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Abstract 

Over the past decade, governments and community organisations have increasingly 

employed urban media infrastructure, such as large screen and projection technology, to 

achieve digital placemaking ambitions and encourage public participation. Despite their 

growing popularity as part of urban renewal projects, questions remain about the efficacy 

of using urban media infrastructure to achieve placemaking and public engagement 

objectives. Some scholars are concerned with the displacing and alienating effect of screen 

technology in urban contexts, while others highlight the new participatory potential of this 

media. By adopting an ‘infrastructural’ lens, I examine the affordances and limitations of 

urban media infrastructure and argue for the specific conditions under which this 

infrastructure can make a positive contribution to the experience of public space.  

To support my argument, I present two case studies that describe the role of urban 

media infrastructure in suburban public spaces in Melbourne, Victoria. I have developed 

these case studies through a combination of policy analysis, fieldwork including 

observation and interviews, and visual analysis. These case studies demonstrate that the 

capacity for urban media infrastructure to contribute to digital placemaking objectives is 

contingent upon a range of other factors including the spatial setting, media literacy of 

citizens and community trust. Importantly, I argue that organisational governance and 

processes play an underrated role in the ability for organisations to realise the full potential 

of urban media infrastructure. A comparison of the two case studies demonstrates the 

importance of a strong vision, programming strategy and organisational flexibility in 

ensuring urban media infrastructure can support digital placemaking objectives and enable 

a new praxis of public participation. 
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1 Introduction 

 Public spaces are increasingly becoming mediated spaces. Urban media 

infrastructure, such as large screens and projections, are proliferating in our cities as part 

of urban renewal interventions that seek to improve amenity and bring people back to the 

street. While it is generally accepted that viewing media with others can foster a sense of 

collectivity, there is concern that such practices not only distract the viewers’ attention 

from their environment but also result in an increasingly privatised and spectacular public 

sphere. There is a significant body of work looking at how urban media infrastructure 

relates to other screen environments (Casetti 2015; Gordon 2010; McCarthy 2001; 

Friedberg 1993). There is also a smaller body of work which has begun to examine the 

effect of screen-based mediation on contemporary civics (Foth 2017; Vuolteenaho, Leurs, 

and Sumiala 2015; Rodgers, Barnett, and Cochrane 2014). However, there is limited work 

seeking to join these perspectives (McQuire 2016). In this dissertation, I will be seeking to 

address this gap and discuss how and why urban media infrastructure is being installed in 

public spaces, and the extent to which this infrastructure supports the intended objectives. 

Through this analysis I will describe the conditions under which urban media 

infrastructure, such as public screens and projection, encourage and inhibit the function of 

our public spaces. While I highlight the complexity of managing this infrastructure and 

argue that boundaries between positive and negative attributes are not clearly defined, I 

also seek to elucidate the directions and approaches which can encourage uses that align 

with contemporary perspectives on placemaking and therefore provide a valuable 

contribution to contemporary public space management practices.  
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1.1 Friend or foe: Emergence of urban media infrastructure 

 In his book, Ambient Commons, Malcolm McCullough glibly comments, “everyone 

knows where attention goes: to all those glowing rectangles” (2013a, 137). He goes on to 

describe how there are billions of digital displays that permeate our lives, from the 

billboards on the streets to the mobile phones in our pockets (2013a, 137–38). While print 

and electrification profoundly changed the structure and operation of our cities, neither 

have “so pervasively or seductively” infiltrated our cities as information and media 

technologies (McCullough 2013a, 139), or what I have called urban media infrastructure.    

 Historically urban infrastructure has referred to public utilities, such as water pipes, 

electricity and transportation networks. In their book Splintering urbanisms, Steven Graham 

and Simon Marvin propose that traditional conceptions of infrastructure as providing 

“broadly similar, essential services to (virtually) everyone)” in a way that integrates urban 

spaces does not adequately describe the layered, networked infrastructures of 

contemporary cities (2002, 8). Instead they describe “modern urbanism…as an 

extraordinarily complex and dynamic sociotechnical process”, which is uneven and 

heterogenous (2002, 8). Their examination of infrastructure problematises assumptions 

that infrastructure is neutral, replicable and universal and highlights its role in enabling a 

reconfiguration of contemporary cities, which supports the fragmentation and privatisation 

of urban spaces (2002, 382).  

 In recent years, media scholars have adopted this ‘infrastructural’ focus to draw 

attention to the ubiquity and accessibility of digital media networks. In their anthology 

Signal Traffic: Critical Studies of Media Infrastructures Lisa Parks and Nicole Starosielski 

highlight the need to look beyond media representation to an “understanding of how 

content moves through the world and how this movement affects content’s form” (2015, 

1). They describe media infrastructure as “situated sociotechnical systems that are 
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designed and configured to support the distribution of audiovisual signal traffic” (2015, 4). 

By invoking the term ‘infrastructure’ media scholars are adopting a line of enquiry that 

critically considers the terms of media distribution, including institutional regulation and 

public access. As Plantin et al. argue in their survey of infrastructure studies, one of the 

most valuable contributions of an infrastructural perspective is the “[attention] to the 

technological influences and policy alternatives that tip the delicate balance between the 

public interest and corporate power” (2016, 307). 

 While a common understanding of media infrastructure is its ‘invisibility’ (Graham 

and Marvin 2002, 19–20), I am concerned with the visible urban media infrastructure that 

is emerging in our cities. In her examination of satellites, Parks describes a “continuum of 

visibility and invisibility” which, in the media communications system, spans the TV 

towers that have become parts of the city skyline to the transoceanic cables which are 

deliberately hidden from view and inaccessible (2012, 66). In this dissertation I focus on 

the urban media infrastructure, which are deliberately visible and visual; screens and 

projections. While these technologies have historically been commercially operated, their 

current ubiquity is in part driven by institutional interest in their public utility as 

infrastructure that can enable communication and participation.  

1.1.1 The civic turn of urban screens and projections 

 Historically, large urban media screens and projection have most commonly been 

associated with commercial objectives and spectacular applications, such as the billboards 

in Times Square, New York City or the dynamic lights of Las Vegas. However, as 

McQuire et al. have noted, over the last decade a new generation of urban media 

infrastructure is being installed by government and community bodies, which have a 

distinctly non-commercial orientation (2015, 145). This infrastructure is being integrated 

with public spaces to enable new forms of communication within the city (McQuire et al. 
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2015). For example, the BBC Live Site project across Britain in the lead up to the 2012 

London Olympics became an exemplar of the way that screen sites could be connected to 

one event, thus extending the reach of that event (Gibbons and McQuire 2009). The 

selection of the cities as sites for the screens was closely tied to urban regeneration policies 

with a focus on Northern English cities (McQuire 2010, 581 n.7). This deployment of 

media infrastructure in the branding and activation of urban regeneration policies is 

increasingly common (Yue 2009, 261). 

 
Figure 1- Screens in Times Square New York, Source: WikiCommons 
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Figure 2 - Manchester BBC Live Site for 2006 FIFA World Cup, Source: WikiCommons 

 

 The capacity for urban media infrastructure to transform public spaces has been 

enabled by the growing sophistication of screen technologies and digital lighting. This can 

mean the screen is freed from its frame and integrated into the façade of buildings1 

 

1 The use of the term façade here is deliberate. In recent years there has been the emergence of the term 

media façade to refer to “situated public displays” (Tomitsch et.al 2016, 42) that are embedded into the 

display of the buildings. While throughout this dissertation I will increasingly use the term urban media 

‘infrastructure’, design-oriented disciplines such as Human Computer Interaction studies will use a different 

terminology.  
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(Kronhagel et al. 2006) or allowed to traverse across a building’s surface as part of 

projection and illumination displays (Hasenohrl et al. 2015). Urban media infrastructure 

has most commonly been used by organisations to broadcast nationally significant events, 

such as sporting events like the World Cup (Becker and Widholm 2014) or memorials 

after national disasters, like the Australian bushfires (Brennan, McQuire, and Martin 

2009, 129). Organisations are adopting more innovative applications of these 

infrastructure to transform the city and encourage public participation. Events such as 

White Night in Melbourne and Vivid in Sydney transform the urban landscape through 

projection and have become integral parts of both cities’ cultural calendars (McQuire 

2014; Jackson 2015). While manipulation of the built environment is in part a theatrical 

performance, it is also has the capacity to be a destabilising force that disrupts the typical 

regulation and segmentation of the city (Edensor 2012, 1119). It can create a new type of 

‘audience’ that moves through the urban landscape during the nocturnal hours or through 

hidden spaces. These shared viewing experiences disrupt the established routines and 

rhythms of the city to support a more convivial occupation of public spaces.  

 However, this civic orientation of urban media infrastructure still remains a minority 

use (McQuire et al. 2015, 144–45). It is often drowned out by far more common 

commercial uses such as advertising, which means both our way of understanding these 

infrastructure and our practical experience of the challenges involved in curating them 

differently has suffered (McQuire 2016, 152). Greater attention is needed not only to 

existing civic uses of media infrastructure, but also how these uses might be pushed 

further towards “new cultural responses” that are “more aesthetic and more humane” 

(McCullough 2013a, 16).  

 The underdevelopment of both theory and practice in relation to urban media 

infrastructure has resulted in ambiguity about their impact upon public space. 
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McCullough points to a tension in balancing the attention demanded by these displays and 

the publics’ distraction from their environment. Moving through the city is not solely 

about following a path from a to b, but navigating and negotiating the different stimuli2, 

which seek to draw attention to themselves (McCullough 2012, 42). In contemporary 

cities media infrastructure demand attention. This has led to concerns that the spectacle of 

this infrastructure compromises public agency (Kohn 2008). Film scholar Francesco 

Casetti takes a less pessimistic view, but still opines that the screen offers “a sort of small 

shelter - an ideal one perhaps - in which to seek refuge for a while” (2015, 82). Both 

perspectives highlight a tendency towards assuming that escapism underpins much of our 

engagement with this urban media infrastructure. Yet in their study of national screen 

cultures, Chris Berry and Wenhao Yu observe that urban media do not automatically 

attract attention and therefore “critical distance and agency have not disappeared 

completely, even when the spectacle has become one we inhabit” (2014, 23). There is, 

therefore, an element of uncertainty about the role of the spectator vis-a-vis the urban 

screen and how this unpredictability can be integrated within our public spaces. 

 A similar dichotomy exists in how we conceptualise of urban media infrastructure as 

either a hinderance to the function of public spaces or as a new element with the capability 

to support collective engagements. At one level we see urban media infrastructure being 

installed to create dynamic, engaging public spaces or as part of festivals that seek to foster 

the formation of new publics and audiences. But on another level, there remains concern 

(Kohn 2008; Crary 2002) about whether mediated public spaces can actually encourage 

 

2 As McCullough highlights these stimuli are not limited to the visual senses (McCullough 2013a, 43). 
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engagement between people and their environment when the distraction of the images 

themselves tend to draw the spectator’s attention away from their immediate surrounds.  

1.2 Direction of this dissertation 

1.2.1 Understanding urban media as infrastructure 

 The proliferation of urban media has been analysed by multiple disciplines 

according to their different disciplinary and institutional settings. For example, Human-

Computer Interaction (HCI) studies have conducted detailed, case-study analysis of a 

variety of screen sites to assess the interactions between individuals and technology 

(Brynskov et al. 2009; Memarovic et al. 2012). In contrast, cinema studies has sought to 

extend the metaphor of the cinematic into the domain of public space, highlighting the 

tensions and “almost” but not quite status of the new urban viewing conditions (Casetti 

2015). Sociology has discussed media systems as an influence and manifestation of the 

social structures worked and reworked by urban inhabitants (Gordon 2010). The 

emergent sub-discipline of urban communications locates urban media in the context of 

the emergence of a “power-related mediatedness of public space and agency” (Ridell and Zeller 

2013, 438). Similarly, architecture and urban planning scholars consider the effect of 

media façades as part of the built form of a city (Klein 2004). The lineage of urban screens 

can also be traced through a variety of commercial platforms and signage such as 

billboards (Huhtamo 2009), televisual media (McCarthy 2001) and retail displays 

(Friedberg 1993). The tendency across all these disciplines is to characterise urban media 

based upon its content or dynamic relationship with the space.  

 However, as noted above, urban media are increasingly being deployed by public 

and not-for-profit organisations to support “new forms of public interaction”(McQuire 

2008, 150). In this dissertation I adopt the terminology of urban media infrastructure in 

order to conceptualise these technologies as a new form of public utility that is adopted as 
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an enabler of broader public policy objectives. Parks and Starosielski argue an 

‘infrastructural approach’ encourages an examination of the “processes” and “materialities” 

of distribution (2015, 5), and the “technological literacies” necessary for the development, 

regulation and use of media infrastructure (2015, 6). An infrastructural approach to urban 

media complements the approaches of existing disciplines by helping to excavate the 

underlying governance arrangements, partnerships and capabilities that inform how urban 

media infrastructure operate.  

 Drawing upon the conceptual frameworks of these different disciplines, including 

media and communications, cultural studies, sociology and urban planning, I argue that 

the versatility of this infrastructure, its scale and prevalence in our urban spaces, as well as 

its capacity to connect publics across different sites to encourage networked interactions, 

indicates a new role for urban media infrastructure in the city. This infrastructure can no 

longer be understood solely as informational supports or commercial spectacles but 

constitute an assemblage of elements that intersect with spatial design, governance and 

partnerships, and social praxis of reception.  

1.2.2 Methodology 

 My research project seeks to contribute to the foundations for a more comprehensive 

analysis of how viewing environments and screens affect our perception of public space. In 

2002 Melbourne’s Federation Square opened, featuring a large public screen. Significant 

research has been undertaken both within Australia and internationally to document the 
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success of this screen site3 (Papastergiadis et al. 2013; McQuire, Martin, and Niederer 

2009; McQuire, Papastergiadis, and Cubitt 2008). Within Melbourne, and certainly more 

broadly, the urban screen has moved beyond an emergent space and a modality of 

spectatorship is arising in relation to these spaces (Berry and Yu 2014; Fortin 2013; 

Krajina 2011). Consideration of other spaces and institutions, which are employing urban 

media infrastructure, is therefore timely. The growing maturity of digitally mediated public 

spaces invites further analysis about the conditions under which this infrastructure 

encourages or inhibits participation in public space, and by extension the degree to which 

public spectatorship is a form of civic practice. The title of this project, ‘Urban media 

infrastructure and the (re)negotiation of public space’, points to a praxis of public agency 

rather than a deterministic position. I will argue that we need to pay attention to the 

specific conditions across the lifecycle of urban media infrastructure, from concept to 

delivery, to understand its ability to shape our engagement with, and perception of, public 

spaces.  

 The overall aim of this research is to understand the different conditions that impact 

the function of urban media infrastructure and affect people’s experience of mediated 

public spaces. The three broad objectives of this research project are to: 

1. Understand and evaluate the intended objectives or policy rationale for urban 

media infrastructure; 

2. Analyse the effect of media infrastructure on public spaces and the public’s 

experience; and 

 

3 Federation Square’s success contrasts with that of the sepia screen included in the 1975 redevelopment of 

Melbourne’s city square, which was ultimately considered too costly to run (See City of Melbourne 1997, 

26). 
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3. Discuss a set of conditions under which public spectatorship can be considered a 

form of participatory civic practice.  

In order to meet these objectives, I employ multiple methods and approaches that are 

intended to be ‘fit-for-purpose’. This reflects the eclecticism typical of a research project in 

cultural studies (McGuigan 1997). I argue that urban media needs to be understood as 

extending beyond the apparatus, and instead understood as an assemblage of different 

people, spaces, practices and artefacts (Casetti 2015, 11).  

1.3 Structure of this dissertation 

 This dissertation is divided into seven chapters, including the introduction and 

conclusion. Following this introduction, Chapter 2 provides a literature review of 

spectatorship practices across different media cultures and situates the emergence of urban 

media infrastructure in relation to contemporary placemaking practices. Drawing together 

these lines of enquiry provides the rationale for the ‘assemblage’ framework which 

underpins this dissertation. Borrowing from Saskia Sassen’s model of assemblage, I argue 

for the importance of examining urban media infrastructure through multiple lenses 

including technological, social, spatial and institutional (2006; Aneesh 2017). This provides 

the theoretical basis for my choice of the qualitative methods used in this research, 

discussed at Chapter 3. 

 Chapter 4 and 5 provide the two case studies at the centre of my research project; the 

large screen installed at Central Dandenong’s Harmony Square in 2014 and the Gertrude 

Street Projection Festival in Fitzroy. Both are located in suburban Melbourne in Victoria, 

Australia. I describe the policies and objectives that led to urban media infrastructure 

being used in these spaces and the degree to which, based on my observation and 

interviews, these different infrastructure are meeting the original objectives. From the 
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social interactions I observed at both locations, I argue that a new informal type of public 

praxis is emerging which I call ‘socially situated audiencing’. This praxis is important to 

demonstrate how urban media infrastructure might support an expanded public sphere. 

Across both sites, however, I argue that the implementation of digital placemaking policies 

is not without its tensions, and these are manifest in a range of technical, social and spatial 

issues that arise. I will further argue that the governance arrangements and local 

institutional structures play a significant role in determining capacity to resolve these 

tensions.  

 Following a detailed analysis of each site individually, in Chapter 6 I present a 

comparative analysis of the two case studies to draw out the main findings from my 

research. I will argue that while urban media infrastructure has the capacity to support 

transformational and participatory activities within contemporary public spaces, this is 

highly contingent upon a range of factors including the strength of an organisation’s vision 

and evaluation tools. I highlight how the relatively recent emergence of urban media 

infrastructure means there is a lack of maturity in implementation approaches, operational 

skills and governance arrangements, and that this hinders the ability for organisations to 

fully realise the potential of this infrastructure. The conclusion at Chapter 7 provides a 

summary of the dissertation and directions for future research, including the need to 

develop more detailed guidance and evaluation methods to enable organisations to 

successfully deploy urban media infrastructure in their local context.  

 Ultimately, the aim of this dissertation is to establish a set of conditions through 

which urban media infrastructure can encourage new forms of public encounter and civic 

collectivity through viewing with others, and to support practitioners in their operation 

and management of this infrastructure. This dissertation contributes to our knowledge of 

how urban media infrastructure is impacting upon public spaces, particularly those in 
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suburban areas. It broadens our understanding of how different policy, spatial, social and 

institutional settings can affect the form and function of urban media infrastructure.  
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2 Chapter 2: Literature Review 

While the proliferation of urban media environments seems spectacular and new, 

presenting unknown consequences for our cities, our experience with moving images has a 

long, rich history. In her theory of assemblage, sociologist Saskia Sassen, argues that many 

major turning points in human history are predicated upon existing capabilities and praxis 

that are reoriented towards a new organising logic (2006). Drawing from Sassen’s 

hypothesis, I will argue throughout this dissertation that our encounter with moving 

images in the urban environment has been shaped by a history of spectatorship that 

encompasses cinematic, televisual and video art traditions. There is much to be learnt from 

studying these existing theories of spectatorship. However, they also provide us with a 

point of departure for understanding the specificity of viewing these images in the urban 

environment. It would be beyond the scope of this dissertation to provide a comprehensive 

account of the entire tradition of spectatorship theory in cinema, television and the art 

gallery. Instead I will use key examples of scholarship from each field to illustrate the 

themes and arguments that are most relevant to this project, specifically arguments about 

audience agency, the cultural praxis of viewing, and how the spatial configuration of 

viewing environments shapes the viewing experience. As I will show in this literature 

review, medium specific theories of spectatorship hit a crisis point when they are presented 

with the dynamism and variability of the city.  

 This crisis in spectatorship runs parallel to a paradigm shift in the planning and 

development of our cities that emphasises the importance of ‘places for people’. By the 

1990s as urban screens became more common, the segregation of uses that typified earlier 

modern urban planning regimes has been replaced by concepts such as ‘placemaking’ and 

the creative city, which place a greater value on a vibrant, dynamic public life on the street 
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and in the city. In this context, I will show that what we understand as a successful public 

space in the early 21st century is markedly different from the values that dominated much 

of the 20th century.  

 Urban media infrastructure emerges at the intersection of these spectatorial 

traditions and the changing understanding of the value of public space in our cities. The 

emergence of urban media infrastructure represents a shift in the relationship between 

public space and the public sphere. Media that was once typically viewed in domestic 

settings associated with the private sphere, such as the television, is now part of public 

spaces, providing opportunities for social encounters that are both embodied and 

mediated. However, the success of these civically oriented social encounters is uncertain 

and appears to be heavily dependent upon the specific situation in which they take place. 

Therefore, one of my key objectives is to describe the socio-cultural conditions and 

institutional arrangements that enable these opportunities for social encounter to be 

realised.  

