
 By its very definition, mobile art is ephemeral and its 
location and audience are usually on the move. Although they 
may be transmitted and consumed publicly, mobile artworks 
are often not actually “installed” in public space. Many artists 
in the mobile realm also use the Internet as a public forum and 
the computer database as media storage, so most mobile works 
have links to both real and virtual 
space. Because mobile art projects 
are also distributed in nature (often 
across a network of GPS-enabled 
devices), they are rarely instantia-
tions fixed in time and place, in the 
way that we usually think of public 
art. And while some mobile artworks 
are fixed or particular to a location, 
others are “location aware”: triggered 
or accessed locally by the audience 
from a particular location. 
 Locative media is a useful term 
that was coined by Karlis Kalnins, a 
Web artist, mapper, and media activ-
ist. In 2003, Kalnins used the term 
as a test category for processes that 
could facilitate the digital annotation 
of physical space, by combining mo-
bile data communications with GPS 
and mobile computing. Its catalyst 
was growing civilian awareness of and engagement with a set 
of tools and virtual constructs of military origin. 
 In the summer of 2003, the media art collective RIXC, an 
international network of researchers working with mobile, con-
text-aware, computing devices and applications, held its first 

“location-based” workshops at K@2, a cultural center on the site 
of an abandoned Soviet military installation in Liepaja, Lat-
via, on the coast of the Baltic Sea. Rasa Smite and Raitis Smits,

Latvian artists who were working with the Acoustic Space 
Lab project at the RT:32 radio telescope in Karosta, led a series
of transcultural mapping workshops to further explore the 
territory. Locative artists and researchers found their artistic
proposals forced them to face profound and explicit inter-
dimensionality—for example, the ability to simultaneously

move through physical space and elec-
tronic space. Their work acknowledged
the potential of Global Positioning System 
(GPS, a satellite-based navigation technol-
ogy created by the U.S. military), adapting 
it for geographically and socially mediated 
artworks. With the introduction of GPS and 
mobile technology into the public realm, 
they saw new possibilities for social inter-
action and “a way to reclaim public space as 
a site for a new kind of shared experience.”
        Long before K@2, a number of pioneer 
artists were laying the groundwork for 
mobile public art, using combinations of 
location awareness and mobile technologies. 
In 1991, Janet Cardiff created her first audio 
walk at the Banff Centre in Alberta. Forest 
Walk guided participants with an audio 
cassette deck and headphones through the 
local pine forest, offering walking direc-
tions and observations interspersed with a 

dramatic audio dialogue. She admits that the instructions were 
difficult to follow and the sound quality wasn’t great, but it 
changed the artist’s thinking about the potential for this new 
form, and became the prototype for all of her later audio walk 
artworks. Masaki Fujihata, one of the pioneers of Japanese 
new media art, created an early locative work in 1994, using 
a car-mounted laptop computer equipped with GPS and a 
video camera to create a locative image map of Mount Fuji. 

Mobile
Public Art:
 Portable & Participatory

Masaki Fujihata, Impressing Velocity, 1992–94. The artist’s pioneering locative mapping project created a 3D dataset featuring Mount Fuji in a series of computer-generated images 

displaying a virtual eruption of Japan’s holy volcano. Fujihata used a laptop computer equipped with GPS to digitally map the mountain, making it available for viewers to explore 

interactively. He believes that “reality does not conflict with virtuality: it is the complementary aspect of a similar space of life.”
 

If you haven’t experienced a mobile public art installation, you aren’t alone. You may even question 

its existence as an art form. But mobile art is a growing phenomenon, attracting new artists who see the potential for 

engaging new audiences, in both urban and remote public environments. Mobile artworks are potentially ubiquitous and 

playful, possible and everywhere. All that is required to participate is your presence in a particular public place, your 

intention to investigate or play, and a mobile device. The mobile devices (usually mobile phones and portable digital

assistants) act as interfaces to the artworks, but portable CD players and computers, bicycles and cars, buildings, parks, 

