not only a consolidation of the 

experience of the experimental 

walk, but also is a documentation 

for the guide.  

What does a short analysis of the 

emotional maps show?  

Ideas for a development of 

the “to-go-walk”: 

 

Walk through crowded shop-

ping streets and sip coffee 

from a huge cup - - - Be a cof-

fee cup and walk around - - -  

Eat and drink only during your 

walks for at least one week. 

Emotional Mapping 
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It is striking that nearly every 

participant had a positive feeling 

like “relaxed” or “cheerful” at the 

end of the walk at the banks of 

the “Binnenalster”. I assume that 

these emotions are raised by this 

place itself, which offers a great 

view over the water and the city. 

But these emotions could also be 

influenced by the fact that the 

participants might in the end feel 

relieved from a strain or stress 

during the walk.  

It is not surprising that most of 

the participants felt uncomfor-

table when taking the “strange 

ways”. The maps show emotions 

like “not welcome”, “straining” or 

“Is it allowed?”. In this case the 

maps reveal the emotions one 

might have expected.  

It is very interesting to discover 

the mixed feelings during the 

“dérive”, when creativity was 

required. Some felt “sad” or 

“relaxed” because they disco-

vered either a prison or a small 

river. However, the most named 

feeling was “free”, which to me is 

quite surprising. This might be a 

sign of the fact that less strictness 

or fewer rules in urban space are 

claimed by many citizens. If this 

assumed connection (freedom of 

the place = human freedom) can 

be proved, city-planners should 

take into account that citizens 

need more “free”-space in their 

environment. 

 

Where is the link to sustainability 

in this context?  

Does the experimental walk indi-

cate how we can live in an 

approximately sustainable way in 

a city?  

 

There are many obvious stan-

dards that have to be fulfilled in a 

sustainable city. For example, it is 

surely not the right way to stick to 

the dependence on oil. It can also 

not mean to live in a seemingly 

dead urban environment, being 

surrounded by concrete and glass. 

It is obvious that a sustainable city 

has to offer alternatives to cars, 

such as the possibility to walk to 

shops and public institutions. 

Furthermore, it is important for 

human beings to be surrounded 

by nature, at least somewhat. Not 

to mention energy and other 

resource aspects. I would like to 

high-light that there are even 

more issues that deal with 

sustainability.  

As sustainability (defined by the 
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Brundtland Commission 1987) is a 

concept of justice, it is necessary 

for a sustainable city to provide 

urban resources and urban space 

for everyone. Democracy and 

freedom, if regarded as a means 

of justice and therefore of sustain

-ability, have to be reflected in 

urban realities. Till Krause's work 

is part of this rather unknown 

sustainability context, because it 

shows people how they could feel 

in a sustainable city. You could 

also connect this certain percep-

tion of sustainability to the works 

of the situationists. Their re-

definition of urban space can be 

included in urban concepts of 

sustainability. 

The other more accessible per-

ception of sustainability in urban 

environments is becoming clear 

through the comparison of the 

idealization of nature (pantheism) 

and the lifestyle of the “zeitgeist”. 

Integrating the first into to the 

latter (urban space with the “to-

go”-attitude of metropolitan cities 

of the 21st century) will be a task 

for future sustainability concepts. 

It is obvious that the social 

transformation that has already 

taken place means progress into 

the direction of an ecological as 

well as a social dystopia.  

 

At the end of my statement, I 

would like to give you a short 

critical reflection on my work.  As 

mentioned before, this was my 

first conscious and potentially 

graded performance. In retro-

spect, I could have acted even 

more like a performance artist 

rather than being both perfor-

mance guide and student. I could 

also have used more symbols 

through my clothes and through 

sounds or objects. It can also be 

discussed if it is necessary to 

provide the participants with 

information (about the prome-

nade or the dérive) or if they 

should rather be free of re-

stricting knowledge. As Picasso 

says about art: “It is never 

finished”. I am inquiring and 

wanting to learn more about 

performance art. 
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Facing the Binnenalster lake 



 

 

 

 

This booklet does not offer any conclusion: It is meant to be inconclusive, 

and merely proposed as an appetizer for more to come, in the form of: 

 

 Electronic outputs on the website of the first International 

Summer School of Arts and Sciences for Sustainability in Social 

Transformation (ASSiST) at http://assist2010.ning.com (blog 

entries, fora, videos); 

 

 Articles on the webmagazine of Cultura21 at http://magazin. 

cultura21.de/english; 

 

 And an upcoming book publication sharing the outcomes of the 

first International Summer School of Arts and Sciences for Sus-

tainability in Social Trans-formation (ASSiST), expected for mid-

2011... 

 

 

 

 

  

Postface 

Sacha Kagan 
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