 This chapter comprises four sections. The first section provides an overview of 

theories of spectatorship across key media environments in the 20th century, including 

cinema, television and the art gallery, as well as the emergence of mobile screen devices 

that problematises many aspects of these earlier models of spectatorship theory. The 

second section provides a discussion of the evolution of urban planning approaches and 

the changing role of public space in our cities over the period of spectatorship theory 

covered in the first section. I bring these two streams of scholarship together in the third 

section to discuss the emergence of urban media infrastructure and how this compels us to 

reconsider our understanding of the public sphere. I conclude this chapter by establishing 

three key themes that are explored and tested throughout the remainder of the 

dissertation: 
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• The importance of the concept of assemblage to analysing urban media 

infrastructure 

• The shift from spectatorship as a position in relation to the screen to ‘audiencing’ as 

an embodied practice 

• The emergence of digital placemaking as a new urban spatial practice 

2.1 Theories of Spectatorship 

2.1.1 Spectatorship in Cinema 

Seductive, duplicitous, overwhelming; the cinematic image has often been 

characterised as exercising an undue influence over its audience. From the first screening 

of the Lumiere Brothers’ Arrival of a Train (1896), as the train hurtled towards the 

unsuspecting audience (more on this later), the spectator became an enigma of cinema 

studies. Driven in part by the discipline’s desire to be considered legitimate, 

psychoanalytic, semiotic, and political theories have been employed to analyse cinema and 

the praxis of spectatorship. However, since the 1980s there has been a concerted effort to 

reconsider the historical relationship between cinema and the spectator and highlight the 

shortcomings of earlier approaches that generalised the audience and lacked historical or 

spatial cultural specificity. Tom Gunning’s examination of early cinema has been seminal 

in re-emphasising the cultural context of spectatorship (Gunning 1993; [1989] 2004). His 

work historicises cinematic spectatorship as drawing from the earlier illusory arts 

tradition, highlighting the socio-cultural conditioning that shaped how cinema was 

received in its infancy. For the purposes of this dissertation, one of Gunning’s most 

important contributions is his attention to the exhibitionist attributes of cinema and how 

this shaped reception. Gunning’s account is particularly useful at a time when the 

definition of cinema is again being called into question through the rise of online streaming 

services and mobile personal devices.  
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 Gunning’s examination of early cinema and its audiences was part of a broader 

shift away from the Grand Theory movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which employed 

Marxist and psychoanalytic theories to explain how the viewer was ‘interpellated’ (Baudry 

1974) and ‘sutured’ (Oudart 1977) into the cinematic text. These theories have been 

critiqued and recast many times and I will not re-prosecute those arguments extensively 

here. However, I will highlight that Grand Theory assumes that the viewing conditions of 

cinema – the viewer immobilised in the dark, solely oriented towards the screen – 

configured spectatorship as a curiously passive activity where the perspective of the 

camera is automatically adopted by the audience. These ‘Grand Theory’ theories of cinema 

spectatorship were concerned with the ideological power of the apparatus, casting the 

spectator as a ‘duped’ figure of larger social and political systems of control.  

 In his influential essay, ‘An Aesthetics of Astonishment: Early Film and the 

(In)Credulous Spectator’ ([1989] 2004) Gunning revisited the account of the first film 

screening, the Lumiere Brothers’ Arrival of a Train (1896). The Lumiere Brothers’ film 

holds a special place in film history. Accounts of this film screening often described how 

the “credulous spectators” had screamed in fright at the train hurtling towards them, 

leading to an assumption that the image had been mistaken for reality (see for example, 

Metz 1975). However Gunning argues that the assumption of a naïve spectator who is 

deceived by the cinematic image ignores the historical context in which cinema emerged 

([1989] 2004). Rather than characterising cinema as a unique technology, Gunning 

proposes that aspects of cinema can be traced back to the tradition of the traveling magic 

shows of the late 1800s, and the preceding history of visual entertainment that 

experimented with illusion and tromp l’oeil techniques ([1989] 2004, 116). By recasting the 

history of cinema as the extension of the illusionistic arts, he highlights how cinema was 

considered “a crowning achievement in the extremely sophisticated developments in the 
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magic theatre” (Gunning [1989] 2004, 116). Therefore, rather than mis-taking the image 

for reality, Gunning argues, “it is the incredible nature of the illusion itself that renders the 

viewer speechless” ([1989] 2004, 118). This revisionist history of cinema asserts the 

spectator’s engagement with the screen is not a biological constant but one that changes 

with both cultural context and the evolution of moving image technologies. 

 Importantly Gunning’s account draws attention to the particularities of the viewing 

environment in the early ‘cinema of attractions’. Unlike the longer narrative films that 

came to define classical Hollywood Cinema, the cinema of attractions was defined by 

shorter films, which were often accompanied by other exhibitionist practices. For example, 

in early tours of cinematic technologies, short films may have been supported by a lecturer 

or orator whose role was “preparing the audience for the film and providing dramatic 

atmosphere” (Gunning [1989] 2004, 120). As cinema grew in popularity, bespoke facilities 

for exhibition were built such as the picture palaces (Gunning [1989] 2004, 127). As 

Gunning describes, “the spectacular design of the theatre itself (accented and temporalised 

by elaborate manipulations of light) interacted with the growing tendency to embed the 

film in a larger program, a revue which included music and live performance” ([1989] 

2004, 117). Gunning’s account highlights the importance of the viewing environment to 

the experience of film and how this spatial setting influences particular cinematic formats 

and filmic content. This stance has been supported by other scholars such as Miriam 

Hansen, whose account of spectatorship during the silent film period in America illustrates 

how “audiences were as varied as the context in which they were originally shown” (1999, 

60). Each site of viewing, from the Nickelodeon to the picture palace, brought with it a 

different expectation about the type of audience and their social behaviour (Hansen 1999, 

62–63). The fluidity and diversity of these situations existed at least until what Hansen 
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describes as the ‘standardisation of reception’ related to the dominance of the feature 

length film (See also Nasaw 1993; Crary 1999; Friedberg 2006).  

 Over the past two decades the specifics of the cinema viewing environment, which 

has been dominant for almost a century, has itself been problematised by the emergence of 

technologies that allow for films to be viewed in a new range of situations. Cinema studies 

scholar Francesco Casetti argues that cinema is no longer viewed in the dark, but under 

new “regimes of light that differ from its own” (2015, 206). Yet while some conditions have 

changed, he notes that we can see a continued “persistence of cinema” whereby the 

experience of cinema is “not only repeatable, but relocatable” (Casetti 2015, 206). By the 

‘relocation’ of cinema’, Casetti is not referring to continuation of the existing model but 

rather how our recognition of ‘cinema’ expands beyond the physical environment of the 

theatre. Thus “we give cinema an identity that links it not to a fixed model, fated to repeat 

itself perpetually (or to die definitively), but whose basis is in a continual process of 

transformation” (2015, 211). For Casetti, cinema continues because of the evolution of the 

conditions of viewing. Where earlier theories tended to take an essentialist perspective on 

cinema (for example as defined by the apparatus), Casetti conceptualises of cinema in the 

context of a spectrum of viewing conditions and emerging thresholds. This shifting praxis 

of cinema spectatorship highlights the transitory and evolving nature of cultural praxes 

more broadly, particularly those related to digital media technologies which are subject to 

continued upgrades and development. Understanding ‘cinema’ in the 21st century implores 

us to move away from general accounts of subjectivity towards descriptions of specific 

spectatorial encounters. As I will demonstrate later in Chapters 4 and 5, encounters with 

urban media infrastructure both question and reinforce the ‘persistence of cinema’. 
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2.1.2 Watching the Television 

Like cinema, the practice of television spectatorship has largely been framed 

around the conditions of reception. Traditionally these have been confined to the home 

viewing environment and analysed in terms of television’s relationship with domestic life, 

such as patriarchal power structures (Modleski 1983) and the routines and rhythms of 

everyday life (Silverstone 1994). However unlike cinema television scholars have a longer 

history of employing ethnographic methods to analyse specific practices of spectatorship. 

Television scholar David Morley has been a pioneer of these methods, including the 

Nationwide project with Charlotte Brunsdon ([1980] 1989). Morley has undertaken 

interviews with viewers in their homes, complemented by observation of viewing practices 

to understand how television has reconfigured the spatial and temporal dimensions of the 

home. Importantly Morley, along with other scholars (Silverstone 1994; Spigel 1992), has 

shown how television is accommodated within the existing temporalities of domestic life. 

Understanding the ‘domestication’ paradigm of television, the interrelationship between 

media and its domestic viewing situation, has become even more significant with the 

proliferation of screens in the home and the boundaries between public and private, 

internal and external are becoming blurred (McCarthy 2007, 99).  

Early studies of television, emerging from the media effects tradition (McQuail 

2000, 420), were concerned with how television was broadcast directly into the private 

space of the home. Though it was preceded by devices such as the short-wave radio and 

early amateur photography, this direct broadcast of moving images into the home 

represented a significant change in the influence of mass media in private life. This is 

strongly tied to Jurgen Habermas’ theory of the public sphere ([1962] 1989; 2006), which 

I will discuss in greater depth in section three of this chapter. However, for now it is worth 

highlighting that many concerns about broadcasting into the home presupposed a passive 
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audience which could be directly manipulated by the media text (C. Barker 2000, 261). 

Where the darkened space of the cinema “tricked” the filmgoer into mistaking the image 

for reality, the domestic viewing situation of the home left audiences seemingly 

“defenceless” in face of the television broadcasting directly into the home (Ang 1996, 6). 

This was the context in which scholars began to explore the socio-cultural context 

of television viewing in more detail, seeking ways to analyse the specific domestic praxes 

that had arisen around television spectatorship. Morley and Brunsdon’s study of the 

current affairs program Nationwide (1975-1979) examined how meaning was embedded in 

the text through particular formal cues and modes of address, and how these texts were 

then understood by different audiences according to certain socio-cultural factors (Morley 

1992, 76–77). Their work draws from Stuart Hall’s influential encoding/decoding model 

that provided a theoretical frame for understanding meaning as a relation between text 

(encoded during the phase of production) and audience (decoded at the point of 

reception) ([1980] 2006). What was distinctive about Morley and Brunsdon’s approach 

was their use of empirical research methods, including focus groups sessions, that, 

amongst other things, demonstrated how different socio-cultural contexts could influence 

processes of decoding (Gunter 2000). These methods, particularly focus groups, have long 

been used in market research, including media market research, but were less common in 

critical studies of media and popular culture (Gunter 2000).  

 By acknowledging the socio-cultural context of watching television, it becomes 

clear that the audience response is not entirely determined by the moment of viewing. 

While spectatorship is often framed as a textual position to be taken up, Morley’s approach 

demonstrates that spectatorship is a praxis influenced by a far broader set of socio-cultural 

influences. As Morley and Brunsdon argue, the viewer’s position is not determined solely 

by the text, but shaped by the “multiplicity of particular subjectivities borne by an 
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individual” ([1980] 1989, 294). Thus, spectatorship was no longer a simple position in 

relation to the text, but “itself a learned and varied form of cultural and social 

practice”(McQuail 2000, 394; Ang 1996).  

 One of the most important aspects of examining television spectatorship as a praxis 

was its dominant setting in the home. While most households now have several different 

screens and devices in the home, up until the 2000s most households only had a single 

television. Therefore, a significant aspect of viewing was negotiating what would be 

watched (Morley 1986, 14). As Morley argues this is important in explaining the 

difference between an individual’s viewing preference and what is actually watched: “a 

large part of the ‘gap’ between individuals’ stated programme preferences and their actual 

viewing behaviour is to be accounted for by the effects of others, and the need to 

accommodate and negotiate with their preferences as to what is to be viewed” (1986, 19). 

These negotiations occurred within the existing social relations of the household. Other 

studies demonstrated that decisions about television viewing were often made by the father 

(Gauntlett and Hill 1999, 246). This in turn is reinforced by television scheduling where 

programs targeted at women, such as melodramas and soap operas, were shown during the 

day (Modleski 1983, 71). These studies suggest that television viewing both integrates 

with and reshapes the social relations of the home.  

 Therefore television reconfigured, rather than completely disrupted, the temporal 

and spatial dynamics of the home. Where the media effects tradition had painted television 

as a radically disruptive force intruding on the privacy of the home, the socio-cultural 

approach conceptualises of television as a focal point for existing tensions and power 

structures within the home: 

One can examine the ways in which television provides family members with 

different schedules for gathering, the ways in which television provides acceptable 
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zones for private pursuits, the ways in which television programming does not so 

much intrude on existing family activities as provide organising centres or forces 

for new types of communicative contexts. (Morley 1986, 22) 

By ‘communicative contexts’ Morley is highlighting how television is not simply viewed in 

isolation but was often accompanied by conversations or other activities. For example, the 

traditional mealtime is often juxtaposed with television viewing (Silverstone 1994, 39). 

Lynn Spigel has even discussed how the television replaced the piano or fireplace as the 

central focus of the family circle (1994, 38). Thus, television’s arrival marked a shift in the 

rhythms and routines of the domestic sphere.  

 It is this influence on the domestic sphere that differentiates cinema and television. 

Two of the defining qualities of television are its liveness (Scannell 1986) and its ‘flow’ 

(Williams 1975). Liveness refers to television’s capacity to broadcast major national events 

simultaneous with their occurrence, bringing public life into the privacy of the home 

(Scannell 1986). Flow on the other hand refers to how television programming is 

sequenced into “a flow of consumable reports and products” that integrates with the 

routine of life (Williams 1975, 105). Television therefore can be seen as a structural 

connection between dispersed suburban life and the increasingly national public culture 

(Silverstone 1994, 63–64).  

 Of most relevance to this dissertation is how television’s dominance occurs in 

parallel to the reconfiguration of our cities. Considering a range of both urban and 

television scholars, Morley argues that there is a similarity in “the dynamics of the key 

processes of exclusion and withdrawal in both urban and virtual spaces” (2000, 141). By 

this he is referring to how the segregation of cities between white, affluent suburbs and 

more ethnically diverse, poorer inner-city areas was mirrored in the viewing preferences of 

these communities (2000, 136–37). Silverstone takes this point further, by arguing that 
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television itself is a “suburban medium” (1994, 57): “I want to suggest…that television is 

not just the product of the suburbanisation of the modern world, but is itself 

suburbanising” (1994, 54). For Silverstone, this is a result of both television’s content 

(sitcoms and soap operas featuring suburban middle class families), its scheduling that 

matched the routine of family life, and its ability to broadcast into the home, effectively 

displacing the public sphere from the urban square and coffee shop into the private space 

of the lounge room. Indeed, it is this final point which is critical. While I will explore the 

concept of the public sphere in section 3 of this chapter, I would like to note here 

television’s role in connecting the private citizen with the public sphere at a time when 

suburbia had reduced the role of physical spaces for a public sphere. As McQuire argues 

“television fitted this structural need – defining itself in the process – as it became the 

primary mechanism carrying the political public sphere, as well as representation of 

cultural life and market relations, into the home” (2016, 47).  

 This conceptualisation of television as a “suburban medium” is an account of a 

particular historical moment, which is itself currently being challenged as on-demand 

streaming services and the growth of portable devices alters when, where and how we 

watch ‘television’. For example, while the television schedule once mirrored the routines of 

domestic living (Silverstone 1994), on-demand services, such as Netflix, enable people to 

view programs at their convenience, ‘binging’ an entire television season over one weekend 

(Grandinetti 2017, 18). At the same time, we see a growing praxis of media mobility as 

people bring their screens with them when they leave the home.  

One of the most important lessons I draw from Morley’s work is the value of 

empirical observation of spectatorship in specific settings and socio-cultural conditions, 

and how these factors might shape the uptake of media under new conditions. 

Unfortunately, as I will show in Chapter 4, organisations often assume that television 
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programming can be replicated in urban spaces to create domestic viewing experiences, 

which as Morley’s research would suggest, rarely achieves the desired outcome. s 

2.1.3 Looking at art: The Art Gallery and spectatorship 

While cinema and television are now grappling with the growing mobility of the 

spectator, similar issues have also been present in the gallery since the introduction of 

moving images and videography in the 1970s. Moving images in the gallery created a new 

threshold for spectatorship that contrasted with the existing paradigm for viewing 

paintings and sculpture. To discuss this threshold, I have drawn on the influential work of 

art scholar Boris Groys, who has argues that video art creates a new set of parameters for 

spectatorship, one which requires different artistic and curatorial responses (2008b). At 

the heart of Groys’ argument is the “ambivalence” of the viewing situation produced when 

the moving spectator encounters the moving image. Groys argues this novel situation 

problematises traditional boundaries between active and passive spectatorship (2008b; 

2009). While the gallery is a deeply regulated and controlled space, the complexity 

introduced into the spectatorial model by video art highlights the problem of presuming an 

‘idealised’ spectator and asks that we pay attention to the highly contingent nature of acts 

of spectating.  

 Like cinema and television, the art gallery has developed through a history of very 

specific and controlled viewing conditions. Writing in Artforum in 1976, Brian O’Doherty 

famously described the modern art gallery as a “White Cube”, referring to both the 

physical qualities of the space with its white walls and its sterility, as well as the gallery’s 

isolation from the “everyday” world (1986). O’Doherty was critical of the exclusivity of 

the gallery, wryly commenting “the white cube kept philistinism at the door” (1986, 80). 

Over 50 years earlier, Walter Benjamin had also critiqued the gallery space, which he 

viewed as encouraging an uncritical spectatorial position of awe for the work simply being 
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in the gallery (Benjamin [1935] 2002; Bullock 2003). These conditions are predicated 

upon a stable viewing relationship between spectator as subject and the artwork as object. 

The object, the painting or sculpture, is silent and still, waiting for the spectator to glance 

at it for whatever period of time they choose. However, the placement of moving images 

into the gallery in the 1960s destabilised this relation and would later give rise to the term 

the “Black Box”(Uroskie 2014, 84) as video art introduced a new complexity into the 

controlled viewing practices of the gallery.  

 The introduction of moving images into the gallery changed the temporal and 

spatial parameters of spectatorship. Groys has written addressed this issue as part of his 

analysis of the politics of art in the contemporary gallery (2008a). His proposition begins 

by pointing out the inherent tension between cinematic and gallery spectatorship: “in our 

culture we have two fundamentally different models at our disposal that give us control 

over the length of time we spend looking at an image: the immobilisation of the image in 

the exhibition space or the immobilisation of the viewer in the movie theatre” (Groys 

2008b, 79). These models have arisen around the specifics of their objects. In the gallery, 

the spectator needs to be able to move between the paintings and sculptures to experience 

the whole exhibition. While in the cinema, the spectator needs to be immobilised to view 

the film from opening to closing credits. However, as Groys notes “both models founder 

when moving images are transferred into the museum or art exhibition space” (2008b, 79). 

The spectator is free to move around the gallery at their own pace and encounters moving 

images that operate on a fixed temporality. It creates an “uncertainty” as the viewer 

encounters the work mid-play (Groys 2008b, 80). ‘How much have I missed? How long 

does it have to go? Should I wait or come back later?’. Artists and curators are then 

presented with the challenge of holding the viewer in front of the moving image, although 

they are free to move around the gallery at their own pace. 
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 In response, Groys describes how artists began using different strategies to hold 

the spectator’s attention. One of the most obvious has been to make moving images as 

short as possible (Groys 2008b, 80). This asks for the spectator’s attention for the shortest 

amount of time. While Groys notes this is a practical response to the issue, “it nonetheless 

represents a missed opportunity to explicitly address the uncertainty caused in the viewer 

by transferring moving images into the art space” (2008b, 80). In contrast, other artists 

have deliberately exploited the uncertainty of the moving image by slowing down cinema 

(2008b, 80). One example is 24 Hour Psycho (1993) by Douglas Gordon where the film rate 

of Alfred Hitchcock’s classic Psycho (1960) is slowed down in order to extend the film to 

24 hours. This run time makes it almost impossible to experience the work in its entirety. 

This technique, Groys argues, embraces the “uncertainty” created by the moving image by 

“explicitly [thematising] the relationship between mobile and immobile images within an 

exhibition context” (2008b, 80). Such strategies begin to call into question the privileged 

position of the spectator and the underpinning dynamics of movement and contemplation.  

 The uncertainty of the moving image in the gallery problematises the traditional 

ideal of spectatorship as a privileged position for viewing art in the gallery. As the spatial 

and temporal boundaries of art are redefined by the moving image, the spectator no longer 

has a position of privilege to know the work in its entirety. Instead we are asked to choose 

how we engage with the work; piece it together or move on. In their analysis of the 

Australian Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI), Scott McQuire and Natalia Radywyl 

highlight how many galleries initially struggled with the introduction of moving images 

and how this challenged traditional protocols of exhibition (2010, 13). However, the 

establishment of an institution like ACMI in 2002, Australia’s only museum dedicated to 

the moving image, demonstrates a growing sophistication in how these issues are managed 

from a curatorial perspective. ACMI’s establishment indicates an embrace of what 
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McQuire and Radywyl, borrowing from Umberto Eco, refer to as the “openness” of 

moving image works in the gallery (2010, 21). Rather than “a singular (authorised) 

interpretation based on matching spectator experience to artistic intention” (Le Grice 

2011, 169), these spaces create a contingent viewing “situation” in which the mobile 

spectator encounters the moving image (Rossaak 2013, 115). By proposing a contingent 

viewing situation or encounter, we can begin to distinguish the particularities of the 

moment of viewing, in particular the temporal disjuncture described by Groys. 

Furthermore, this highlights the specificity and individuality of each viewing situation as 

spectators encounter the work at different times and choose to stay for different periods of 

time. This viewing situation problematises the possibility of a singular perspective of work 

transmitted from artist to spectator that dominated in the “White Cube” paradigm of the 

gallery. Instead, the openness of moving images suggests the ultimate “unknowability” of 

the work and the continual process of meaning-making that emerges in the space between 

spectator and artwork.  

  Groys shows how the transfer of moving images into the gallery space in the 

20th century created a set of complexities around mobility and openness that provide a 

critical lens through which to consider the contemporary changes being wrought on 

television and cinema spectatorship. These complexities evoked artistic and curatorial 

responses that have sought to embrace the uncertainty of the spectatorial position, instead 

drawing attention to the activities and decision-making involved in being a spectator. As 

Groys argues, “in this sense one can say that the documentation of time-based art erases 

the difference between vita activa and vita contemplativa” (2009, 10)4. Here Groys is 

 

4 Groys references to viva active and viva contemplativa invokes Hannah Arendt’s use of the terms and the 

importance of considering them as a duality rather than a binary ([1958] 1998).  
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highlighting that spectatorship now exists as both activity and contemplative position, and 

that the distinction between the two is frequently blurred in these situations. 

Contemporary studies into the nature of cinematic and televisual spectatorship have an 

opportunity to learn from how moving images adapted to the situation of the art gallery, 

while also defining new parameters around the nature of spectatorship. Such issues are at 

the heart of this dissertation and how urban media infrastructure both shapes and is 

shaped by the exigencies of public viewing situations. 

2.1.4 Mobile devices and spectatorship 

The tension between the moving spectator and the moving image reaches a ‘tipping 

point’ (Sassen 2006) with the growing use of mobile devices. Yet if we consider how these 

mobile screens are experienced in public spaces, many of the same issues discussed earlier 

emerge, demonstrating how influential environmental factors are upon spectatorship. I will 

outline a few of the key approaches to studying mobile media and how these resonate with 

similar issues in cinema, television and gallery studies. I will also highlight concerns 

amongst urban studies scholars about how mobile devices are impacting public space. 