trails, forests, and even mountains, have all been construed as media elements and interfaces for mobile public art. 33
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His resulting artwork Impressing Velocity made the data and 
images available for viewers to explore interactively. 
 In 1999, artist Teri Rueb launched Trace, one of the first 
geo-annotated mobile art projects, using GPS coordinates em-
bedded in the landscape to access a database. Her interactive 
walk was a memorial environmental sound installation, cre-
ated as a site-specific response to the network of hiking trails 
near the Burgess Shale fossil beds in Yoho National Park, Brit-
ish Columbia. This work was a precursor to the phenomenon 
of mobile public art: participants carried a custom knapsack 
equipped with a portable computer, headphones, and a GPS 
receiver, as they wove their way through memorial poems, 
songs, and stories, contributed by collaborators, that played in 
response to their movements through the landscape, triggered 
by GPS coordinates. 
 Another group of mobile public art projects, Global 
Heart Rate, developed in 2005 by researcher Angus Leech 
and the members of the Banff New Media Centre’s Art Mobile 
Lab, explored the mountain environment of Banff National 
Park’s Hoodoo Trail. Participants role-played as aboriginal 
forest creatures: the Raven, Wolf, and Bear, interacting with a 
Coyote Trickster. Other activities incorporated accelerometers 
(a precursor to those now embedded in mobile devices) 
mounted on wristbands that allowed participants to throw 
mutating flowers back and forth from one mobile device to 
another. Walking Man was a surreal location-based mobile 
cinema project, developed by lab member Geoff Lillemon. 
A bizarre story unfolded as the participant walked the trail, 
tracked by GPS.
 A recurring theme in these seminal mobile location-based 
artworks is their situation in remote environments, wilder-
ness parks, and places that require participants to rely on the 
senses, powers of observation, and physical fitness. Partici-
pants using small portable technologies were able to navigate 
landscape-based links to the artist’s works, but only by also 
locating themselves in the artist’s chosen, often difficult, and 
wildly beautiful locales. Mobile public art gave artists and au-
diences—who are active participants—their bodies back, and 
expected them to be up to the physical challenges!
 These artworks were also among the first to investigate the 
convergence of geographical place and data space, reversing 
the idea that digital art only existed in placeless virtual loca-
tions, usually accessed on computers via the Internet. Drew 
Hemment, a scholar of locative media, remarks that “while the 

‘true’ location of the artistic content is a database, by making it 
possible to access that content from a particular position, its 
place migrates into the physical environment. Locative art’s 
focus on digital authoring within the environment, on a dy-
namic relationship between database and the world, offers the 
chance to take art out of the galleries and off the screen.” 
 Increasingly, mobile artists find their locations in urban 
environments, where mobile signals from cell towers are read-
ily accessible and much larger audiences may experience their 
work. Many of their projects are representations of how people 
occupy and use urban public space, offering an evocative por-
trait of the past and current life of the city, its residents, and 
visitors.
 In 2003, signs depicting a large green ear inscribed with 
a telephone number appeared on lampposts in Toronto’s 
Kensington Market. They were a part of the [murmur] project, 
developed by artist-designers Shawn Micallef, James Roussel, 
and Gabe Sawhney, students at the Canadian Film Centre’s 
Media Lab. Calling the number on the sign with your cell 
phone, you can hear a short recording from someone who 
has a story to tell about the house, back alley, market stall, 

synagogue, cinema, restaurant, club, or theater outside which 
you are standing. Their stories are personal, and as diverse 
as the neighborhood itself. The green ear signs can now be 
found in eight other neighborhoods across Toronto, as well 
as in Montreal and Vancouver. Green ears are popping up in 
international locations as far away as Edinburgh and Dublin, 
São Paulo and San Jose, all designating local storytelling 
mobile art projects that have been codeveloped with local 
residents and the [murmur] team.
 The incorporation of GPS and Bluetooth technologies 
into mobile handsets opened a world of possibilities for short-
range mobile-to-mobile networking and enabled less techno-
logically encumbered experiences for mobile art participants. 
Some of these projects have been envisioned as participatory 
audio projects. Alter Audio, developed by Paula Gardner and 
Geoffrey Shea as part of the Mobile Digital Commons Network 
(MDCN) in 2006, enhanced the urban environment with GPS-
located vocal choirs and loops of ambient sound. Participants 
congregated in locations in Toronto and Montreal, and 
interacted together musically, or used gesture and Bluetooth 
proximity to collaborate with audio effects in the prerecorded 
audio libraries on their mobile devices. In this way, even 
inexperienced participants could become mobile musicians, 
composing sound and music over time and across distance to 
create live musical collaborations.
 Another mobile urban audio intervention is the Tactical 
Sound Garden (TSG) Toolkit, an open-source software plat-
form developed by Mark Shepard, for cultivating public sound 
gardens in urban public space. He describes the Toolkit as “a 
parasitic technology, which feeds on the propagation of WiFi 
access points in dense urban environments as free, ready-made, 
locative infrastructures.” TSG enables anyone living within a 
wireless hot zone to install a sound garden for public use, by 