While mobile screens are not the focus of my project, studies of these devices highlight a 

couple of key issues with contemporary media spectatorship that I will explore further in 

this dissertation; firstly the complexity of public viewing situations and secondly the 

limitations of the term spectatorship to capture what are often collective, tactile and 

participatory engagements with urban media infrastructure.  

 Mobile devices fundamentally reconfigure the relationship between spectator and 

media. In each of the previous media environments discussed, the screen was a fixed 

infrastructure within a controlled space, either the theatre, home or gallery. However 

mobile devices enable the screen to move with the spectator across a variety of spaces, 

such as the home, work, public transport or even in the gallery itself. In her book Mobile 
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screen: The visual regime of navigation, Nanna Verhoeff (2012) makes two important points 

about how mobile devices reshape our understanding of screen spectatorship. Firstly, the 

mobility of these devices foregrounds the importance of context for construction of the 

media environment and positioning of the spectator (Verhoeff 2012, 56). As she argues, 

mobile devices have drawn attention to the “situatedness” of the encounter with the screen 

by continually changing the terms of that engagement (Verhoeff 2012, 66). Positions of 

producer and consumer are blurred as the spectator can occupy both positions 

simultaneously. Verhoeff’s second point is to highlight how the tactility of mobile devices, 

such as handheld screens with touchscreen technology, call into question the primacy of 

viewing in concepts of spectatorship (2012, 67–68). She ponders, while “the regimes of 

viewing may be changing …is viewing still what is at stake?” (2012, 68). Her work 

highlights how the mobile screen reconfigures the viewing environment to be contingent, 

situated and embodied.  

Several other different areas of enquiry have opened up in the study of mobile 

media, applying historical, spatial and social lens. From a historical perspective, media 

scholars have used the media archaeology framework (Huhtamo 2009) to discuss how 

mobile devices are integrating with existing social and cultural practices. Through this 

frame, devices are seen as evolutions rather than fissures in the everyday. For example, 

Jon Agar has traced a trajectory from the pocket watch to the mobile phone (See Farman 

2013, 3–4), while McCullough has argued that the contemporary check-in function is an 

evolution of graffiti that marks your location for others to see(2013b). The locative 

capability of mobile devices has also been explored from a geographic perspective. Eric 

Gordon and Adriana de Souza e Silva have discussed how “location awareness” is a 

“foundational” element of mobile devices that allows people to “personalise and control their 

experiences of physical space” (2011, 11). Applications such as Google Maps and Yelp can 
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provide local reviews and advice on where to go next or where to avoid and the ‘check-in’ 

or ‘tag’ function of Instagram and Facebook allows users to broadcast their current 

location to friends, potentially enabling a spontaneous catch up (or avoidance). Indeed 

these new affordances for both socialising and isolating have been another rich field of 

enquiry. Ito, Okabe and Anderson argue that by being able to connect with other 

locations, we are both able to connect, but also cocoon ourselves within the security of our 

known networks (2017). While this is only a brief appraisal of the different approaches to 

studying mobile devices, it does highlight the new experiences of spectatorship that are 

enabled by both the media devices themselves and the lack of ‘producer’ control over the 

viewing situation, which is often in public spaces.  

 Indeed, the advent of mobile media has deeply compounded concerns about the 

role and function of public space. In their discussion of mobile media, Gary Gumpert and 

Susan Drucker highlight a host of concerns associated with mobile media viewing in 

public spaces, including the ability to disconnect from space (see also McCullough 2013), 

social isolation (see also Farman 2013) and institutional control and privacy (2007). 

Despite this, they note that attempting to remove mobile media is not an option: 

“communication technologies are not reversible” (2007, 19). Instead they are pragmatic 

about the rise of mobile media and the increasing need for careful decisions about the 

planning and design of our cities and spaces, to ensure we are designing for both physical 

publicness and mobile privateness (2007, 19). Such an approach is also proposed by 

scholar Jason Farman who explores how mobile media storytelling can enable people to 

connect with their environment when used strategically (2013). While they may be seeking 

to connect with friends elsewhere, they may also be using the locative-capability of their 

device to find out more about where they are. Therefore, his suggestion is to consider how 

the design of spaces can utilise mobile devices to connect with inhabitants. As media 
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scholar Shaun Moores argues a key challenge across media studies is to recognise that our 

research should be “less about the devices and more about an activity” (2012, 1). 

Particularly as mobile devices are so deeply interlinked with existing activities of 

movement (See Bury and Li 2015), there is a need to consider their ability to shape rather 

than dictate practices. 

 While there is significant scholarship on spectatorship emerging in relation to these 

mobile devices, my concern here is how encounters with audio-visual media, and as I will 

discuss in my case studies specifically encounters with urban media infrastructure, are 

being shaped by the public context. Such an analysis is underpinned by a second domain 

of enquiry into how the role and function of public space has changed alongside these 

evolutions in spectatorial practice.  

2.2 The changing role of public space 

Over the past fifty years, there has been a significant shift in how we understand and 

use public spaces. In this section of the literature review, I provide an overview of how 

academic and government approaches to public space, specifically in urban contexts, have 

shifted. By the 1960s the “functional” urban planning of the early 20th century (Mumford 

1992) was recognised to have resulted in a degradation of the social lives of cities (Jacobs 

[1961] 1992). While the value of public space was expounded in academic circles 

(Lefebvre [1970] 1996; Debord 1983), urban planning praxis did not change at a 

significant scale until the 1980s and 1990s. From this point onwards, city planners and 

politics, predominantly in Western countries including Australia, had a renewed interest in 

the role of public space as part of urban renewal programs designed to give their city a 

competitive edge (Gehl and Svarre 2013, 3). This was accompanied by a change in the 

qualities and attributes that are valued in public spaces. In what follows I focus on the 

changing role of public space as a place for contingent social encounters and how this has 
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changed perspectives on contemporary urban planning practices. This provides the 

context in which media technologies are conceptualised as a new infrastructure in public 

spaces. 

2.2.1 The functional city 

 In the early to mid-20th century, urban planning was focused on the city as a 

functional structure to organise activity. In the modernist context the intent was for the 

city to operate in the most efficient way to support economic development and social 

stability. Urban planning approaches involved the division of the city into functional zones 

for living, working, commuting and leisure activities (Mumford 1992, 392). One of the 

strongest advocates of functional zoning was the French-Swiss architect Le Corbusier 

(Mumford 1992, 401). His ambition was to create a more productive city by decreasing 

congestion through the construction of wide highways, increased density in the centre of 

the city through high-rise apartments and provision of housing for families on the outskirts 

of the city (Relph 1987, 70–71). Le Corbusier’s vision of a designed city involved “drastic 

reconstruction of existing ones” reflecting what urban scholar Edwards Relph calls a 

“magnificent dream” (1987, 70–71). Relph also describes how Corbusier’s approach could 

be considered “totalitarianism”; the architectural vision was to dominate any pre-existing 

neighbourhoods or buildings that did not comply (1987, 71). 

 Working at a similar time, urban sociologists in the Chicago School examined how 

the city as a social unit was being reconfigured through different urban zones. Writing in 

the 1920s, scholar William Burgess described the city as expanding “concentric circles” of 

activity (Haas 2001, 73). Examining the early 20th century industrial city, Burgess noted 

that business and manufacturing activities occurred in the centre of the city, while 

residential areas were located towards the outskirts (Haas 2001, 73–75). Andrea Haas 

argues that Burgess’ analysis ultimately advocates for a social segregation and control of 
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the city to maintain a healthy equilibrium between these different areas of exchange (2001, 

75–76). Such perspectives are perhaps understandable given the issues with sanitation and 

disease that had emerged in the dense, industrial cities of the 19th century (Mumford 1992, 

392). But this approach meant that the management of the city came to be primarily 

focused on how the spatial separation of uses could support the most efficient and 

productive urban form.  

 This paradigm of spatial organisation was predicated on top-down approaches to 

planning and managing the city. The pinnacle of this thinking is reflected in the 1933 

Athens Charter developed by the International Congress of Modern Architecture (CIAM) 

(Díez Medina and Monclús 2018, 38). The Athens Charter delineated four primary 

functions of the city; dwelling, work, leisure and circulation (Díez Medina and Monclús 

2018, 40). City zoning according to these functions became the key tool for organisation of 

urban spaces (Díez Medina and Monclús 2018, 41). 

 Throughout the period of modernist urban planning, little attention was paid to the 

social role of public spaces. Instead the value of any open space that was not explicitly for 

working, habitation or private leisure uses was to enable people to move between these 

spaces (McQuire 2016, 32). The ambition was for the most efficient movement of people 

and goods between locations, with limited value placed upon spaces for socialisation and 

engagement. This impact of this devaluation of public space became evident as modern 

urbanism was implemented on a large scale, particularly as part of the reconstruction 

efforts following World War II (Díez Medina and Monclús 2018, 40). Its impact is still felt 

today. As I will show in Chapter 4, cities like Melbourne have undergone expensive urban 

renewal projects to retrofit public spaces into already heavily developed urban centres.  
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2.2.2 The city as a space for social encounter 

 In the 1960s, scholars became increasingly critical of the urban form emerging 

under functional zoning and advocated for the importance of mixed-use development. 

Most prominent amongst these critics was Jane Jacobs. Her seminal work The Death and 

Life of Great American Cities ([1961] 1992)was particularly critical of the strict zoning and 

segregation of spaces that was a central tenet of modern urbanism (Díez Medina and 

Monclús 2018, 42–44). Jacobs advocated for the development of mixed-use spaces that 

encouraged activity on the street and promoted encounters between strangers ([1961] 

1992, 36 & 56). She argued that such activity had compounding positive effects as it 

provided something for people to watch, thus encouraging “eyes on the street” and 

providing a sense of passive surveillance (1961, 42). Importantly for Jacobs, the principle 

underpinning this organisation is not productivity and efficiency, but rather the organic 

movement of individual agents:  

The order is all composed of movement and change, and although it is life, not art, 

we may fancifully call it the artform of the city and liken it to the dance – not to a 

simple-minded precision dance with everyone kicking up at the same time, twirling 

in union and vowing off en masse, but to an intricate ballet in which the individual 

dancers and ensembles all have distinctive parts which miraculously reinforce each 

other and compose an orderly whole. ([1961] 1992, 42) 

This description of the city as a place for everyday performativity, was also used by Erving 

Goffman, who argued that public space provides the stage on which different actors 

perform the rituals of social engagement ([1959] 2007).  

 Writing in a similar period to Jacobs, the French philosopher and sociologist Henri 

Lefebvre expressed his dismay at modernist top-down planning paradigms, which he 
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argued stymied the creativity of the city (Lefebvre 1974; [1970] 1996). Like Jacobs and 

Goffman he invoked the metaphor of art when describing the ideal city as an “oeuvre” or 

work of its citizens ([1970] 1996, 117). For Lefebvre the urban is the site for social 

relations, as well as economic production, and is therefore a “production and reproduction 

of human beings by human beings” ([1970] 1996, 101). By contrast, modernist planning 

approaches seek to produce a closed, controlled system. He described the functional city 

as “a perfect domination, for a refined exploitation of people as producers, consumers of 

products and consumers of space” ([1970] 1996, 85). Lefebvre’s scholarship is deeply 

influenced by Marxism and thus he establishes clear binaries between his vision for the 

city and the ideology of modernist planning approaches. This framing has been subject to 

criticism, not least of all by some of his own students (See Castells 1977)5. However 

despite these shortcomings, Lefebvre’s work contributed to a broader paradigm shift that 

recognised the problems emerging from centralised planning approaches, which 

segregated work and leisure spaces with a negative impact on social relations.  

 Writing less than a decade later, Richard Sennett further explored the impact of 

these spatial relations on public space (Sennett 1977). In his view, one of the most 

significant issues for public space in the modern city is the primacy of movement, as a 

result “public space has become a derivative of motion” (1977, 14). Sennett described the 

dominant types of public space in modern cities as the foyers of high-rise buildings, which 

provided wide tracts of open space but are not intended for sitting or meeting others. 

 

5 Castells criticism of Lefebvre’s approach relates to his anti-structuralist stance and pre=occupation with the 

human experience of the city rather than assessment of the social structures which shape that experience 

(1977). Others took issue with his abstraction, subjective writings which were perceived to lack academic 

rigour (Kofman and Lebas 1996).  
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Rather, they function to enable the unimpeded movement between buildings (1977, 13). 

He describes these as ‘dead public spaces’ that fail to encourage social interaction between 

strangers (1977, 15). For Sennett, one of the greatest problems of the modern city is that 

its spatial arrangement discourages encounters between strangers and therefore the terms 

of public life are greatly diminished (1977, 18–19).  

Although, the modernist planning regime had important political and aesthetic 

consequences, in this dissertation I am concerned with the socio-cultural issues that 

underpin the accounts by Jacobs, Lefebvre and Sennett. Despite their varying economic 

and ideological viewpoints, what these scholars held in common “was a growing concern 

that technocratic urban planning was eliminating the very features of spontaneity and 

social encounter that had made the modern city particularly valuable as a social form” 

(McQuire 2016, 33). While these critiques did not shift institutional approaches to urban 

planning immediately, some smaller groups had already begun experimenting with 

different interventions that disrupted conventional thinking about public space as a site for 

circulation. The Situationist International (SI), who were influenced by Lefebvre, 

developed the idea of ‘dérive’ (or drifting) to describe a technique of moving through the 

city that counters the drive towards productivity and efficiency, thus encouraging 

inhabitants to perceive and experience their urban environment in new ways (Debord 

1958). French scholar Michel de Certeau (also a student of Lefebvre) advocated for 

‘tactical engagements’ with the city that allowed individuals to invert or alter the ‘narrative’ 

of the planned city (1984, xiii). These activities sought to encourage a re-engagement with 

the urban environment by disrupting the urban rhythm and diverging from the planned 

mobility of the modernist city. This role of urban media infrastructure in disrupting the 

urban rhythm is explored further in Chapter 5, and reinforces that the concerns raised by 

Jacobs, Lefebvre and Sennett over a half a century ago remain relevant today.  



 49/276 

2.2.3 A return to the urban  

 Despite strong theoretical discussions around the importance of dynamic public 

spaces, it was not until the 1980s and 1990s that there was a shift amongst urban planners 

and politicians in Western countries to value the role of urban public spaces (Monclús 

2018, 116). This can be attributed to a range of broader socio-economic factors. Firstly, 

the modernist planning regime had created an urban form which encouraged suburban 

sprawl, resulting in city centres that became a ghost town outside of regular business hours 

(McGuigan 1991b, 99). Second, many Western cities were undergoing significant 

economic structural changes with heavy manufacturing and industrial sectors shutting 

down or re-locating away from central city areas (McGuigan 1991b, 99). This left city 

planners with significant tracts of under-utilised land proximate to existing infrastructure 

and services. Third, the general decline of manufacturing required many cities to rethink 

which sectors would support their continued economic growth. Many were shifting (or 

wanting to shift) from resource intensive to knowledge intensive economies (Scott 2014). 

Knowledge economies are driven by highly skilled workers and governments needed to 

consider how they might attract these types of people to their cities (Scott 2014, 571). In 

response to these conditions, many government in Northern America and Europe 

(McGuigan 1991b, 97), as well as Australia (Shaw 2013), commenced urban renewal and 

revitalisation projects.  

 Urban renewal became a catalyst for a reinvigoration of the social life of the city. 

For many Western cities, suburban sprawl and the decline of the manufacturing sector 

had led to central city areas bereft of energy and social interaction (McGuigan 1991b, 99–

100). Urban planners such as Jan Gehl and Charles Landry came to prominence 

advocating for a re-articulation of the social role of the city. Gehl’s model focused on the 

“human dimension” of the city and improving the pedestrian experience (2010). Similarly, 
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Landry argued for an investment in the “soft infrastructure” of cities, which “includes 

paying attention to how people can meet, exchange ideas and network. It shifts focus and 

encourages physical developments and placemaking or urban design that foster 

communication between people” (Landry 2008, xxiii). Earlier theoretical expositions, such 

as those by Jacobs and Lefebvre, began to be realised to some extent in the urban renewal 

of cities beginning in the 1980s and 1990s. Gehl, for example, began consulting to several 

governments and institutions (including Melbourne) about strategies for creating “places 

for people”(Gehl and City of Melbourne 1994). Although many of these programs were 

intended to improve the social life of cities, there were also underlying economic drivers. 

 The image of the city as a vibrant thriving centre became affiliated with the rise of 

creative and cultural industries. Cultural studies scholar Jim McGuigan examines the 

duality of cultural policy and economic policy in the context of urban regeneration (2004; 

1991b). He describes how urban regeneration strategies became a way for cities to 

“[reposition] their images through cultural policy”6 (1991b, 106). For example, the 

Guggenheim in Bilbao became the catalyst for the regeneration of the city from a 

manufacturing port city to global cultural destination (Plaza, Tironi, and Haarich 2009) 

and has since become a model for other cities (Franklin 2014). It was around this time that 

Richard Florida’s concept of the ‘Creative Class’ gained prominence (2004). Florida 

argued that cities who sought to grow their economies on the basis of knowledge intensive 

 

6 Over a decade after Jan Gehl started Places for People in Melbourne, Marcus Westbury developed the 

‘Renew’ initiative in Newcastle, a former heavily industrial city in northern New South Wales. Westbury’s 

model of arranging for creatives to hold short term, low cost leases in vacant shopfronts was largely credited 

with shifting Newcastle’s image from declining, industrial town to a growing creative centre for young 

professionals (Westbury 2015). 
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industries were competing with one another to attract the ‘creative class’, the individuals 

with the skills and ideas who would grow these industries (2004)7. According to Florida 

one of the primary means for cities to attract these individuals is to focus on urban amenity, 

While traditional sites of cultural experience were also important, “there is mounting 

evidence that…these types of amenities are taking a backseat to more casual, open, 

inclusive, and participative activities” (2004, 84). Governments have come to focus on the 

“vitality” and liveliness of the city through a rejuvenated street life, cafe culture and urban 

festivals (Montgomery 1998, 98). Urban cultural policy thus became a key strategy for 

renewal of the urban centre.  

 At the same time the reconfiguration of the city was recognised as central to the 

success of the creative industries. As cultural studies scholar Lily Kong notes, one of the 

principal tenets of knowledge intensive industries is the agglomeration benefits “aided by 

the presence of a critical mass of diverse peoples who, through sharing and interaction, 

spark creativity” (2014, 601). Yet she notes that it is challenging for governments and 

institutions to engineers such serendipitous encounters8 (2014, 601). One of the few levers 

available to governments to influence these outcomes is the use of city planning to 

encourage creative and cultural activities (O’Connor 2011, 36). Thus many cities invested 

 

7 Florida’s theory was subject to significant criticism, see for example Bures (2012) and Moretti (2013). 

Indeed, even Florida himself sought to somewhat review his own hypothesis (Florida 2017). However as 

Bures (2012) highlights regardless of whether Florida’s theory was correct it has been very influential on 

western urban policy.  

8 In Ethan Zuckerman’s keynote from CHI 2011 ‘Desperately Seeking Serendipity’ he also acknowledges 

the challenges for governments to encourage social encounters, as it requires reorienting people from routine 

behaviour (2011). 
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in creating places that are attractive for people to meet and linger in, and that allow for 

unplanned social encounters to take place (Kong 2014, 602). As Kong points out though, 

the success of such interventions are uncertain (2014, 601–2). 

 Certainly the rise of the creative industries paradigm and the role of cultural policy 

in urban regeneration has been subject to significant critique (See McGuigan 2004; 

Harvey 2012). Cultural studies scholar Justin O’Connor describes the rise of creative 

industries as a new coupling of economy and culture, which is often perceived as a “neo-

liberal claim to cultural modernity” (O’Connor 2011, 39). A widespread criticism concerns 

the impact of gentrification9, as previously affordable rents have escalated as the 

professional class move back to the centre of the city (Harvey 2012, xvii; Shaw 2013; 

Shaw and Hagemans 2015; McGuigan 1991b). In spite of these critiques, it must be 

acknowledged that the creative industries paradigm combined with urban regeneration 

policies have reinvigorated government interest in the social value of public space. Indeed, 

the coupling of cultural and creative policy objectives in urban renewal strategies remain 

prominent today and are reflected in the two case studies I explore in Chapter 4 and 5 of 

this dissertation.  

2.2.4 Placemaking as an urban renewal strategy 

 Placemaking has emerged as one of the primary tools available to governments and 

institutions to foster social and community engagement in urban spaces. Placemaking can 

be linked back to the works of Jacobs and others in the 1960s who sought to refocus 

urban planning to “people and communities ahead of efficiency and aesthetics” (Silberberg 

 

9 In 2015, Rebecca Ross launched the project ‘London is Changing’, which used a type of urban media 

infrastructure, an urban screen, to display comments about social and cultural change in London made by 

people who recently moved to, from or around the city. 
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et.al 2013, 1-2). Since then it has evolved beyond the academic sphere into a broader range 

of land-use planning and development sectors including government, not-for-profit and 

private, who are seeking to create places that are attractive for residents, workers and 

visitors (Silberberg 2013, 2). The Project for Public Spaces, a prominent not-for-profit 

organization that supports communities to undertake placemaking activities, describes 

placemaking as: 

…a collaborative process by which we can shape our public realm in order to 

maximise shared value. More than just promoting better urban design, 

placemaking facilitates creative patterns of use, paying particular attention to the 

physical, cultural, and social identities that define a place and support its ongoing 

evolution. (2019) 

In placemaking the focus is on the process of making the place, rather than the place as an 

ultimate goal or end in itself. Furthermore the making of place is continuous. As 

Silberberg et.al argue, “ the iterative actions and collaborations inherent in the making of 

places nourish communities and empower people” (2013, 3).   

This approach is underpinned by a collaborative process that includes social as well 

as aesthetic and design elements. In her book Connecting Arts and Place, Eleonora Redaelli 

describes how placemaking is about inspiring a revival of the social encounter in both the 

creation of the public space, as well as the location itself: placemaking “aimed to reclaim a 

human habitat, where places would encourage social interactions and urban design would 

consider not only the physical aspects of a place, but the possible activities and ways of 

interacting within it” (2019, 159). The case studies I provide in this dissertation are 

examples of different kinds of placemaking, but both are aligned with this core concept of 

creating space for social interaction through the use of media infrastructure. Such an 
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approach contrasts with the emphasis on functional efficiency and circulation in the 

modernist planning paradigm.  

2.2.5 Shifting values of public space  

 What defines a good public space in the early 21st century? My brief discussion of 

the evolving role of public space has highlighted how academic and institutional 

perspectives have shifted from valuing mobility and efficiency to sociality and vibrancy. 

While observing this shift, which is partial and uneven, it is important to remember that 

defining a “good” or “successful” public space will always be fraught with tensions. Indeed, 

the move away from the “totalitarianism” of modernist planning towards the 

“collaboration” of placemaking signals a new recognition of the value of diversity in a 

public space.  

 Since this dissertation is concerned with the conditions under which urban media 

infrastructure can encourage or impede the function of public space, I have chosen to 

focus on the principles of sociality and social encounter as markers of a ‘good’ public 

space. This includes consideration of the attributes and qualities outlined by those such as 

Jacobs, Lefebvre and Sennett, including human-scale development that allows for passive 

watching, a sense of the openness and fluidity of the site to public elaboration, as well as 

consideration of the potential for the kinds of collaborative participation valued in more 

contemporary placemaking strategies. These qualities were not chosen randomly but have 

a strong alignment with the objectives and aims outlined in the policy and strategy 

documents relevant to my case studies. It is also worth signposting at this point that a key 

issue I explore is the extent to which organisations such as local government authorities 

are able to explicitly define and establish protocols for measuring the outcomes they are 

seeking to achieve in the planning, development and ongoing curation of their public 

spaces (Yue 2009). 
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2.3 Emergence of urban media infrastructure 

2.3.1 Understanding media technologies as urban media infrastructure 

The intertwinement of these two threads of media spectatorship and public space is 

manifest in the growing digital augmentation of our cities. I conceptualise this process as 

the emergence of urban media infrastructure borrowing from Parks and Starosielski’s use of 

media infrastructure (2015). In this section, I will explore how new types of urban media 

infrastructure are reconfiguring the space for communication activities within 

contemporary cities, and how this reconfiguration poses a set of complex questions about 

the operation of the contemporary public sphere. I will begin by describing the traditional 

conception of the public sphere and then will discuss how it is morphing and expanding to 

accommodate new affordances enabled by media infrastructure. One of the major shifts 

identified is the attention to, and validation of, new types of affective social encounter. I 

will argue that this expands, rather than supplants the traditional public sphere.  

From here we can begin to tease out some of the major themes that underpin this 

dissertation. These include the:  

• value of conceptualising urban media infrastructure as an assemblage, which enables 

us to interrogate the multiplicity of factors which influence encounters with these 

infrastructure 

• need to develop a new understanding of ‘audience’ and ‘audiencing’ to help account 

for the growing mediation of public space, which is distinct from the traditional 

binary between spectator and media object  

• importance of a critical understanding of digital placemaking as an urban renewal 

tool, which recognises both the positive and negative possibilities of urban media 

infrastructure   
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In their articles ‘Communicative Cities’ (2008) and ‘Communicative Cities: Redux’ (2016) 

Drucker and Gumpert explored the interplay of physical, social, technological and 

regulatory dimensions that characterise the communication praxis arising in digital urban 

environments. Their discussion of civic communication foregrounds that cities have always 

been sites for, as well as artefacts produced by communication (2016, 137). This perspective 

asks us to consider how our urban spaces provide spaces for communication, while also 

being inscribed by those same communication practices in their ongoing development. 

Thus, when considering the role of media infrastructure in public spaces, researchers need 

to pay attention to how media is shaped by its material instantiation in a particular socio-

spatial context even as it contributes to shaping that context.  

 Parks and Starosielski draw on the term media infrastructure to describe the 

complex integration of new types of technology into our urban environments (2015). 

Drawing on Actor-Network Theory10, they describe how “media infrastructure are 

concentrated in particular locations and spread across vast distances…they operate 

ethereally, transmitting signals at the speed of light, and are grounded in bunker-like 

facilities heavily secured on earth” (2015, 4–5),Their description situates a seeming 

paradox of media infrastructure, at once geographically specific as well as networked 

across multiple locations; experienced immaterially yet also dependent on hard 

infrastructure like the transcontinental cables that run along the bottom of the oceans. 

 

10 Actor Network Theory, most strongly associated with the French philosopher Bruno Latour, has evolved 

out of media and technology studies research to describe the relationship between material objects and 

humans as part of complex “and open socio technical networks”, which are dynamic and ever-changing. 

Importantly both objects and humans are agents in these networks, which “firmly places the materiality of 

things at the centre of the theory” (Lievrouw 2014, 29-30).  
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Parks and Starosielski argue that framing these media as infrastructure has important 

implications for how we understand their design and operation (2015, 5). They argue that 

one of the main characteristics of infrastructure is that they are “defined by their 

invisibility: most of us hardly notice them until they fail or break down” (2015, 6). In 

characterising media technologies as infrastructure Parks and Starosielski are drawing 

attention to their often unseen and mundane aspects. This can include the regulations and 

governance arrangements that shape access and use of this infrastructure. Consideration of 

these routine issues is often ignored in favour of the more spectacular uses of media 

infrastructure (Vuolteenaho, Leurs, and Sumiala 2015, 15). By understanding these 

technologies as media infrastructure, we can begin to understand them as more than a 

technical ‘augmentation’ of a public space, and instead examine how these infrastructure 

shape how these public spaces operate.  

 Media infrastructure therefore warrants investigation as to how it impacts on urban 

social life. As Susan Leigh Star and Karen Ruhleder argue “infrastructure is something 

that emerges for people in practice, connected to activities and structures” (1996, 116). 

Star and Ruhleder use the term infrastructure to encapsulate its social use, such as driving 

on the freeway or connecting to the internet, alongside its technical and engineering 

qualities. As media scholar Henry Jenkins argues, digital media skills and literacy are 

necessary to the participatory culture of the twenty first century (2006). The 

“relationality” of media infrastructure (Parks and Starosielski 2015, 9) and its growing 

ubiquity through its integration into public spaces necessitates a consideration of its impact 

on the social relations of public life, or what is often referred to as the public sphere.  

2.3.2 Habermas’ public sphere 

 The concept of the public sphere is most commonly attributed to Jurgen Habermas 

and his famous examination of the structural transformation of bourgeois society ([1962] 
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1989). Habermas defined the public sphere as, “first of all a realm of our social life in 

which something approaching public opinion can be formed…A portion of the public 

sphere comes into being in every conversation in which private individuals assemble to 

form a public body” (2006, 73). For Habermas the public sphere “mediates between 

society and state” and provides a space for the formation of public opinion through 

dialogue (2006, 74). Habermas traces the formation of the public sphere in Europe to the 

eighteenth century, in the context of the decline of the feudal system and the separation of 

church and state (2006, 74–75). This leant new importance to distinguishing between 

public and private life. Habermas describes the inherent tension in the public sphere, 

which required independence from the state (2006, 75). This independent ‘space’ for 

discussion occurred in the first instance through the printing press: “in those newspapers, 

and in moralistic and critical journals, [the incipient public] debated that public authority 

on the general rules of social intercourse in their fundamentally privatised yet publicly 

relevant sphere of labour and commodity exchange” (2006, 75). Newspaper circulation 

and consumption was occurring in the new coffee houses and salons where members of the 

public came together to discuss and debate the issues of the day (Habermas [1962] 1989, 

43). The Habermasian public sphere is therefore predicated on an informed dialogue 

between members of the public that occurs in both urban and media space, “the public that 

read and debated [morality and philosophy], read and debated about itself” ([1962] 1989, 

43). For Habermas, the changing communication platforms and the resulting privatisation 

of the public sphere underpins major changes in the public sphere throughout the 19th and 

20th century. While Habermas identifies several reason for the public sphere to recede, of 

most relevance to this dissertation is how changing communication platforms, such as 

broadcast television and radio, enabled the public to consume cultural information in 

private spaces: 
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The communication of the public that debated critically about culture remained 

dependent on reading pursued in the closed-off privacy of the home. The leisure 

activities of the culture-consuming public, on the contrary, themselves take place 

within a social climate, and they do not require any further discussion. ([1962] 

1989, 163) 

As I have noted earlier, one of the common criticisms of broadcast television concerns how 

it reconfigures the boundary between public and private spaces. For Habermas, ‘distance’ 

was critical to enable the contemplation of information and the formation of public opinion; 

however the collapse of this distance through broadcast media such as radio and television 

had profound impacts on the nature and level of public discussion ([1962] 1989, 179). 

Habermas’ position shares some ground with the concerns expressed by urban scholars 

such as Jacobs, who articulated her dismay at how the rise of suburbia came at the cost of 

a vibrant street life that encouraged the “intricate ballet” of everyday urban life ([1961] 

1992, 42). While coming from different perspectives relating to place and communication, 

both are concerned with the same issues around public engagement and the geographic, 

social and institutional arrangements that are required to support it. Throughout this 

dissertation, I continue to explore how spatial, social and institutional factors influence and 

respond to the installation of urban media infrastructure and the degree to which this 

supports or hinders public engagement objectives. 

2.3.3 A new public sphere  

The emergence of urban media infrastructure is once again reconfiguring the 

boundaries between public and private spaces and the terms upon which public dialogue 

can occur. This issue has been interrogated by media scholar Scott McQuire in Geomedia 

where he examines how location-enabled technologies provide the scope for a new phase 

in the relationship between public space and public sphere (2016). As McQuire argues, 
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referring to mass media such as cinema, radio and broadcast television, “despite a few 

exceptions…we could say the media were part of public culture, but generally not situated 

in public space” (2016, 2). By contrast contemporary media technologies that utilise GPS 

sensors or are embedded within the urban environment, explicitly speak to the urban 

environment in which they are situated and used (McQuire 2016, 1–2). While the logic of 

mass communications eroded the role of public space within the operation of the public 

sphere, McQuire argues that these geomedia, such as urban screens, have the potential to 

reconnect the public sphere with public space: 

In contrast to the abstract ‘global public sphere’ instituted by global satellite 

television, second-generation urban screens conjoin the older logic of public 

assembly with the newer logic of the ‘media event’, crystallising in the new 

composition I have called the ‘public media event’. (2016, 155) 

Examples of these ‘public media events’ include the FIFA World Cup live sites, which 

allow for the simulcast of the sporting event to specific sites while enabling national 

supporters to assemble together and experience embodied interaction at the same time 

(Becker and Widholm 2014). The broader logic of this contemporary shift can be viewed 

as “a new spatialisation of media” which is becoming “an integral part of the contemporary 

city” (McQuire 2016, 2).  

 As media infrastructure becomes part of the city it is increasingly pulled towards a 

logic of emplacement, which has the capacity to address some of the urban and social issues 

described by Jacobs and Habermas. As I discussed earlier, urban renewal projects and the 

growth of creative and knowledge-based industries demand ‘vibrant, thriving spaces’ that 

allow for contingent social encounters. Such encounters are not predicated upon the kinds 

of rational dialogue or public discourse that was privileged in Habermas’ public sphere. 

McQuire describes how the affordance of urban media “involves a profound 
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transformation of social practice” whereby the “process of social encounter has become 

more susceptible to new patterns of relational exchange characterised by distributed, 

iterative communication practice that often enjoy global extension” (2016, 3). Furthermore 

these social encounters acknowledge the embodied and affective dimensions of 

communication as a means of interacting with others (McQuire 2016, 31). 

 These new qualities and attributes of the contemporary public sphere include the 

embodied, mediated encounters that span across political, social and aesthetic domains. 

Building upon Habermas’ literary public sphere, McGuigan describes a contemporary 

cultural public sphere that encapsulates affective and cognitive domains (2005). A cultural 

public sphere provides a “vehicle for thought and feeling, for imagination and disputatious 

argument” that can consider our individual micro-experiences within macro-societal 

systems (McGuigan 2005). Importantly, McGuigan highlights that the types of public 

deliberations that occur within this sphere are not purely based on rational thought, but 

often occur through affective communications that encourage embodied reactions (2005, 

436). Nikos Papastergiadis, Amelia Barakin and McQuire highlight how this type of 

affective communication could be valuable in the formation of a “transnational public 

sphere” (2016, 5 & 23). Their research demonstrates how, in the context of urban media 

infrastructure such as urban screens, “gesture” and social practices like dance can be used 

as a means of communicating between different groups across national boundaries, 

providing the basis, however temporary, for a transnational dialogue (2016, 192–95). 

Understanding the affective dimension of the public sphere provides an expanded toolkit 

for artists, architects and planners to consider the development of public spaces that 

encourage participation and engagement.  

 The affective potential of public spaces has most recently been examined by 

scholars through the concept of atmospheres. In his work on atmosphere and staging, 
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Gernot Bohme describes atmospheres as subjective, feeling and irrational (2013, 2). By 

definition, an atmosphere is elusive; when we experience a vibrant atmosphere in a public 

space, it is difficult to determine the exact source of this feeling. However, rather than 

effacing this as entirely indefinable, Bohme argues it is precisely through the staging and 

design of a space that an atmosphere is “generated” (2013, 3–4). This idea of atmospheres 

has been most fully elucidated in architecture and is yet another indicator of the shift away 

from the presumed rationality of modern urbanism. It encourages a different thinking 

about space as “seen, felt, heard etc. before it is consciously reflected upon” (Borch 2014, 

12). This has resulted in a changing consideration of design in the development of 

contemporary, media-rich public spaces, particularly those oriented towards civic 

engagement and public participation11.  

 The pervasiveness of urban media infrastructure in public spaces lends itself to the 

creation of atmospheres. As McCullough argues urban environments benefit from the 

cultivation of atmospheres as they allow for a filtering between the multiplicity of stimuli, 

such as traffic, crowds and billboards (2013a). Through smart design, atmospheres can 

improve the legibility of the city and assist us to navigate the streets, “[going] beyond the 

play of signs, which so overloads everyone, to a more intrinsic kind of information. 

[Atmosphere] does so through embodied cognition, which works well at the scale of built 

 

11 Although beyond the scope of this dissertation, fields such as Media Architecture and Human Computer 

Interaction studies have examined the role of design in how we engage with media in public space. Scholars 

in these fields have highlighted how design limitations, for example placement and visibility (Schroeter, Foth 

and Satchell 2012; Tomitsch et.al 2016) or accessible and intuitive interfaces (Steinberger, Foth and Alt 

2014) can influence the successful deployment of these technologies. While these fields are predominantly 

interested in more active interactions than the media infrastructure I examine in this dissertation, there are 

linkages to be made in the value placed upon context and access, which I explore more deeply in Chapter 6.   
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environments” (2013a, 172). McCullough advocates a positive perspective on how 

technology can contribute to what he calls ‘ambient environments’, by encouraging a 

greater level of attention to the embodied experience of place, rather than simply 

presuming that technology results in a distracted displacement: “may the ambient invite 

tuning in instead of tuning out. May it do so with an emergent sense of a whole, or at least 

of continuum” (2013a, 20). McCullough uses the term ambient to describe a designed 

environment that supports individuals to filter the multiple stimuli in their environment, 

only allowing those that are needed to come into the foreground. This echoes McQuire’s 

remarks above about the capacity for urban media infrastructure to reconfigure the 

relations of public space and the public sphere. However, McQuire argues that such 

capacities are deeply “ambivalent” (2016, 2) and remain hugely contingent upon the 

organising logics that assemble people, place and media together in these social 

encounters. One of my objectives in this dissertation is describing and analysing the 

specific circumstances which enable these particular types of civically oriented, social 

encounters to occur in media augmented public spaces. 

2.4 Key themes emerging from the Literature Review 

Drawing on this the survey of relevant literature, there are three key themes that I 

want to carry forward and further examine in this dissertation. These are focused on 

assemblage, audiencing and digital placemaking. In the final section of this chapter, I 

provide a summary of each theme and indicate how these will inform the approach taken 

in the following chapters.  

2.4.1 The assemblage of urban media infrastructure 

Across the literature surveyed above, a recurrent theme is the multiplicity of factors 

that shape our urban encounters with media technologies. For example, Bohme’s 
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description of atmosphere as an amalgamation of different elements (2013), McQuire’s 

discussion of the ambiguity of the contemporary public sphere (2016) and Groys’ analysis 

of the encounter between spectator and moving image in the art gallery (2008b) are all 

predicated upon the assembly of several heterogenous factors at a particular place and 

time. These factors can include the physical site and design; the socio-cultural context, 

including public behaviour and literacies; the governance arrangement and institutional 

settings; business model, as well as the technology itself. It is the interplay of all these 

factors that enable the encounters and experiences being studied. Importantly the effect of 

these factors coming together cannot be discerned through their separation into discrete 

categories but must be analysed through how they are configured together in a particular 

way.  

 My approach to what I will refer to as the ‘assemblage’ of urban media 

infrastructure draws on assemblage theory. The most prominent advocates of assemblage 

theory have been the French philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari who used the 

concept of assemblage to develop an approach that analysed how different elements are 

dynamically arranged to produce a system ([1987] 2004, 554–56). Deleuze and Guattari’s 

concept of assemblage has a strong political dimension, which they employ as part of their 

broader philosophical project ([1987] 2004). For my purposes, however, I have a chosen 

to follow sociologist Saskia Sassen’s interpretation of assemblage (2006; 2012; Aneesh 

2017). In contrast to Deleuze and Guattari, Sassen’s approach to assemblage is more about 

tracing the continuities and changes within specific social and political contexts over time 

(2006, 5). Her use of assemblage provides a framework through which to analyse the 

multiple domains that are “imbricated” in complex socio-technical systems (2012, 456). 

This means understanding the “interdependence” of different domains, which 

acknowledge their specificity (Sassen 2006, 5) meaning no one domain can dominate the 
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analysis. Furthermore the specific articulation of these domains is relational, thus while 

they might have continuity over time, their ‘constitution’ at a specific period is in relation 

to the other domains with which it is assembled (Sassen 2006, 5–6). This is what Sassen 

refers to as the ‘organising logic’ of particular socio-historic periods (2006, 8–9).  

Sassen has used this approach to greatest effect in her expansive analysis of the 

historical development of the nation-state to examine how different configurations of social 

and cultural praxis, legal settings, technological capabilities and institutional settings can 

all contribute to shaping the organising logics of political systems (2006). Sassen’s 

approach allows her to describe the ‘tipping point’ when a new ‘organising logic’ emerges 

or becomes dominant, for example the shift towards globalisation in the mid 20th century 

(2006, 8). Of particular interest for this dissertation is the role of social praxis, or what 

Sassen refers to as ‘capabilities’, in tipping points. She establishes a dialectical relationship 

between formal and informal social praxes noting that the emergence of a new social 

praxis is often those which have “jumped the track and lodged themselves into novel new 

assemblages” (2006, 12).  

While Sassen makes this argument in analysing the socio-political shift from the 

nation state to the Bretton Woods system (2006, 11), the model can be adapted for tracing 

other trajectories such as changes in the social experience of audiencing and spectatorship. 

For example, Gunning’s analysis of early cinema spectatorship highlights how the 

instability of early cinema’s viewing conditions enabled a diversity of informal viewing 

praxes to arise. However as the cinematic model was stabilised, the immobilised model of 

spectatorship we are most familiar with became the dominant, formal practice. Unlike 

Gunning’s analysis of early cinema though, there is as yet no formal praxis or stable 

viewing situation that has emerged in relation to urban media infrastructure.  
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 The dialectical relationship between formal and informal praxis however is not 

“unidirectional and seamless”, rather it is “mixed, contradictory and lumpy” (Sassen 2012, 

470). The non-linearity of these changes has significant implications for institutions and 

organisations who may be seeking to organise or regulate these praxes (Sassen 2012, 470). 

This issue arises in my dissertation as governing bodies seek to encourage public 

participation, however it is challenging to make firm rules because the institutional and 

social practices relating to urban media infrastructure are new and emergent.  

Sassen’s use of assemblage as a “working tool” (In Aneesh 2017, 128) is the 

primary methodological approaches underpinning this dissertation. It provides a means of 

understanding the way that technology, people, place and institutions are “assembled” 

together to produce new social situations surrounding the public viewing of media content. 

By using the assemblage approach, we can recognise the ambiguity of urban media 

infrastructure and the complexity involved with negotiating a new type of media-enriched 

public space.   

2.4.2 Moving from audience to audiencing 

A second key theme that has emerged from this literature review is the breakdown 

of the classical understanding of spectatorship vis-à-vis a media object. Rather than a 

position established by a technological apparatus, I argue that spectatorship needs to be 

understood as an activity or social practice. The interest in shifting the focus of study from 

spectatorship as a position to an activity was first discussed by John Fiske (1992). 

However, Fiske uses the term audiencing in order to verb the noun (Tosoni and Ridell 

2016, 1279–80). For Fiske audiencing shifts the focus from the audience as “social unit” 

bounded in its specific category to a “social formation” which is “formed and dissolved 

more fluidly according to its contextual conditions” (1992, 350–51).  
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 While Fiske was using audiencing to analyse the specific social formations that 

arose around television viewing, media scholar Seija Ridell has pushed the concept 

forward to analyse how we understand emergent media activities in urban spaces 

including the blurring of boundaries between media production and consumption (2012, 

22). Of interest are the “ways in which audiencing and other media-related activities 

intertwine with one another and with non-media-related activities in the constitution of 

urban practices and routines” (Tosoni and Ridell 2016, 1279). Ridell describes the 

‘audiencing’ emerging in relation to urban media infrastructure becoming imbricated in the 

articulation and expression of public life (2012, 25). This means that while various types of 

‘audiencing’ emerge in relation to the media infrastructure, in relation to urban media 

infrastructure it is deeply shaped by the situation of ‘being public’. By conceiving of 

audiencing as a public activity we are better able to see how it emerges in and contributes 

to the assemblage of urban media encounters. 