planting sounds which are mapped onto the coordinates of the 
city with a 3D audio engine commonly used in gaming envi-
ronments. TSG draws on the culture of community gardening 
to create a participatory environment, allowing people wear-
ing headphones connected to their Smartphone or WiFi device 
to drift though virtual sound gardens as they move around the 
city. In 2007, sound gardens were planted in Belo Horizonte 
(Brazil), San Diego, and Zurich. 
 Speed, agility, and mobility are brought together in artist 
Julie Andreyev’s Four Wheel Drift, part of a suite of interactive 
performance projects designed for vehicles in urban environ-
ments, where cars function as platforms for information gath-
ering and dissemination. Local passengers act as guides for the 
production of an audio and video archive of their chosen route, 
with their local knowledge determining visual mapping of the 
city and its vernacular. During a performance of VJFleet, mu-
sic and video are manipulated and mixed with VJ techniques 
(using data such as engine function, acceleration, speed and 
direction, braking, and turning). With both art pieces, video is 
projected on panoramic screens mounted on the moving cars, 
making it accessible to the public. 
 At a more leisurely pace, Rider Spoke is a mobile public 
art project for urban cyclists by Blast Theory. Participants cycle 
alone in the city at night, equipped with a handheld computer 
attached to their handlebars. They find a hiding place to re-
cord a short message in response to a question posed, and then 
search for the hiding places of other participants. The idea is 
to become immersed in a private experience that combines 
theater with mobile game play in a public urban environment. 
Rider Spoke was created in October 2007 for the Barbican 
neighborhood in London, and has been adapted for audiences 
in Brighton, Athens, Budapest, Sydney, and Adelaide. 
 Mobile public art can be used as a force for community 
building and change. In April 2008, a series of mobile public 
artworks were hidden in secret locations around the streets 
of Melbourne. Visitors used their mobile phones to find and 
interact with the A-Lure projects: digital projections, video 
and sound works, and a huge photographic light box. Clues 
were sent via mobile SMS (text messages) in a sort of public 
art scavenger hunt. Visionary Images (VI), a not-for-profit dedi-
cated to engaging local youth who have experienced hardship, 

developed the project with over 140 
young artists, helping them to devel-
op a sense of inclusion, power, and 
participation in their community. 
        Park Walk is a mobile public art 
project that I developed with Bruce 
Hinds in 2006, as part of our research 
with the MDCN. Park Walk is a social 
and environmental mapping project 
that delivers historical, cultural, and 
user-generated stories contributed 
by the local community in Toronto. 
The project engages aspects of urban 
orientation and nature identification, 
local cultural activities, historical 
insight, and bioregional mapping, 
using audiovisual narratives on a 
prepared mobile device, triggered 
by GPS locations in an urban park. 
A far cry from a didactic local cul-
ture or field guide, the project lays a 
veil of relevant information over the 
park, creating a psychogeography of 
shared public space. 

 There are rewards, but also challenges and barriers to the 
creation and deployment of mobile public art. These include 
the costs of developing, programming, and engineering mobile 
artworks, and the costs and charges to participants for using 
mobile networks, particularly when data charges are incurred. 
There are looming issues regarding intellectual property and 
data sharing for authors, service providers, and participants 
alike, and many wait to see how these arguments will resolve. 
Issues of personal choice regarding the use and ubiquity of mo-
bile devices in public space are only beginning to be addressed. 
That said, frameworks that encourage mobile experiences 
through collaborative artistic interchange offer artists and their 
audiences opportunities to develop new conversations in this 
complex, emerging, and vibrant field of public art.

MARTHA LADLY is an artist, author, and co-editor of Mobile 
Nation: Creating Methodologies for Mobile Platforms. She is 
an associate professor and senior researcher at the Ontario 
College of Art and Design in Toronto, Canada.

Participant wearing headphone and knapsack with computer/GPS receiver, as part of
Teri Rueb’s Trace, 1989, in Yoho National Park, British Columbia.

Shawn Micallef, James Roussel, and Gabe Sawhney, [murmur], 2003, Kensington Market, Toronto, Canada. www.murmurtoronto.ca

Julie Andreyev’s off-site performance, VJFleet [redux] at Boston’s SIGGRAPH, 2006.
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