 Adopting such an approach has important methodological implications, underlining 

the point that activities in relation to media are not ‘determined’ by the technology but are 

shaped, and in turn themselves shape, the environments in which they are viewed. Indeed, 

the advantage of conceiving of audiencing as an activity is that it becomes easier to trace 

related activities across a range of different spatial locations, as “audience activities in 

contemporary cities can only be adequately captured if approached as imbricated in 

heterogeneous activity assemblages” (Ridell and Zeller 2013, 447). Here Ridell and Zeller 

invoke the term assemblage to describe how the media activity intersects with the spatial 

and social. There are however several further implications in recasting audiences as 

audiencing, such as under what conditions does audiencing occur? Are there patterns in 

how audiences form and dissolve as social formations? And more importantly what are the 
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strength of social bonds that develop through ‘audiencing’ and do these address, even in a 

small way, the urban malaise that was identified by Jacobs and Lefebvre? 

2.4.3 Experiments in digital placemaking 

One of the defining elements of this dissertation is the experimentation currently 

occurring with urban media infrastructure. My focus is the use of urban media 

infrastructure to support what I have referred to above as placemaking activities. I argue 

that the deployment of urban media infrastructure is reconfiguring the concept and 

practice of placemaking towards a discourse of digital placemaking, in which digital media 

are intended to support collaborative and participatory processes in creating a sense of 

place. However, it is also important to recognise that the same technologies, which enable 

participation and collaboration can equally be deployed to control, manage and exclude 

people under the framework of placemaking.  

 There has been a growing interest in digital placemaking, particularly from Human 

Computer Interaction and architecture scholars, who are interested in how urban media 

infrastructure can improve citizen interaction with the urban environment. Fredericks et 

al. describe digital placemaking as “the use of digital technologies and media for shaping 

urban experiences that are citizen-centric, both in their conception and implementation” 

(2018, 44). They emphasise the role of urban media infrastructure in placemaking both as 

a deliberative process for creating place, as well as the practice of making place as 

individuals living in a city. Pang et al. have a similar definition, but emphasise the 

importance of connectivity and belonging: “digital placemaking explores the combination 

of location-based digital technologies in urban spaces to foster a connection to community 

and a sense of belonging, encouraging residents to value, cherish, and experience where 

they live” (2019, 626). Both definitions consider the positive ways digital technologies can 

improve existing practices of placemaking to better connect communities with their local 
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environment. These views echo the idea of technology as emplacing, which I discussed 

above.  

 However, other scholars have expressed concern that digital placemaking at best 

ignores existing inequity within the city and at worst exploits these inequities for 

commercial gain. Urban design scholar Robert Cameron argues that placemaking, and 

particularly digital placemaking, is exploited by institutions and corporations who have a 

vested in interest in cultivating a ‘unique’ image of the city (2020, 139). For Cameron, the 

issue is not so much with the practice of digital placemaking, but that the “control over this 

environment is constituted by a hidden geography of relations between the owners of both 

the spaces of the city and the media platforms that structure public discourse” (2020, 140). 

Thus the optimism that digital technologies can provide new opportunities for citizens to 

participate in decisions about public space does not address the inequity in access and 

power that underpins the use of these technologies.  

 There have also been concerns about the increased use of urban technologies in the 

city as part of Smart Cities technology and potential privacy and surveillance issues. The 

idea of a Smart City has emerged over the last decade (Rose 2017, 2)12. According to 

geographer Gillian Rose the concept of a smart city is about how different technologies 

can be used “to achieve environmental sustainability by encouraging and enabling the 

more efficient use of resources, especially energy and water” (2017, 1). This emphasis on 

‘efficient use’ and top-down design and management (Araya and Arif 2015, 1) does not fit 

easily with the emphasis on quality of the urban environment that is at the centre of 

placemaking.  

 

12 Australia adopted a Smart Cities Policy in 2015 (Commonwealth Government 2015). 
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Yet, alongside efficiency, Smart City rhetoric often purports to enable improved 

participation in democracy and government (Vuolteenaho, Leurs, and Sumiala 2015, 3–4). 

Geographers Matthew Tenney and Renee Sieber argue, like Cameron, that the realisation 

of this democratic potential is constrained, due to the “corporate interests outside those 

held by government officials and citizens” (2016, 109). In their edited collection on Smart 

Cities, Araya and Arif note that there is still significant latent potential in the democratic 

possibilities of a Smart City but “problems associated with corporate hegemony over these 

technologies - and the systems of surveillance they make possible - remain to be overcome” 

(2015, 9). I concur with Araya and Arif that there is potential for digital placemaking to 

support a collaborative and participatory public space, however there is a concurrent need 

for awareness of the underlying power dynamics that structure who might access these 

technologies and under what terms.  

 One of the major issues has been a lack of detailed guidance about the 

implementation of digital placemaking strategies (Champion 2016, 58). Connecting 

Audiences: A manual for large screens (Papastergiadis et al. 2015) by the Research Unit in 

Public Cultures at the University of Melbourne, is one example of the type of detailed 

guidance that is required. The manual was developed as a response to the failure of policy 

development and planning processes to keep pace with technological changes 

(Papastergiadis et al. 2015, viii). Policies for urban media infrastructure tend to focus on 

their commercial uses and existing regulation is largely focused on mitigating the 

“potential negative impacts that screen installation may have on urban amenity” 

(Papastergiadis et al. 2015, ix). Moreover, even in circumstances with a well-established 

policy context, “…large screens are costly and require significant effort and resources to 

implement a well-planned screen strategy” (2015, xii). Overcoming many of the challenges 

of operating large screens is predicated on “creative content produced, consumed and 
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distributed through a comprehensive network of screen partners” (Papastergiadis et al. 2015, 31). 

The potential for this type of creative content to enable participatory digital placemaking is 

one of the issues explored in this dissertation, and as I will argue it remains a complex and 

resource-intensive task. 

 Urban lighting has a longer history of being used for expressive, aesthetic purposes 

which extend beyond its functional ability to allow people to be active at night (McQuire 

2010). Over the last decade, there has been significant growth in the number of projection 

festivals around the world (Jackson 2015, 262). In his analysis of the long-running 

Blackpool Illuminations in England, Tim Edensor describes how the use of expressive 

lighting is a “crucial ingredient in the atmospheric qualities of space” (2012, 1119). What is 

perhaps more interesting for the purposes of this dissertation though, is how he describes 

it as being a strong feature of the local tourism industry and how this often manifests in the 

content and representation (2012, 1104–5). This parallel production of a place of 

experience and the “brand” of a place problematises the binary of digital placemaking as 

either inherently bad or good, discussed earlier. Instead it suggests that institutions can 

both seek to cultivate a sense of place for locals, as well as an image of a place that can 

circulate more widely. Australian illumination festivals such as Vivid in Sydney and the 

former White Night in Melbourne also typify this use of illumination to cultivate an 

atmosphere while also becoming an image of the city. This asks us to consider that digital 

placemaking is a much more complex process of creating a place that is significantly 

shaped by the existing relations of institutions and citizens and their existing motivations. 

As Drucker and Gumpert argue the technological augmentation of our cities is irreversible 

(2007, 19), thus the question must focus less about whether or not urban media 

infrastructure is good or bad, and focus more on the conditions under which these 
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infrastructure can support digital placemaking. This needs to consider issues of access, 

inequity, power and economics, alongside issues of geography, design and sociality.  

This literature review has approached the emergence of urban media infrastructure 

through two different lens, firstly in terms of what different traditions of media 

spectatorship can teach us when examining a new type of spectatorship that has emerged 

in contemporary networked public space, and secondly how we might understand the 

changing role and importance of public space as it is increasingly permeated with media 

infrastructure in contemporary cities. This survey has enabled me to elucidate the key 

learnings which I believe are valuable in how we approach the emergence of urban media 

infrastructure and the reconfiguration of urban space as part of a new mediated public 

sphere. What emerges is the ambiguity around the impact of urban media infrastructure 

and how we understand the potential for this infrastructure to be directed to more civically 

oriented purposes. This leads to a series of questions which I seek to answer, including 

how are institutions and organisations deploying urban media infrastructure? Under what 

conditions is this infrastructure most successful and why? And most importantly, what 

contribution does urban media infrastructure make to the constitution of a contemporary 

mediated public sphere? In the next chapter I describe the methodology I have used to 

explore these questions. 
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3 Chapter 3: Methodology 

 In this chapter I will describe the methodology I have used to study urban media 

infrastructure and the emergence of ‘audiencing’ as a new praxis of public participation. 

There are two main sections. The first section provides the rationale for the use of case 

studies as a means of advancing my research on urban media infrastructure. The second 

section outlines the three key methods – policy analysis, fieldwork and visual analysis – 

that I have used to collect and analyse the data that forms the basis of these case studies. 

While this chapter provides a justification for the specific approach and tools I have used 

in this research project, I also take the opportunity to reflect on the process of undertaking 

research and the practicalities of doing fieldwork in public spaces.  

 The application of the concept of assemblage to public spectatorship and urban 

media infrastructure has important methodological implications for this dissertation. In 

Chapter 2, I proposed a cross-disciplinary theoretical perspective, examining the different 

traditions which have informed scholarly understanding of media spectatorship and public 

space. In exploring these two concepts, I drew on several different disciplines including 

media and communication (Casetti 2015; McQuire 2016), cultural studies (McGuigan 

1991a), sociology (Sassen 2006; 2011; 2012) urban studies (Jacobs [1961] 1992; Sennett 

1977) and infrastructure studies (Parks and Starosielski 2015; Star and Ruhleder 1996). 

This cross-disciplinary approach provided an array of different perspectives on how to 

approach urban media infrastructure as a research object. As Sassen notes in her study of 

socio-digital formations, to account for the specific articulations of the technological that 

we encounter at any one point, we need to consider more than the “purely technical 

condition” (2012, 457). She argues that, “the organising proposition in that these types of 

technical systems necessarily operates as elements in a ‘thick’ matrix encompassing all 
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sorts of actors, aims, and forms of power and powerlessness” (2012, 456). Like Sassen, I 

am interested in the intersection between the social, spatial, technological and institutional. 

Therefore, in this dissertation I continue to employ a cross-disciplinary perspective as I 

investigate the specific configuration of urban media infrastructure in public settings.  

 It should be noted however, that while this dissertation adopts a cross-disciplinary 

perspective it is most firmly situated within cultural studies. As scholar Jim McGuigan 

comments of cultural studies, “it is insistently plural” and “eclectic in the methods it uses, 

drawing liberally from across the humanities and social sciences” (1997, 1). My 

methodology is consistent with this cross-disciplinary trajectory, by adopting a multi-sited 

ethnographic methodology that makes use of policy analysis, fieldwork and visual analysis 

to illustrate the site-specific and contingent nature of particular practices of public 

‘audiencing’, while also tracing the broader shifts towards a new mediated public sphere.  

One of the primary findings that emerged from the literature review in Chapter 2 is 

that traditional approaches to spectatorship do not adequately acknowledge the role of 

spatial context. This underlies Casetti’s argument when he describes the continuation of 

the cinematic despite significant technological and social change:  

What [lets] this persistence in difference occur? We have already analysed the 

main crucial elements: for example, the fact that experiences are not only 

repeatable, but also relocatable; the fact that the cinematic machine is no longer an 

apparatus, but an assemblage… (2015, 206 emphasis added) 

By acknowledging the cinema as more than the apparatus, he is observing that the 

cinematic event exists in the assemblage of a set of “elements” that can be repositioned 

across a range of different spaces and contexts. My analysis of media spectatorship has 

demonstrated how these elements can include: the spatial context, such as the 
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configuration of the domestic lounge room (Spigel 1992); the institutional arrangements, 

such as the structure of the entertainment program during early cinema (Gunning [1989] 

2004); and social and cultural praxes, such as the social expectations and protocols of the 

gallery (Groys 2008b). Therefore, in conducting my own research, I have sought to take a 

less media-centric perspective (Moores 2012), and pay equal attention to how these other 

elements - place, people and institutions - shape the constitution and experience of media 

infrastructure.  

3.1 Case studies and thick descriptions  

 One of the primary objectives of my research is to provide detailed accounts of the 

specifics of each location, while also situating these accounts within a broader examination 

of public spectatorship and the emergence of a new mediated public sphere. To provide a 

detailed account of each location, I undertook ethnographic fieldwork as a means of 

tracing the “cultures of use” I observed (Sassen 2011, 578). My use of ethnographic 

methods borrows from other audience researchers, such as Morley (1992), who have used 

fieldwork to analyse media spectatorship as a socially situated practice (see also Moores 

1993; Livingstone 1999). I am also responding to calls from other researchers who have 

highlighted the need for more empirical evidence to ground discussions about the 

emergence and impact of urban media infrastructure (Parks and Starosielski 2015; 

McQuire 2016). The presentation of this evidence in the form of case studies seeks to 

provide “thick” descriptions (Geertz 1973; Marcus 1998) of these urban media 

infrastructure. Thick descriptions draw upon the ethnographic approach of not simply 

presenting the event as observed but also “sorting out the structures of signification…and 

determining their social ground and import” (Geertz 1973, 9–10). In a study concerned 

with the emergence of new cultures of technology use, this approach allowed me to 

observe specific practices of audiencing by understanding their affinities with earlier 
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traditions of spectatorship such as cinema, and also paying attention to the elements that 

might define these as new praxes. The detail of ‘thick description’ helps to refine the 

theoretical models of spectatorship by continually testing the abstract against the 

empirical.  

 The development of these thick descriptions has emerged from a multi-sited 

ethnographic methodology. Traditionally, ethnography examines the site as bounded or 

closed, providing a microcosm of the larger world system, yet this approach has been 

questioned in the context of an increasingly mobile world (Marcus 1995, 97). As 

ethnographer George Marcus argues, a multi-sited ethnography is appropriate to 

understanding “cultural formation across and within multiple sites of activity” (1995, 96). 

Papastergiadis argues that a multi-sited ethnography produces a “relational modality” that 

encourages a consideration of how the individual details of local experiences can be ‘lifted 

up’ into considerations of broader cultural and social systems (2015, 8). While this does 

not diminish the importance of apprehending the specificities of individual locations, it 

assists my focus on understanding public spectatorship as an emerging social practice.  

The two case studies I present in this dissertation each reflect global issues as well as 

local concerns. Within Melbourne, the major urban media infrastructure site, Federation 

Square. Federation Square, which opened in 2002, is a large public space, which hosts arts 

and cultural tenants including the National Gallery of Victoria, the Australian Centre for 

the Moving Image and the Koorie Heritage Trust. One of the key features of Federation 

Square is the large screen towards the south-west corner of the square. Federation Square 

can cater for an audience of up to 10,000 people and hosts several events each year 

(Papastergiadis et.al 2015, 16). It has been the subject of various studies (Papastergiadis et 

al. 2013; McQuire et al. 2015; Walliss 2018).  
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Figure 3- Large screen at Federation Square during Australia's Apology to the Indigenous People Source: Virignia Murdoch 

Given this existing work, I sought alternative examples of urban media infrastructure 

that offered new examples of digital place-making. Conveniently, Harmony Square in 

Greater Dandenong (a municipality in outer suburban Melbourne) opened at the 

commencement of my research project in 2014 (ArchitectureAU 2015). Harmony Square 

is a civic space that incorporates a large screen that is operated by the City of Greater 

Dandenong (CGD). The concept and design of the site was modelled on Federation 

Square and adapted to an outer suburban context. To my knowledge, most existing studies 

of these urban media infrastructure have tended to focus on central city locations, 

therefore Harmony Square provided a useful point of difference for this research project. 

To complement the Harmony Square case study I selected the Gertrude Street Projection 
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Festival (GSPF) in the inner-city suburb of Fitzroy, Melbourne as a comparator. The 

GSPF is a community-run projection and illumination festival that is held annually over 10 

days in late July. The GSPF provided a strategic comparison its suburban context and 

local population contrast with Dandenong. As a community-run festival, the institutional 

arrangements around the GSPF were also different to those operating around Harmony 

Square. Importantly though, these two sites shared a history as former industrial areas 

that were undergoing the process of urban renewal and were both using urban media 

infrastructure as a deliberate means of attracting people back into public spaces and onto 

the streets.  

Figure 4:  Map of Gertrude Street and Harmony Square in Melbourne, Source: Google Maps 
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3.2 Research methods 

I have used three key methods to understand and analyse the urban media 

infrastructure in my case studies. These are policy analysis, fieldwork including 

observation and interviews, and visual analysis. Each of these approaches provided a 

different lens through which to understand these infrastructure and the “constellation” 

(Deleuze and Guattari [1987] 2004, 406) of factors that make up the assemblage of ‘public 

spectatorship’. 

3.2.1 Policy analysis 

 The installation of media infrastructure in urban public spaces is frequently the 

direct result of policy interventions. In each of my case studies, urban media infrastructure 

is being deployed in the service of a broader policy objective to encourage vibrant, thriving 

public spaces and streets that foster community participation and engagement. My use of 

the term policy is intended to encompass more than a formal document. It refers to the 

policy cycle that involves the development of ideas, consultation and decision-making that 

seeks to achieve a successful outcome (Stewart and Ayres 2000, 22). The policy cycle can 

have several different phases (see Bridgman and Davy in Stewart and Ayres 2000, 22), 

however for the purposes of this dissertation I aggregate these into the broad categories of 

issue identification, policy development, implementation and evaluation. In particular, I am 

interested in the shifts that can occur between the initial policy development and the 

implementation stages, and the consequences of often unintended shifts in ambition. In his 

analysis of urban renewal Ash Amin describes how urban renewal and regeneration 

policies, which identify and develop under-utilised industrial land under the auspices of 
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“good citizenship”, can often cultivate practices of consumption and self-satisfaction rather 

than communal, social interactions (2000, 233). Understanding the policy objectives 

underpinning the deployment of urban media infrastructure in specific contexts provide a 

productive frame through which to measure and examine what occurred in these spaces.  

 The purpose of the policy analysis in this dissertation is two-fold. First, I have 

sought to understand what the initial policy objectives guiding the development were, and 

to assess whether these objectives have been realised. Second, I have identified whether 

there are specific issues and obstacles associated with the implementation of this program 

of works (Patton and Sawicki 1993, 365). While the achievement of objectives can be 

understood by comparing policy and strategy documents with observation at each site, 

investigating the success of the implementation requires a deeper understanding of each 

organisation, their governance structures, the resourcing allocated and how they evaluate 

‘success’. Although some of this data can be drawn from policy documents, council 

minutes and media articles, I have supplemented my knowledge by interviewing with key 

staff of these sites, such as managers and technical practitioners who produce content for 

this infrastructure.  

3.2.2 Fieldwork 

 My main source of evidence for both case studies has been extensive fieldwork 

conducted across both sites, incorporating observation, visual documentation and 

interviews. Fieldwork was undertaken between July 2015 to February 2018. There were 

four major phases of fieldwork outlined in the table below. 
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Table 1: Overview of fieldwork 

Date Site Methods 

October 2015 –  

February 2016 

Harmony Square, 

Dandenong 

Observation 

Photography 

Interviews with local 

council and key 

stakeholders 

April 2016 – August 2016 GSPF Observation 

Interviews with GSPF 

personnel, artists and 

members of the public 

July 2017 GSPF Observation 

Photography 

February 2018 Harmony Square Observation 

Interview with members of 

the public 

  

The extended length of this fieldwork reflects the fact that I undertook this PhD part-time 

over six years, and that fieldwork needed to be juggled around my other commitments as a 

full-time public servant. However, conducting this research over such a prolonged period 

of time has proven advantageous as I have been able to witness the evolution of these 

spaces over this time. In Chapter 6 I signal how this evolution indicates future directions 

that might facilitate improved outcomes at both locations.  
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 The collection of data at both sites took several different forms, reflecting the time 

and day of the visit and the specific requirements of the site. Observation at the GSPF 

could only take place during the dates of the festival. In 2016, I attended for one to two 

hours across five nights, where I walked up and down the street seeking interviews and 

taking short notes on what I observed. As it was difficult to take notes while walking the 

street, I prepared more detailed notes after I returned home each night. By contrast I was 

able to visit Harmony Square in Dandenong at different times of the day and for various 

events, which allowed for the opportunity to see how the space and media infrastructure 

performed in a variety of contexts. I attended a few times to view the Square in an 

‘everyday’ context when no specific event was scheduled. I also attended seven different 

scheduled events including four film screenings, a night-time festival and two family 

events. In these circumstances it was easier to take more detailed notes relating to both the 

event and the site.  

 My observation work was complemented by interviews with practitioners, site-

managers and architects, as well as members of the public. Across both sites a total of 48 

interviews were completed. In line with Research Ethics requirements all participants 

have been de-identified to the best of my ability, though given the small number of 

technicians and practitioners working at these sites it is possible that they are still 

identifiable. The table below provides a breakdown of the interviews at conducted each 

site.  
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Table 2: Overview of interviews 

Site Members of the public Site and event 

managers, practitioners 

Dandenong’s Harmony Square 8 8 

Gertrude Street Projection 

Festival 

26 6 

 

The table highlights the significant difference in the number of interviews with members of 

the public held in Harmony Square compared with the GSPF. As I recount in the case 

studies that follow, the ambiance at each site varied and provided different experiences of 

interviewing. The GSPF almost always had some level of liveliness, while Harmony 

Square was often a quiet space, particularly when there was no scheduled event. When 

interviews were held outside of these events at Harmony Square, I found that people were 

very reluctant to be interviewed. It is also worth noting that the community sensibility 

towards the organising or managing institution at each location is different and this may 

have had some impact on people’s willingness to be interviewed. I explore these issues in 

the case studies in Chapter 4 and 5.  

 Following the collection of interview data, I went through an extensive process of 

coding to identify emerging themes and points of interest. These themes were developed 

through an iterative process of coding the data and then reviewing these codes to identify 

broader categories into which the data could be sorted, reflecting a grounded theory 

approach (Glaser and Strauss [1967] 2006). I consulted with my supervisors during this 

iterative process of coding, sorting and categorisation. For both case studies there were 

three to four rounds of coding and synthesis to draw out key themes. I also used the 
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interview data to test and critique my own observations of the spaces and urban media 

infrastructure. The strength of interviewing is that it provides insights that can expand the 

researcher’s perspective of the research object during the observation stage. In her analysis 

of the built environment, Roxana Waterson describes how architects are able to discuss 

the visual and design aspects of a work, but are less skilled in analysing the social (2012, 

79–82). This is less a criticism of the architects than an acknowledgement that each 

different stakeholder brings their own language and interests to the observed object. By 

combining interviews and multi-sited ethnography, I was able to develop an iterative and 

reflexive process of knowledge development, as the insights derived from the interviews 

suggested a different lens through which to approach the spaces, while observations of the 

spaces guided my questioning and prompts in the interviews. Kim Fortun suggests it is 

through this process of ‘looping’ (2009, 74) that our understanding of situations and 

knowledge is developed. Through this method I have sought to understand the motivations 

and ‘organising logics’ of different participants and processes to inform my own 

observations about these spaces. 

 Alongside more traditional ethnographic approaches to fieldwork, I also adopted 

some tools from sensory ethnography to inform my analysis of my observation notes and 

interview data. Sarah Pink’s extensive work on sensory ethnography highlights how 

important aspects of orientation, navigation and ritual in the private world of the home are 

dependent upon particular sensory cues rather than known regulations (2009). I argue 

that this is also true of public space and the public sphere. Our ability to navigate the city 

and to know the social protocols relating to a particular space and activity is, in part, cued 

through our sensory experience. In studying public space, we must recognise how the 

process of embodied movement can structure the experience of ‘audiencing’. Being 

attentive to the sensory elements of the built environment such as sounds, smell, and 



 85/276 

lighting allows us to better recognise and understand audiencing as more than a visual 

interaction.  

3.2.3 Visual analysis 

 Nevertheless the visual is a key domain. The final lens applied to my examination 

of urban media infrastructure at each site is an analysis of the visual culture developing 

around public spectatorship, both in the production of images and spaces, and how these 

are consumed by audiences. In his analysis of visual methods, Luc Pauwels provides a 

framework that covers analysis of “found images”, visual subjects and research-generated 

visuals (2010). While my dissertation is primarily concerned with visual subjects, some 

found images and researcher-generated images form part of the case studies.  

 Any analysis of urban media infrastructure and public spectatorship would be 

remiss if it did not acknowledge the distinctive qualities of the moving images that are 

exhibited by urban screens and public projections, including how audiences engage with 

these images. Attention to the visual dimensions of audience engagement means 

considering the gestural and expressive aspects of communicative praxis (Fiske 1992). As 

Pauwels notes it is important to “look at what people actually do…as opposed to what they 

say they would do or supposedly have done” (2010, 220). For my dissertation, this became 

particularly important in order to understand the impact of urban media infrastructure, 

and the difference between people’s perception of that impact and what I observed. It is 

also important to understand how different types of visuals can influence different modes 

of spectatorship. For example, in Harmony Square I describe how the reaction of 

audiences is quite distinct depending on whether the screen program features a film or 

public service announcement. This approach reflects Pink’s views that, “‘visual research 

methods’ are not purely visual. Rather, they pay particular attention to visual aspects of 

culture” (2007, 21).  
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  The urban environment itself is also an object of visual culture that requires 

attention. As Pauwels argues, “to preserve and disclose this “urban spectacle” in constant 

flux, visual methods are of paramount importance” (2016, 130). In her discussion of visual 

methods in the built environment, Waterson highlights how practices of place-making 

require the ability "to read and understand visible traces” (2012, 75). This refers to the 

ability to navigate and orient oneself within a spatial location. As I will demonstrate the 

spatial context of each site, its layout, images and even colours, can have effects upon the 

praxis of audiencing.  

3.3 Chapter Summary 

Ultimately the challenge of this study is working out how to acknowledge the highly 

situated nature of each encounter with urban media infrastructure, while providing a 

framework for understanding the historical specificity and distinctiveness of contemporary 

forms of public spectatorship. My multi-modal approach seeks to address the complexity 

of networked public spaces and the spatial, social and institutional arrangements that 

shape these emergent phenomena. In the two chapters that follow, I describe how I 

‘assemble’ these different domains. Each case study has been organised around the 

examination of the technological, spatial, social and institutional dimensions of the 

location. Through these dimensions I can provide an exploration of the particularities of 

each location, while situating these findings as relational categories that allow for a 

comparison and contrast of observations at each location. By applying this lens to multiple 

sites we are able to see the mobility of social practices and protocols, and therefore the 

possibility of articulating a set of conditions or processes through which urban media 

infrastructure can encourage collectivity and participation in a new mediated public 

sphere. 
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4 Chapter 4: Harmony Square in Dandenong 

4.1 Introduction 

 Every one of my visits to Dandenong started at the train station. The station is not 

an accessible or welcoming gateway to the centre of Dandenong. While standing on the 

below-ground platform, you can feel the eyes of the Protective Service Officers from the 

above ground walkway keeping watch. However, your vision is limited by the fencing 

surrounding the platform. From the station platform, you need to head up the stairs 

towards the main interchange, and then down another set of stairs to get to street level. 

This design is typical of the older Dandenong area; difficult to navigate for pedestrians 

who become obscured moving between the buildings and infrastructure. As you exit the 

station, the difference between old and new Dandenong comes into focus. The old Afghani 

retail strip contrasts sharply with the new office buildings and their shiny windows and 

manicured streetscape. You traverse the pedestrian boulevard that runs between these 

spaces until you reach an opening to Harmony Square. The large open space is the 

emblem of a new Dandenong. The clean white stone paving which is carved with fabric 

patterns symbolising the former textile shops designates the Square as a different space. 

On a sunny day, Harmony Square even has a bit of a glow about it, albeit when the 

Australian sun hits with its full strength it can be almost blinding.  

Harmony Square is a contrast of textures and colours. In the north-west edge, 

there is a small strip of grass, the only grass in the Square, where young people will often 

sit and chat with friends. Towards the southern end of the Square there are traditional 

timber picnic table seats that allow for 10 or so people to sit opposite one another at the 

bench table, though I rarely ever saw them so full. These seats are sheltered beneath the 
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upper levels of the municipal office and library building that runs along the southern 

perimeter of the Square. To the west of the building, between the grass and the picnic 

seating are four orange circle plastic seats. In the middle of each of these plastic seats is a 

planter box of Australian grass. In front of these orange circular seats, there are a few 

Norfolk pines, the only trees in the Square. This seating provides a kind of boundary to 

the open space in the north-east section of the Square, which operates as a sort of 

amphitheatre. This amphitheatre section of the Square is oriented towards a large screen. 

The screen is approximately eight metres wide by four metres high and elevated about two 

metres above the ground level. The screen’s façade is integrated into a smaller building 

towards the north of the Square and it is surrounded by a set of modular speakers. 

Beneath the screen is a small stage that is often used for community events. By positioning 

the screen in the north-east corner, the architects ensured that the screen does not 

dominate Harmony Square. The Square provides a thoroughfare between the train station 

and Lonsdale Street, but also allows for view lines across the site. During special events, 

temporary seating like café seats and deck chairs are also provided to augment the existing 

seating.  

To the west and south, Harmony Square is surrounded by new government 

buildings. The Dandenong library and municipal offices runs along the southern edge of 

the Square. This four-storey building is open glass across the two lower levels, which 

enables a permeability between the Square and the library, while the two top levels of 

office space are grey concrete with orange and green trims that tie to the colouring of the 

Square. West of the Square, across the street are newly built state government offices that 

house social services departments, including the Department of Education and the 

Department of Health and Human Services. On the eastern side of the Square are a set of 

stairs leading down to Dandenong’s main retail strip, Lonsdale Street. At the base of these 
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stairs are a couple of cafés that integrate with the broader retail uses along Lonsdale 

Street. It is only along Walker Street to the north of the Square that you can see the 

vestiges of old Dandenong, aged commercial office buildings that house community 

colleges and recruitment offices.  

Figure 5: Map of Harmony Square in Central Dandenong, Source: Google Maps edited by author 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 90/276 

 

 

Figure 6: Photograph of Harmony Square from south-west corner, Source: Author 

One of the most interesting aspects of Harmony Square is how the atmosphere can vary 

across different times and days. During the week, you will mostly see people passing 

through the Square with an occasional glance towards the large screen. Usually though, 

they do not have time to stop and linger as they head towards Lonsdale Street, the train 

station or into the library. However, this quiet atmosphere shifts when there is a 

community event in Harmony Square. At those times, the different zones around the 

Square become sites for activity. This can include performances, film screenings or even, 
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as I observed at one event, a petting zoo for farm animals. People take advantage of the 

different seating available or form an audience in front of the screen. At these times it is 

difficult for those using the Square as a thoroughfare to traverse the space. It is sometimes 

easier to bypass it all together and take the footpath around the perimeter of the Square.  

 These oscillations between loudness and quiet, energy and emptiness are 

characteristic of my experience of Harmony Square. As I will explore in this chapter, the 

large screen opens up new affordances for how Harmony Square operates as a public 

space. However, there is a question as to whether the frequency or variety of these 

affordances are aligned with the placemaking and community development objectives that 

led to the development of the Square. While the screen shows the potential of urban media 

infrastructure, I argue there are several policy and institutional barriers that hinder it from 

realising its full ambitions as a platform for community participation and engagement.  

 In this chapter I present the first of my two case studies on the role of urban 

media infrastructure in public spaces. I have started this chapter with a brief description of 

the site to situate the reader at Harmony Square in Dandenong. In what follows I give a 

brief overview of Dandenong’s role in metropolitan Melbourne and how the economic and 

demographic changes of the 1990s led to a state-initiated urban renewal initiative, which 

included the development of Harmony Square. I also explain how the large screen became 

a feature of the Square, and the influence of this decision on the ongoing function of the 

space. After this policy analysis, I provide a description of the different uses of the screen 

in Harmony Square and the ways these uses can contribute (or not) to different public 

experiences. I demonstrate that while the large screen provides a variety of new 

affordances, these are not being used strategically to meet the policy objectives of the City 

of Greater Dandenong (CGD). Through my interviews and fieldwork, I identify some of 

the major issues that impede the success of the screen, in particular the governance 
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arrangements which I argue have not adapted to the demands of a 21st century 

infrastructure. I conclude by discussing some of the potential pathways to improve the 

operation of the screen to more fulsomely meet Council’s objectives and integrate with the 

overall ambitions of Harmony Square.  

4.2 History of the site 

Harmony Square was the centre piece of the Revitalising Central Dandenong 

(RCD) initiative (described below). The history and objectives of Harmony Square’s 

development are strongly tied to macro-urban renewal policies that extend beyond 

Dandenong to metropolitan Melbourne. Harmony Square came to symbolise the intention 

for a new Dandenong with vibrant spaces and strong civic engagement. However, as I will 

show the inclusion of a large screen as a design choice in the Square was more ambivalent. 

A lack of clarity about the screen’s purpose, or the nature of the ‘problem’ it was meant to 

solve, has had ongoing repercussions.  

4.2.1 Greater Melbourne Metropolitan Planning 

 The RCD initiative emerged from the Melbourne metropolitan planning strategy. 

In 2002, the State Government released Melbourne 2030, the metropolitan planning strategy 

which would provide the vision for how Melbourne would accommodate significant 

population growth over the next 30 years and manage the economic transition away from 

manufacturing towards service and knowledge industries (Victorian Government 2002). 

The strategy forecast that by 2030 Melbourne would have a population of five million. 

Melbourne subsequently reached the five million mark in 2018 and the initial planning 

strategy has been reviewed several times since 2002, each time with an increase in the 
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population projections13. Regardless, Melbourne 2030 did provide a new planning 

framework for metropolitan Melbourne that sought to redistribute population growth 

around the city by facilitating transit-oriented developments (Victorian Government 2002, 

8). The intention was to encourage greater population and jobs growth in areas that were 

already well-serviced by transport infrastructure, such as Dandenong which is serviced by 

a major road and train line (Victorian Government 2002, 54). Since Dandenong was 

already projected to experience strong population growth, the intention was to encourage 

greater commercial activity and thus grow the number of jobs accessible to the local 

population. The RCD initiative was announced as an urban renewal package in 2006 to 

accelerate the commercial and residential development in the area through master 

planning and state-led urban renewal (Victorian State Government 2006, 287). 

4.2.2 Revitalising Central Dandenong 

 Dandenong is a suburb in south-east Melbourne which has traditionally been a 

major manufacturing hub and a transit zone for people travelling between Melbourne and 

the rural region of Gippsland. However, with the decline of Victoria’s manufacturing 

industry, Dandenong’s economy stagnated and there was limited commercial activity in the 

area. This had flow-on effects for the suburb’s social outcomes with increased 

unemployment and a general downturn in the amount of economic activity within the area 

leading to significant social disadvantage. The Greater Dandenong Area (of which 

Dandenong is a major suburb) has an incredibly diverse population, with around 57% of 

residents in 2016 being born overseas and almost 65% of households speaking a language 

 

13 The most recent Metropolitan Planning Strategy, Plan Melbourne 2017-2050 forecasts a population of eight 

million in metropolitan Melbourne by 2051. 



 94/276 

other than English at home14  (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016). The local population is 

young compared with the rest of Australia and has a below-average income and above-

average rate of unemployment (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016). In the early 2000s 

the Victorian Government began addressing these complex social and demographic issues 

as part of long-term planning for the greater Melbourne Metropolitan area as discussed 

above. 

 RCD was led by Places Victoria (PV) (now Development Victoria), the State 

Government’s urban renewal authority. PV led an intensive process of community 

consultation and master planning to develop a 20-year vision for the area’s revitalisation. 

Two key issues emerged through the consultation; first, the lack of a pedestrian connection 

between the train station and the main retail strip, Lonsdale Street; and second, the 

degradation of the public realm which meant Dandenong was not an inviting place to visit. 

The identification of these issues informed both the initial visioning statement, Revitalising 

Dandenong: A shared vision (VicUrban and City of Greater Dandenong 2006), and the 

subsequent Urban Masterplan (VicUrban 2006), which identified the strategic projects 

over the next 20 years and the areas earmarked for development. Harmony Square 

emerged as a key project to address these issues by providing part of the thoroughfare to 

the station through a highly visible area with good amenity and access.  

4.2.3 Harmony Square as a placemaking project 

 Harmony Square emerged in response to the placemaking ambitions articulated in 

the RCD initiative. Primarily, Harmony Square was intended to provide a walkable, 

 

14 As at 2020, City of Greater Dandenong was the most culturally diverse municipality in Victoria (See 

Footnote 17). 
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attractive, safe and open space that connected the train station and the main shopping 

strip. The Square is strategically located between Lonsdale Street and the train station 

providing an open thoroughfare between these two points surrounded by several glass 

office buildings. This configuration of public space and buildings enables the passive 

surveillance or ‘eyes on the street’ which Jacobs regarded as critical to encouraging foot 

traffic and use of these spaces ([1961] 1992, 42). 

 The Square was intended to provide the only predominantly civic public space 

within Dandenong. While there were existing public spaces at the Dandenong Markets 

and Palm Plaza, these were (and continue to be) more strongly associated with commercial 

activities. The investment in a new public space sought to enhance urban amenity through 

the provision of grass, open space and a new library. CGD, the local council,15 were 

primarily responsible for delivery of Harmony Square and sought funding from the 

Commonwealth Government through a regional grants program, which was aimed at 

stimulating economic and regional activity.  

Harmony Square leverages the synergies of co-locating specific institutions, not 

unlike the creative industries strategies (See Victorian Government 2015). Instead of co-

location of cultural spaces, the Square is a central destination for Dandenong’s main civic 

institutions. CGD made the bold decision to consolidate 41 separate land titles to create 

 

15 Australia has three levels of government; the Commonwealth Government at the national level; state and 

territory governments at the regional level; and local councils or government at the local level. While the 

Commonwealth and state and territory governments are recognised in Australia’s constitution, local councils 

are not. Local councils are effectively constituted by the state and territory governments who are responsible 

for their funding and oversight. It should be noted that the Commonwealth Government does provide 

funding to local councils in the form of grants for local projects.   



 96/276 

the Square and bring together the disparate council offices into one municipal building at 

the site. This civic orientation is reinforced by state government office buildings that are 

located to the west of the Square. As one of the Council Officers commented, “the space 

itself is very different as a location, as the civic heart of the city. It’s where all the civic-

ness happens, literally with the council chambers being here” (Council Officer 1). The 

Square’s location next to the expanded Dandenong library also provides an important 

attractor driving significant traffic through the Square. The library is considered “a huge 

drawcard” with over “1.4 million people that use that space annually” (Council Officer 2). 

During my visits the library was always heavily frequented by young people studying, or 

older people reading the foreign language magazines and newspapers. Lyons Architects 

who designed the Square referred to the library as being the “living room” of the 

community, providing a space for them to relax16. Thus the development of Harmony 

Square was a strategic placemaking project to establish a new civic heart for Central 

Dandenong.  

 The Square was designed to be an attractive public space for people to linger in. As 

I described earlier, the appearance of the Square contrasts starkly with the surrounding 

area. The architects used colour to demonstrate this difference: “everything’s grey around 

Dandenong then you see our building’s quite colourful in the middle of it and that was 

quite intentional to give it a bit of vibrancy and life” (Lyons Architect). Different colours 

 

16 It is worth noting here Eric Klinberg’s study of American libraries and the important role that these ‘social 

infrastructure’ play in community cohesion and engagement (2018). Interestingly, Klinberg makes the point 

that the types of social encounter fostered by social infrastructure, or arguably a public space, are 

undervalued. I pick up this issue of underinvestment in section 6.3 and the difficulty of measuring the value 

of social encounters.  
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are found throughout the Square, from the orange of the bench seating, to the yellow and 

blues of the cafe seating and the contrasting green of the Norfolk pines and grassy areas. 

The light paving of the Square further enhances the experience of these colours. These 

colour choices do seem to be quite a strong point of focus for people visiting with one of 

my interviewees commenting, “yea I think it’s really inviting. The colour" (Interviewee 1, 

23/2/18). The use of greenery also shapes perception of the Square, inviting comparisons 

with other areas with another interviewee reflecting:  

I haven’t actually had time to take it in yet. The trees look very much like that 

Bondi Beach sort of thing, Norfolk Pine…Very balmy, very summery, it goes with 

the trees. It gives you that sort of beachy thing. The yellow chairs and the trees. 

(Interviewee 3, 23/2/18) 

This visitor’s description highlights how the combination of colour and texture evokes a 

sense of a popular summer beach where people go to escape and relax. It is worthwhile 

noting that the yellow cafe seating was only a recent addition to the Square highlighting 

the continued process of ‘placemaking’ to ensure the space is meeting the needs of the local 

community.  

 The continued investment in the attractiveness of Harmony Square highlights 

CGD’s interest in ensuring the space is heavily used by the community. One Council 

Officer noted that the co-location with the municipal offices further reinforces this interest: 

I think since we’ve moved in, and we all sit here look at out the windows all the 

time, we’re always constantly watching what happens in that space. I think the 

aspiration has shifted to wanting people to be constantly out there sitting in the sun 

and having fun doing things and being in the space. (Council Officer 1) 
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Recognising that Harmony Square emerges in the context of these placemaking strategies 

enables a more nuanced understanding of the institutional ambitions driving the project, 

and also allows for observation of how these ambitions become operationalised once the 

Square is an established public space.  

4.2.4 Large screen: Participatory platform or architectural iconography 

 While the development of Harmony Square included a significant community 

consultation program, the inclusion of a digital component appears to have come entirely 

through the Square’s design process. As I will discuss in this section there is a lingering 

ambiguity about the origins and purpose of the screen, which has been of consequence for 

its ongoing operations. While early thinking from Council Officers indicate an interest in 

using the screen for community development objectives, this interest was later superseded 

by concerns about the technical operation of the screen. The shifting objectives for the 

screen, and as a consequence, for Harmony Square overall, complicate evaluations of the 

success of the space.  

 A large screen in Harmony Square was not considered until late in the design 

process. The Central Dandenong Master Plan and concept designs from the early 2000s 

do not include reference to a large screen (VicUrban 2006; VicUrban and City of Greater 

Dandenong 2006). Based on my interviews, the earliest reference to inclusion of a large 

screen in Harmony Square occurred during conversations between CGD and Lyons 

Architects on revised plans for the Square. There is some contention as to who initially 

conceived of including the large screen. CGD regard the screen as having emerged 

through the architectural process as a design element in the revised plan for the Square 

(Council Officer 1 and 2). The architects, however, contend that the idea was put forward 

by Council who had ambitions to create the ‘Fed Square of the South-East’; “…it was their 

[Council] idea. They wanted it” (Architects). While this confusion about who initially 
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conceived of the screen has implications for how it was incorporated into the Square, it 

also reflects the relative novelty of screen technology as a part of urban renewal projects at 

this time. Although digital technology such as the deployment of free city Wi-Fi has been 

part of urban redevelopment projects for the last decade, large public screens were still a 

relatively new phenomenon and are not generally considered a core component of these 

types of development.  

 Dandenong’s large screen is part of the emerging phenomena of urban public 

screens. McQuire describes the emergence of a ‘second-generation urban screens’ in 

public spaces that were installed “primarily for purposes other than advertising or 

branding” (2016, 127). These screens became a new type of “urban infrastructure” 

remediating public spaces (McQuire 2016, 134–35). In Australia, the development of 

Federation Square in the centre of Melbourne has provided a successful model for the 

integration of a large screen as civic infrastructure into a central city public space, and it is 

perhaps unsurprising that it became a key reference point for Harmony Square’s 

development. Over the past decade other large public screens have been incorporated into 

new public space developments including Chatswood (Sydney), Northbridge and Yagan 

Square (Perth) and Bunjil Place (Melbourne), as well as numerous international locations 

including the Quarter Des Spectacles in Montreal Canada, and the BBC Live Sites 

program in the United Kingdom for the 2012 London Olympics.  

 While many of these screens were initially located in the centre of cities and 

become part of the city’s international reputation as technologically progressive (Gu and 

Yue 2014, 35–36), over the past few years more screens have emerged in suburban space, 

such as Harmony Square and Bunjil Place. These screens do not market themselves to 

international audiences but reflect the way that urban screens are slowly coming to be seen 

as a core component of urban media infrastructure, along with wireless internet. The large 
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screen in Harmony Square, therefore, can be seen as a localised part of a broader 

phenomenon of large public screens in new public space developments.  

Once the decision was made to install a screen at Harmony Square, Council 

Officers needed to move quickly to ensure it would be operational when the Square 

opened. As I will discuss later in this chapter, longer term ambitions regarding the 

programming of the screen quickly gave way to short term goals that focused on 

Councillors’ concern that the screen be turned on and not switched off (Council Officer 

2). Today the screen operates 24 hours a day, seven days a week, underlining the switch 

from an initial concern about the quality of content towards the quantity of content. This 

indicates an emerging tension between the screen as a visible icon of progress and 

technology, and the screen as a platform for community participation. While these two 

things need not be mutually exclusive, a leaning towards one or the other does have 

implications for the allocation of resourcing and choices about programming.  

 From a policy perspective, Council’s clearest documented objective is to use the 

screen to support community development objectives. With such a multicultural 

constituency17, Council have a strong focus on making sure that the community is 

“welcoming, connected and harmonious” and seek to achieve this by “promoting social 

cohesion in a diverse, multi-cultural and multi-faith community” (City of Greater 

Dandenong 2015, 3). As its name implies, Harmony Square carries these imperatives for 

social cohesion and inclusion. Lyons Architects viewed the key role of the Square as 

having a significant role in “bringing the community together to take part in events” 

 

17 Dandenong is a multi-cultural, young community. According to Council in 2019 Greater Dandenong was 

the most culturally diverse municipality in Victoria with nearly two-thirds of residents born overseas (2020, 

10). These residents came from over 157 different birthplaces (City of Greater Dandenong 2020, 10). 
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(Lyons Architects). The two strategic priorities for Harmony Square in the Council's arts 

and cultural heritage strategy, Create and Connect are: 

4.2.12. Increase activation of Harmony Square by developing a program of 

innovative arts and cultural activities in conjunction with key community groups.  

4.2.13. Increase use of the screen as a tool to enable and support digital art 

development and promote arts and cultural heritage activities. (2016, 49) 

The Arts and Cultural Heritage Strategy also describes Harmony Square as “comprising a 

dynamic public open space and a generous and welcoming community square, an 

exceptional meeting place and focal point for community events and celebrations” (2016, 

49). However, there is no specific Urban Screen policy, though Council had been working 

on one in 2016. Moreover, there is no explicit reference to the screen as part of any of 

CGD’s urban planning policy documentation.  

4.2.5 The importance of community development objectives in Dandenong 

 CGD’s emphasis upon social cohesion and harmony is in part driven by 

perceived community fragmentation and a poor external perception of the area. The poor 

perception of Dandenong is largely due to reports of violence and crime. In the 2020 

update to the Council Plan, the strategic document that outlines CGD’s vision for the 

municipality over the next four years, it included “a particular focus on community safety, 

sustainability, social cohesion, and health and wellbeing” (2020, 1) (emphasis added). The 

importance given to safety and cohesion are driven by the specific social issues related to 

youth crime which have become synonymous with Dandenong over the last 15 years.  

 Since the mid 2000s, there have been reports of an increase in burglaries and 

carjackings committed by ‘Sudanese youths’ across Melbourne (Urban 2018). By the early 

2010s, this upsurge had been attributed to a group known as the Apex Gang operating in 
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Melbourne’s South-East which had reportedly originated in Dandenong (Bhole 2016). 

Although the Gang is said to have members of several ethnicities, the media has focused on 

its Sudanese members (Bhole 2016). Concern about this issue peaked following a riot at 

Melbourne’s annual Moomba allegedly involving members of the gang (Cowie 2016). The 

media coverage culminated in the Federal Home Affairs Minister in 2018 stating that the 

people of Melbourne were scared to go out for dinner due to ‘African gangs’ roaming the 

streets (Urban 2018). The issue divided Melbournians with no clear consensus on the 

existence of either ‘African gangs’ or the escalation of youth crime. Regardless, such public 

debate has led to a perception about a ‘youth’ and ‘ethnic’ issue within the Dandenong 

community. This perception became apparent in some of my interviews, with one new 

resident commenting “there was a stigma before I moved in that there was all of this stuff, 

but I’ve never experienced anything like that, which is good. Fingers crossed” 

(Interviewee 2, 23/2/18). This perception of community fissures underpins how the Square 

operates. One interviewee I spoke with was attending a film screening in the Square with 

her children and commented on her fear of leaving them alone. She had seen young boys 

in the Square and worries about what they are up to: “so that’s why I sometimes sit here, I 

don’t go in [to the library], because I want to watch [my kids]” (Interviewee 6, 23/2/18). 

Another visitor from outside the local area commented he was cautious when he visited 

Dandenong: “[it’s] unsafe. You’ve got to watch your back...Feels like they’re going to steal 

my bag or my camera” (Interviewee 1, 17/2/18). A volunteer who works in the area was 

concerned with this perception of youth using the Square as “troublemakers…But there’s 

never been any fights. And there’s always two or three security guards walking around” 

(Volunteer). 

 I observed this desire to manage the space on a couple of visits when a group of 

youths, primarily young boys, walked through the Square and within a few minutes a 
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security guard was close by observing their behaviour. On one occasion the boys took a 

seat at one of the bench tables to the right-hand side of the library entrance. The security 

guard stood a short distance away on the left-hand side of the library entrance. The boys 

were not rowdy, and the security guard did not engage with them. It led me to wonder if 

the security guard was standing there more for the perception of security for other 

members of the community, rather than to manage the boys. But such behaviour can also 

impact on these young boys, making them feel watched. As noted above, perceptions of 

insecurity affect how people experience the space. While they may be enjoying themselves, 

such perceptions mean that they are slightly on guard.  

 The community perception of youth crime and mistrust, coupled with the racial 

inflection of these accusations, highlights why CGD has such strong rhetoric around its 

community development objectives. The first two aims of Council’s Community 

Development Framework are to create a community “that is welcoming, connected and 

harmonious” and “where people know each other and feel safe” (2015, 3). The rhetoric 

around Harmony Square often emphasises its role as a “welcoming” space while also 

noting that people have a “strong sense of feeling safe and secure” (City of Greater 

Dandenong 2016, 25).  

 Although the large screen is unlikely to offer a resolution to these broader issues, the 

programming of the screen can play a variety of roles in supporting these community 

development objectives. Several studies have examined the role of urban media 

infrastructure as a platform to enable community participation in institutional decision-

making processes (Tomitsch et al. 2015; Fredericks et al. 2018; 2015). However, less 

attention has been paid to how decisions around screen programming, the format and 

function of the programs, can support the ambiance of the place. When taken together 

with the placemaking ambitions for Harmony Square to be a safe and welcoming 
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environment, we must ask what the role of the community is in the screen’s use and 

programming? How can screen programming contribute to a sense of safety and 

inclusion? Council Officers expressed an interest in the “opportunity for the community to 

participate in programming the space” but noted that the lack of existing models to inform 

this type of activity had limited its deployment (Council Officer 2). Indeed, while there 

was a strong opinion that the community should have some role in producing content and 

interacting with the screen, as I will show in the next section, this aspiration has largely 

not been met through the current programming approach to the screen.  

 The initial ambiguity about the purpose and function of the screen in Harmony 

Square appears to have been replaced by a view that the screen is an ‘enabler’ of 

community development objectives. However, despite this, from my observation the use of 

the large screen still seems to reflect an ambivalence about its role as a tool for the CGD 

and the Dandenong community.  

4.3 Observations of urban media infrastructure 

During my visits to Harmony Square, I had the opportunity to see the screen used in 

many different ways. The screen can be a versatile type of urban media infrastructure 

supporting public service communication, advertising, community events and public 

participation activities. Yet, certain uses were far more common than others. In this 

section, I describe the types of screen modes and functions I observed and how they align 

with CGD’s community development objectives.  

4.3.1 Modes of address 

To begin, I will describe the different screen modes I observed in Harmony Square. 

By screen modes, I am referring to the way technical features of the screen’s operation set 

the terms for how the audience will be addressed by, or engage with, the media 
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infrastructure18. Based on my observations I distinguish three main screen modes at 

Harmony Square: pre-recorded, live and interactive. Each of these modes encourage a 

different form of address to the audience and support a different relationship with the 

Square.  

Pre-recorded content enables Council to broadcast public service announcements 

to people as they travel through the Square. It leverages the foot traffic as people move 

through the Square on their way to or from work or home. These announcements range 

from notification of upcoming events or campaigns through to advice on recycling and 

waste collection days. The viewing audience cannot alter or change pre-recorded content, 

but equally they are not obliged to participate in the screen viewing. This is a relatively 

common function of urban screens and is close to the televisual and advertising format 

utilised by large commercial screens.  

 The second modality of screen programming is the provision of live content. This 

live modality can take several different forms. For example, activity that is occurring either 

on the stage or elsewhere in the Square can be broadcast live on the screen19. Council may 

set up several cameras and recording devices around the Square and display the feed from 

these different devices on the screen. This allows people to view the event from within the 

Square even though they may not be able to directly see the stage. Live feeds can also be 

broadcast from different locations. This can be a live broadcast of an international event, 

like New Year’s Eve celebrations or a sporting event, like the FIFA World Cup. Or it can 

be a direct link with another screen, for example Federation Square, that enables an event 

 

18 See Chapter 2 for a discussion of how this has occurred across other different types of media. 

19 For a more sophisticated example of the live broadcast modality see also Foth et.al’s (2014) UbiOpticon 

project.  
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to be ‘held’ simultaneously at both locations. Live content implies a more dynamic 

relationship with the audience; even though they may not be directing the content in an 

interactive way, they may be participating in its production by being featured on the 

screen.  

 The third modality of screen use I discuss is its interactive capability, which allows 

for the community to directly engage with the screen. Arguably, all encounters with a 

screen are interactive to some extent. As Casetti argues spectators are almost always active 

as “they must act to make their own viewing possible” (2015, 186). However, in this 

context, I am referring to the moments where interactivity allows someone in the Square 

(or potentially elsewhere, if the screen is web-enabled) to alter the content on the screen in 

some way. While the sophistication of the interactivity can vary, from use of a roving 

camera through to responsive animations and graphics, this mode provides the greatest 

technical level of community participation and engagement. 

 Harmony Square’s screen modes are similar to those employed by other civic 

screens. Federation Square’s screen displays similar modes as a broadcasting technology, 

event support and platform for community or local content. However, the recent upgrades 

to Federation Square (which I will discuss later in this chapter), means that it has evolved 

to a more ambient infrastructure as it is no longer confined to the rectangular frame of 

cinema and television20. The large screens installed by the BBC for the 2012 London 

Olympics across the United Kingdom were also predominantly television broadcasting 

 

20 In Chapter 6, I also discuss how by expanding beyond the rectangular frame Federation Square has 

encouraged a new type of bespoke content development, which can have a more integrated response to 

place. 
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devices with the “flexibility” to support local events as required (Gibbons and McQuire 

2009, 143).  

 One of the important distinguishing factors across these modes of address is the 

level of resourcing required for each. While pre-recorded content is relatively ‘set and 

forget’, live and interactive content requires more intensive effort to respond to the 

audience engagement with the content. As I discuss below, it is therefore unsurprising that 

the pre-recorded screen mode has become the default setting and accounts for the majority 

of programming.  

4.3.2 Screen functions 

Screen functions refer to how the screen is used in relation to the Square. Based on my 

fieldwork I define two main screen functions with sub functions below: 

• Everyday functions: 

o Information provision and televisual content  

• Event functions: 

o Event support 

o Screen events 

o Networked screens 

o Civic communication 

The key distinction between the everyday and event functions relates to how content is 

programmed and resourced within the schedule. Everyday functions represent the 

dominant programming and are not supported by any auxiliary functions or infrastructure. 

This function integrates more closely with the day to day rhythms of the Square and aligns 

with its role as a thoroughfare. By contrast, the event function is far less frequent, and 
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tends to be promoted in advance in order to attract people to the Square. Event functions 

often require additional infrastructure and staff, and therefore are more costly. However it 

is important to recognise that my division between everyday and event functions, and my 

determination of sub-categories is heuristic based on the research I have conducted at the 

site. These categories are not intended to be exhaustive of all possible uses of the screen, 

and some of them overlap. By drawing on my observations of how each of these functions 

enable different affordances to be realised by the community, I look to provide a more 

nuanced appreciation of when and how an urban screen is able to support community 

development and placemaking objectives.  

4.3.2.1 Everyday functions of the screen: Information provision and televisual content 

 As noted above, the screen functions can be broadly differentiated between everyday 

and event functions. The everyday functions are the most commonplace, where the screen 

is not intended to be a focal point in the Square, but rather provides content that people 

can choose to watch or ignore. For example, CGD would often use the screen to broadcast 

Council’s advertisements and announcements. These are short segments of information 

providing the community with information about local issues, such as upcoming events 

and Council services. When this kind of content was on the screen I did not observe a 

strong level of engagement with the screen. Instead people who were in the Square tended 

to go about their own activities, whether that be eating their lunch on the orange seats, 

meeting with friends at the library or walking through to the station or to Lonsdale Street.  

 The other major ‘everyday’ function of the screen I observed was the broadcasting of 

pre-recorded content sourced from external providers. This could include news from the 

Australian public service broadcaster, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation, or TEDx 

talks. While there was little evidence of significant audience engagement with this content 

either, I did observe some interesting responses from people in the Square. In one 
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example, on a weekday afternoon in early 2015 I saw a young boy walking home from 

school through Harmony Square. At 4pm on a weekday afternoon, the screen often 

features young adult programs. On this occasion Move it Mob Style was playing. This is a 

program by Indigenous Australians that teaches urban dance choreography, mainly hip 

hop, to teenagers. As the schoolboy walked through the Square, he caught sight of Move it 

Mob style and started to mimic the choreography in the scene. It was only a few steps but 

was still a small moment of engagement with the screen.  

 By contrast, other people whom I observed in the vicinity of the screen seemed less 

engaged or even disinterested. In early 2018, I was in Harmony Square on a Saturday 

afternoon when there was a rebroadcast of an event from the Winter Olympics. While a 

few people passed through, most were on their way to the library. One older man was 

sitting outside. He told me he regularly sat outside to watch the “telly” while his wife went 

to the library. When I asked him if he found the Square to be busy or quiet he replied, 

“Quiet”. I asked if the number of people in the Square reflected what he usually saw and 

he replied, “sometime less. Depends when you come” (Interviewee 2, 17/2/18). On that 

same day I spoke with a couple of young men who were skateboarding in the Square. 

When I asked them if they noticed the screen they commented, “yeah, we can hear it 

playing. Is that like the news or something?” (Interviewee 1, 17/2/18). For them the screen 

was a kind of white noise in the periphery of their experience of the Square.  

4.3.2.2 Event support: interaction and amplification 

 Another key function of the screen is to amplify events that are occurring within 

Harmony Square. This means broadcasting the feed from roaming or static cameras 

around the Square onto the screen. This has the flexibility of amplifying an event beyond 

the immediate area of activity, while also enabling a degree of interactivity. One of the 

most interesting examples I witnessed was during The Mayor’s Big Day Out event. This 
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took place in 2015 on a Saturday during the September School Holidays at the conclusion 

of CGD’s Children’s Festival. For a week over the school holidays, CGD held several 

events at different locations across the municipality to entertain children. In Harmony 

Square, this includes a week-long film festival of children’s animated films from all over 

the world being featured on the screen. The Mayor’s Big Day Out is primarily targeted at 

children and parents, and includes live entertainers, such as musicians and dancers, and 

concludes with a film screening. The dancers’ performance included a session where they 

taught the children in the crowd a dance. At the time Psy’s Gangam Style was quite 

popular. In this performance, a shot-reverse shot sequence was used, which first showed 

the dancers performing the choreography and then a reverse shot of the children repeating 

the dance steps back. On a few occasions, kids would even wave at the screen as they saw 

themselves. The combination of music, movement and visuals produced a vibrant energy 

that attracted more and more people as the dance performance continued. 

  Such energy contrasts with a quieter encounter with the screen that occurred at the 

same event. As it was a warm day, after a couple of hours I decided to head inside the 

library for some shade and quiet. The glass walls meant that I was still able to watch the 

activity in the Square from the peace of the library. I pulled up a chair to watch and notice 

that another woman had had a similar idea and had pulled up a chair to breastfeed while 

still being able to watch the event outside. Even though the stage was obscured by the 

crowd, the screen meant that we both could see what has happening. In this way, the 

screen and configuration and design of the library provided an inclusive environment for 

people to witness the event, even if they cannot be in its immediate vicinity.  

4.3.2.3 Screen events: Screen as focal point 

 While the screen can be used to support an event, it can also become the focal point 

of an event itself. As part of the event-based functions of the Square, the screen was often 
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the enabler or feature of an event, either through film screenings or the broadcast of a 

significant event, like a sports game. Over a number of school holidays during my research 

period, CGD would host film festivals in the Square; in the September/ October holidays 

it was the Children’s Film Festival held at midday, and in February/March it was the 

Cinema in the Square series, held from 7pm. These were some of the most popular uses of 

the screen I observed, regularly attracting between 50-100 people when the weather was 

pleasant.  

 An illustrative example of audience engagement at this type of event was a screening 

of My Neighbour Totoro (Miyazaki 1988) during the Children’s Film Festival in 2015. It was 

a Friday afternoon in October and the weather was very warm. Council staff brought out 

rows of deck chairs so people could sit and watch the screen, as well as some large outdoor 

umbrellas to block out the sun. The audience was almost exclusively young families, with 

the exception of a few groups of older children who were attending on their own. Unlike a 

film screening where people’s attention is focused forward to the screen, people were using 

their phones or talking to one another. Many of the children were running around the 

Square. A large chess board had also been set up to the west of the screen near the pine 

trees. The children did not play by any recognisable rules, instead picking up and moving 

the chess pieces in different configurations.  

 Despite all these external stimuli, there were a few moments where it was clear that 

people were still watching. My Neighbour Totoro is a Japanese anime about two sisters who 

move to the country with their father while their mother recovers in hospital from an 

illness. As they explore their new surrounds they meet different spirits including Totoro, a 

playful, large animal-like spirit. During one scene, the older sister explains that their 

mother will not be returning home for the weekend. The younger sister breaks into tears 

and Totoro mimics the crying girl. In response a small group of young boys watching the 
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film imitated Totoro mimicking the sister and yelled ’cry baby’ at the screen. A few 

moments later Totoro starts whistling and the young boys started whistling together. Aside 

from those who came to the screening intentionally, there were also a handful of other 

people that day who walked past and briefly took a seat to watch the film before moving 

on with their day. At the conclusion of the film, there was an advertisement for the next 

day’s film and the volume of the screen was turned down for the next scheduled program. 

Within 15 minutes most people had packed up and left the Square.  

 The screen’s interactive mode of address can also be used to enable its event 

functionality. Although I did not personally observe this type of function, Council Officers 

were keen to discuss a small interactive animation that was occasionally featured. Council 

Officers had developed a small animation of a monster that could be overlaid on top of 

camera footage from the Square. The monster then looked like it was chasing people as 

they walk past. Council Officers reported that it has been very successful: 

They’ve got a little monster that goes around and eats people as they walk by the 

screen and it gets bigger and it’s like a little interaction… they’re just a lovely new 

way of interacting with technology that you don’t get anywhere else. (Council 

Officer 2) 

[The Screen Coordinator] did that [monster animation] as an experiment, but it 

really got people going, got people excited. Especially little kids, they were all 

jumping around. (Volunteer) 

Council noted, however, that due to the resource intensive nature of the animation, it has 

not been used more widely. The animation is controlled by a screen operator who watches 

the activity in the Square from the municipal office building. At this stage it has only been 
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used as part of small-scale programming, however Council did express interest in 

expanding the format to a medium scale event. 

4.3.2.4 Networked screens: Connecting up 

 A far less used functionality of the screen is its ability to be linked up with other 

locations. Although I never observed one of these events, Council Officers spoke about a 

screen linkage with Federation Square where Tai Chi sessions were held at both 

destinations and simulcast on the large screens (Federation Square). The image below is 

from Federation Square and demonstrates how the Tai Chi performance was broadcast on 

a split screen so both sets of participants could see themselves and their partners in the 

other location. While Federation Square have written positively about the event as an 

opportunity for future links between the sites (Federation Square Limited n.d.), Council 

Officers reflected that the event was not as successful in Harmony Square as some of the 

participants were not comfortable with the simulcast. According to Council Officers, some 

of the performers felt uncomfortable being on the screen and were unsure where to stand 

(Council Officers 3 and 4). From their perspective the intervention was not effective due 

to the participants’ discomfort. 
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Figure 7: Tai Chi at Federation Square and Dandenong, Source: Federation Square 

4.3.2.5 Civic communication: Peer to peer communication 

The final, and least developed of the screen’s functions is its potential to enable the 

community to produce and broadcast their own content for peer to peer communication. I 

have classified this as a form of civic communication. Although civic communication can 

refer to a broader range of communications between citizens and government (Blumler 

and Coleman 2013, 180–81), for my purposes I have focussed on the communication 

between citizens, in line with Gumpert and Drucker’s concept of community and 

communication being inherently intertwined (2016; 2008). I have already accounted for 

some interactions between government and citizens in describing the everyday and screen 

events functions. However, there is currently no category relating to types of peer to peer 
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communication that the screen might support. I argue that this is important, given the 

early emphasis from Council Officers on the screen as “a platform to share and exchange 

ideas” (Council Officer 2). One Council Officer even described the screen as an “asset” for 

the community to use (Council Officer 3).  

 There is capacity for the screen’s functionality to support members of the public to 

submit their own content. One example I saw was a production supported by CGD 

known as Our Stories, which was a compilation of short films by three young males who 

had migrated to Australia. The first charted a young man’s journey to Australia through 

the refugee camps. The second was a short one-scene exchange between an older man and 

a young boy playing checkers. The third was a short animation about a young man’s 

experience in Afghanistan. According to CGD, these works require significant support 

and investment from Council and therefore this approach is not very common. Council 

acknowledged that capability is a major barrier to increasing this type of content as “part 

of that’s around having the skill set to know how you can use that” (Council Officer 1). 

This was the only example of content produced by the local community and shown 

on the screen that I observed. While there are few precedents for this type of public 

content development, public broadcast television and radio do provide models of how the 

community can be actively involved in content development (Howley 2010). These 

examples highlight the need to develop a supportive scaffolding that would allow non-

professionals to produce content, as well as to provide accessible pathways to allow such 

content to be publicly broadcast.  

4.3.3 Aligning uses with policy objectives 

The descriptions of screen modes of address and functions highlight the plurality of 

affordances that are provided by the large screen in Harmony Square. What is unclear is 
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the degree to which these affordances meet either the placemaking ambitions of Harmony 

Square and/or the community development policy objectives that have been publicly 

documented by the CGD. As I will discuss below, even when certain objectives may be 

met by a particular screen function or mode, their efficacy can vary significantly. For 

example, an interactive screen event and a community produced program can both be seen 

to enable public participation, however the impact of these may be felt quite differently.  

In Table 3, I have mapped the screen modality against the screen functions to 

provide a matrix of the types of programming that can be seen at Harmony Square. This 

matrix provides an indication of gaps in the current programming in terms of the screen 

affordances (i.e. interactive everyday uses), or areas where there is limited activity (i.e. 

interactive networked events). From a technical perspective, I would argue that the 

interactive mode is the least well-developed. In terms of screen function, most categories 

have some level of use, but networked and civic communication uses seem to be the most 

limited.  

Table 3: Example of different programming approaches 

 Modality 

Function Pre-recorded  Live Interactive 

Information 

provision 

X – Public service 

announcements 

Council advertising 

TV scheduling 

X – Yes but at events. i.e. 

someone making an 

announcement that is 

broadcast from the 

Square 

Not apparent in current 

programming 
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Event support X – Filler content 

during events and 

also advertising for 

events 

X – Live broadcast from 

the Square usually of a 

performance  

X – Roving Camera in 

the Square capturing 

people’s activities 

Twitter feed for events 

Screen events X – Film screenings X – Sporting event, 

Major event broadcast 

from elsewhere 

X – Monster animation 

Networked 

screenings 

Not apparent in 

current program 

X – Events broadcast 

from Fed Square 

 

X – Tai chi event  

Civic 

communication 

X – Content created 

by members of the 

community (i.e. Hive 

Stories) 

X – Events held by 

members of the 

community in the Square 

Not apparent in current 

programming 

As we go along the spectrum of screen modality from pre-recorded to interactive 

content, there is an increasing degree of technical sophistication and cost (Papastergiadis 

et al. 2015, 27). A similar relationship can be seen in the range of functions from everyday 

uses through to civic communication. Several of my interviewees called the screen a 

“hungry beast” (Council Officers 3 and 4), referring to the sheer volume of content needed 

to ensure that it can be on 24 hours a day. Particularly for local governments, which 

operate on a relatively fixed budget, sourcing bespoke content for the screen is 

challenging. This context creates a trade-off between the level of community participation 
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being sought and the cost and resourcing required to use the screen in ways that might 

facilitate that engagement.  

 A major issue in discussing this trade-off is the lack of a rigorous evaluation tool 

that would allow for a cost benefit analysis of uses of the screen. From interviews, it 

appears that the primary evaluation tool is a survey administered by Council Officers 

during events, as well as a rough count of the number of attendees at an event (Council 

Officer 3). While this approach allows insights into the popularity of specific events, the 

focus on purely quantitative measures does not provide detail on the quality of encounters. 

Moreover, it does not provide any data about the non-event uses of the screen, or what I 

have called everyday functions. Reducing the evaluation tool to a simple measure of 

attendance significantly diminishes the type of value that can be attributed to the screen, 

and compromises arguments about the desirability of investing in higher quality or more 

diverse content.  

 To mitigate the absence of a more appropriate evaluation tool, I have drawn on the 

placemaking and community development objectives I outlined earlier to provide a basis to 

assess the screen’s performance. The initial policy objectives for Harmony Square were to 

provide a safe and accessible thoroughfare and be the civic heart of the area, and the pre-

recorded visual content can be seen to support this function very well. However, by 

employing this televisual programmatic formula, the Council is encouraging the public to 

equate the screen with a television. As the architects commented, “I’ve seen just the TV on 

sometimes, which is not great I don’t think”(Architects). Council also recognises that 

conceptualising of the screen as a television is limiting: 

I think the challenge for Council is to share that [idea] with the some of the 

decision makers who do see it as a television screen. And so I think there’s some 
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work there in terms of the arts. Because for me, it’s an art platform, or a 

communication platform that has a creative bent to it. (Council Officer 2) 

However, changing the programming is not a simple task. While the televisual format has 

limitations, it is readily recognised by potential audiences. There is also a large amount of 

content readily available and the cost of production is relatively low.  

 An alternative approach would be to consider community interests in screen 

programming. As part of my interviews I asked people about what type of content they 

would like to see more of on the screen. Overwhelmingly people responded that they 

would like to see more films. This is perhaps unsurprising given that cinema is the most 

similar screen format to the large public screen. However, what is surprising is how 

dissimilar the act of ‘audiencing’ is in relation to the public screen compared to the cinema. 

When people watch a film in Harmony Square, there are children running around, people 

talk to one another, spend time on their phones, and regularly you will have people 

walking by, obscuring another person’s view. This is very unlike the cinema, where 

audiences are expected to be still, quiet and attentive. As one interviewee reflected, the act 

of viewing outside was very much a collective experience: “[We are] Like family…We 

[are] sitting together” (Interviewee 5, 23/2/18). This sense of togetherness strongly aligns 

with CGD’s objectives for the space to provide a site for the community to come together 

‘harmoniously’ and there appears to be strong community enjoyment of this type of 

programming. 

From my observation, I would describe the large screen in Dandenong as 

predominantly employing a ‘television style’ programming supplemented with intervals of 

content that supports community development. Often it feels as if the programming has 

sharp switches; events, which attract a large number of people, and everyday 
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programming, which rarely gets more than a glance from a passer-by. Given the range of 

affordances I have detailed above, I would argue the screen is not fully meeting the 

original placemaking objectives for Harmony Square, nor the participatory ambitions that 

were attached to the screen itself. In the next section I will discuss how different 

technological, spatial, social and institutional factors have come together to shape this 

outcome.  

4.4 Tensions in adapting to digital placemaking 

The CGD installed a large screen with the intention of creating ‘the Federation 

Square of the South-East’. The question remains why it might be falling short? Council 

Officers reflected that they did not think they were making best use of the screen:  

I think in terms of the screen as it is today, I still believe it has a lot of potential. 

(Council Officer 2) 

There are much more innovative ways [the screen] can be used. (Council Officer 

1) 

I suggest that the latent potential that Council Officers are referring to concerns the 

capacity for urban media infrastructure to contribute to digital placemaking, in the sense 

of making a place. The discussion in the previous section demonstrates that the screen is 

functioning relatively well as a communication device for Council to broadcast its 

announcements. However, other affordances offered by the screen are not being 

maximised to support CGD’s policy objectives. In this section, I will unfold what I believe 

are the key issues with the CGD’s current approach that constrains the use of the screen 

as part of a digital placemaking project, and I will identify some potential strategies that 

could resolve these issues. The key issues I will discuss in this section are: 

• An imbalance between technical and programming imperatives 
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• The sunk value of embedded urban media infrastructure 

• Maximising emplacing capabilities 

• An emergent praxis of audiencing 

4.4.1 An imbalance between technical and programming imperatives 

Once the decision was made to install a screen in Harmony Square, Council 

needed to move quickly to plan for its design and operation. This was confirmed in 

interviews, when Council Officers described the rapid work needed to prepare for the 

screen. They noted that the preliminary research about the potential role for the screen 

was only done when they were already at the stage of procuring the screen technology. 

This initial research for the screen largely focused on what could be learnt from other large 

screen sites. As a Council Officer noted, the first step was “to understand what else was 

out there” (Council Officer 2). This involved “a lot of calling around” (Council Officer 2) 

to understand what worked for sites like Federation Square in Melbourne and 

Northbridge Square in Perth.  

What became noticeable during my interviews with Council Officers was how 

often they reflected on the need to be ‘pragmatic’ about the screen’s role. Although there 

were ambitions for high quality, artistically driven content rather than commercial 

programming, it was about “trying to find what the happy medium was” (Council Officer 

2). It also became clear that the focus shifted fairly quickly from planning about the 

possible role of the screen to just ensuring it was turned on. While it was initially 

conceived as a support for new modes of public participation, following the lead of 

Federation Square, technical operation quickly became the main focus. One Council 

Officer described how “the biggest push at the time was to have it on. And coming through 

loud and clear that it mustn’t come off. So that certainly worked” (Council Officer 2). 



 122/276 

There was also a suggestion from some interviewees that the screen itself was more a 

signifier of progress than an active asset: “…it seems over time major cities have gone 

through the ‘we need an aquarium’ ‘we need a plaza or a square’ ‘ we need a big wheel, a 

giant wheel’ and maybe the suburban answer is we need a screen" (Council Officer 1). 

 Council Officers reflected that having a distinctive identity for Harmony Square was 

considered important in order to set it apart from other public spaces. According to the 

Placemaking team within CGD, Dandenong has “an oversupply of public spaces” 

(Council Officer 1) across the municipality, particularly outside of shopping centres and 

markets. The Council Officer noted that “[these public spaces] tend to be the same. Same 

thing to do. Seating, no tables, just seating. Lack of shade, lack of established tree canopy, 

’cause of course, everything’s quite new. Not enough things to do” (Council Officer 1). 

The large screen in Harmony Square was regarded as providing a “point of difference” or 

“edge that no other space in Central Dandenong has”, which CGD hopes will drive 

greater levels of public use (Council Officer 1). 

 However, the preoccupation with the screen as a distinctive element of Harmony 

Square seems more strongly associated with the screen as an “icon” than its actual use. 

Indeed this idea of the screen as a symbol of progress is consistent with the early rhetoric 

establishing Harmony Square as ‘the Federation Square of the South-East’. This is 

mirrored in other newly built public spaces across Melbourne, such as Bunjil Place in 

Narre Warren (approximately 10km from Harmony Square) who refer to their screen as 

the “biggest on the block” (City of Casey 2020). This kind of rhetoric suggests more of a 

focus on the screen as a “monument” (Mumford 2000, 150–51) rather than on its potential 

to support community development and enhance participatory public engagement. 
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 Complicating this preoccupation with the progressive iconography of the screen 

was careful consideration of its design and placements. As I have discussed earlier, the 

screen is not the spatial centrepiece of the Square. The architects described how the 

screen’s position towards the north-east corner of the Square reflected one of the project’s 

key design principles, which was “to allow view lines through the site” and ensure the 

screen was not the “dominant thing” in the Square (Lyons Architects). The architecture 

surrounding the screen was also designed to integrate with the overall style of the Square, 

so “the screen [appeared] to be part of the building and not part a screen that was sort of 

just stuck on” (Lyons Architects). This approach positions the screen to draw upon the 

‘ambient flow’ of commuters (Papastergiadis et al. 2015, 3–4). These design considerations 

demonstrate the architect’s awareness of the importance of situating the screen at a human 

scale and ensuring it integrates with the social space of the Square (Papastergiadis et al. 

2015, 3). 

 It is also worth highlighting how the design of the Square allows the screen to 

operate flexibly and adapt to changing conditions. For example, in 2015 Council hosted a 

Halloween Festival that was delayed by almost an hour due to heavy rain earlier in the 

day. Council Officers had to pack down and re-set the equipment a couple of times. One of 

the interviewees commented with a bit of exasperation: “…we had to pack everything up 

and move them underneath the library cause of the cover. We moved everything there, it 

stopped raining, we moved everything back” (Volunteer). Despite this frustration, it is 

valuable that the Square’s design enabled events like this to be moved to different areas, 

such as the under croft of the library. This flexibility is supported by several hidden power 

sources located throughout the Square, while most of the seating can be moved if needed 

(albeit the orange semi-circle chairs do require a forklift).  
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 On this basis it appears that more planning and analysis has gone into aligning the 

‘known’ components of the screen project with supporting the overall placemaking 

ambition of the redevelopment, but less attention has been given to the programming 

considerations. As I will discuss later in this chapter, the level of resourcing and attention 

given to the design components is not evident in the programming strategy. As a 

consequence CGD are not deriving the maximum benefit from the screen and how it can 

support their broader objectives for Harmony Square. The weight given to the technical 

aspects of the screen more strongly aligns with the Smart City agenda about the efficiency 

of infrastructure operation and adaptability to changing environments (Kitchin 2016, 3). 

The lateness of the decision to include a screen in Harmony Square arguably put the 

screen project at a disadvantage from the start, as insufficient time was available to 

properly plan and prepare for its installation. As a result, CGD appear to continually be 

playing ‘catch up’, not just in relation to other local public spaces, but also to well-known 

urban screens within Australia as well.  

4.4.2 The sunk value of embedded urban media infrastructure 

The issue of playing ‘catch up’ is compounded by the distinctive temporality of 

technology infrastructure, which ages much faster than traditional ‘bricks and mortar’ 

infrastructure. Typically, the lifespan of digital technology is far shorter than that of a road. 

The IT sector is built on a model of continual upgrades of both hardware and software, 

which bring technical obsolescence, but also expanding capabilities and in turn changing 

public expectations. During my interviews, Council Officers reflected they had 

experienced negotiation of the gap between technological potential and public expectations 

as part of the evolution of CGD’s 10-year winter lighting festival, Nocturnal. The festival 

used projectors and illumination installations to light up the buildings of central 

Dandenong. Initially, the works exhibited were static projections, which elicited a good 
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public response. However, over time Council Officers noticed a change in public 

expectations: 

So when we were doing the projection initially with Ian de Gruchy21 using old Pani 

projections which are big static slide projectors, initially people were in awe of how 

it transformed the building and shifted your perception of the city. And towards the 

end people were really bored with it and saying, ‘Can’t you make it move’, ‘Can’t 

we do something that changes it’. (Council Officer 1) 

The Council Officers attributed this to the growing familiarity with the cultural 

phenomenon of urban projection, noting that “there’s a lot more art night-time projection 

events around…they’re the kind of things people see a lot more of” (Council Officer 1). 

When contrasting the local experience of static projection with the dynamism of the 

Sydney Opera House sails lit up for an event like Vivid, the local experience may seem 

quaint and perhaps inadequate. As a Council Officer described, “it was no longer sufficient 

that they could look at it, they wanted it to do more” (Council Officer 1). This Council 

Officer also reflected that, given the rate of technological change, “I’m glad that we didn’t 

actually commit to a big infrastructure investment because technology is changing so 

rapidly” (Council Officer 1). Instead they opted for a hire scheme. This discussion did 

imply that Council Officers were aware of the complexity associated with the large screen 

investment and had some wariness about the capacity of CGD to respond to changing 

public demand in relation to the large screen. 

 While the screen was only installed in 2014, the limitation of its technical capabilities 

had already started to become apparent in 2016. During everyday use of the screen, the 

 

21 Ian de Gruchy is an Australian artist who has pioneered the use of projection art since the 1980s. 
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sound volume is set low. This ensures that the screen is not overly distracting or irritating; 

audio from public screens commonly attracts complaints (Papastergiadis et al. 2015, 24). 

However, during an event the volume will be turned up to attract attention to the screen 

and ensure it can be heard even if there are multiple people in the Square. While this can 

be easily managed for film or event screenings, it is much more complex and difficult to 

predict for live events. One of the interviewees discussed the difficulty of managing the 

sound for a rock concert: “so the drums wouldn’t come out clearly so you can’t hear it. It 

doesn’t work very well, rock events” (Volunteer interview). The shortcoming of the sound 

technology impacts upon the programming schedule for Harmony Square as certain types 

of events are not possible, such as live music performances. Perfecting the sound 

technology would offer greater opportunities as, “once you get that [right], you can have a 

big event, have music playing, or live performances between the event. And that’s difficult 

because you have to perfect the audio. That would be fun, having live music here” 

(Volunteer interview). In this respect it is hard to imagine Harmony Square competing 

with its urban counterpart in Federation Square. In 2018 the existing large screen in 

Federation Square was replaced with a new set of LED screens that wrapped around the 

façade of the Transport building. The upgrade was described as a “state of the art digital 

experience” (Victorian Government 2017a). There was nothing functionally wrong with 

the previous large screen, which had been installed in 2015. However there was a 

perception that the technology itself no longer adequately met the needs of the Square 

(Victorian Government 2017a). The upgrade cost was AUD$5.4million. In contrast, at the 

time of my interviews in 2016, CGD had not set aside any money for maintenance or 

upgrade works for Harmony Square’s screen. Based on recent Council publications, there 

has been no reported upgrade of the screen in recent years. It therefore seems problematic 
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for Harmony Square to be focusing so strongly on the technological aspects when it is 

likely to be continually outbid and outspent by other urban sites.  

 Despite reductions in cost since the introduction of LED technology in the late 

1990s, large screens remain a costly urban media infrastructure. By embedding a screen 

into its public space, CGD have invested heavily upfront in the screen. However as I 

noted in the previous section this has not been matched by ongoing operational investment 

and upgrades. As I will discuss in the next section, there may potentially be less costly 

approaches to addressing these issues. 

4.4.3 Maximising emplacing capabilities 

A more productive solution to establishing Harmony Square’s competitive edge 

would be to have a stronger focus on the ‘emplacing’ capabilities of urban media 

infrastructure. This would involve using the full range of functionality available through 

the screen, particularly its capacity to enable peer to peer forms of civic communication. 

While there are a few examples of this type of functionality (see Papastergiadis et al. 

2013), there is no systematic approach to producing or procuring this work. Moreover, 

resolving these issues will require a reorientation in Council’s approach to the screen, 

moving away from a narrowly technical emphasis towards supporting education and 

production.  

 In seeking to establish a distinctive identity for Harmony Square I believe Council 

would be better served by using its more limited resources to focus on the production of 

unique, local content. The Our Stories program described earlier is an example of this type 

of programming and demonstrates this approach is possible. Such work is emblematic of 

the initial objective for the screen to be a “platform to share and exchange ideas” (Council 

Officer 2). However, at the time of writing, there is no policy or strategy document that 
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focuses on the process for developing the Harmony Square screen as this type of platform. 

Although Council’s Arts and Cultural Development Strategy seeks to increase the interactive 

potential of the screen, the primary tool envisaged to support this objective is the Wii 

gaming console (Council Officer 4). I would argue that this is another example of a focus 

on technical systems at the expense of participatory possibilities. Furthermore, the decision 

to lock into a particular gaming system also introduces other risks around technological 

obsolescence, which as I have established above, is already a growing issue with the 

screen.  

 Developing a more regular stream of locally produced content is not simple. One of 

the major barriers is the community’s media literacy. There is often an assumption that 

media use equates to media literacy (Jenkins 2006). Council Officers commented on this 

misconception noting that “quite often with screens people assume that everybody knows 

what it can do and how to work with it” (Council Officer 1). However, developing quality 

content for urban screens requires a highly specialised skill set. One Council Officer 

commented that “you need a lot of skill, you need creativity, you need producers. There’s a 

whole industry there, literally” (Council Officer 2). In my interviews, Council Officers 

explained that productions like Our Stories required significant investment of time and 

capital, as the local residents who participated do not have the skills to initiate or produce 

this content themselves. Council Officers noted that a significant proportion of the 

community are recent migrants, with limited access to digital media and a perceived low-

level of media literacy. This is why the library is such as an important asset for the 

community: “they’re low socio-economic, they don’t have access to technology themselves 

often… So you get people studying there, accessing computers, and often you get whole 

families there after school…” (Lyons Architects). 
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 Yet Council do have a potential resolution to this issue. Reflecting on the Winter 

Festival Nocturnal, a Council Officer noted that one of the ways they had sourced works to 

exhibit had been through a partnership with the Public Art courses at Chisholm TAFE 

and later RMIT University22. They commented that these partnerships were “a really good 

way for us to continually source new content and for those students to have real, practical 

learning as part of their academic training” (Council Officer 1). Although it is likely that 

only a small portion of contributing students would have been from Dandenong or the 

surrounding areas, they were asked to create works that directly responded to the space; 

for example, a projection for a particular laneway or location. Similar stipulations could be 

put around a call for content for the large screen by asking students to create or help to tell 

local stories. To date, such a program has not been contemplated.  

 Ultimately to address the issues I have described and more fully align the screen 

with the original placemaking and community development objectives would require a 

pivot away from the current focus on the technical operation of the screen towards 

developing channels for locally produced content. I would argue that the screen in 

Harmony Square is torn between what might be called ‘placemaking’ and ‘smart city’ 

ambitions. This tension is not unique to Dandenong. While there are often ambitions for 

urban media infrastructure to provide new platforms for public communications 

(McQuire 2016, 141) there is a strong tendency for this to default to public service 

announcements (Berry and Yu 2014), as opposed to more innovative artistic interventions 

(McQuire 2016, 132–34). This default is evident in my observation of Harmony Square 

 

22 Chisholm TAFE is a local post high school vocational education provider, while RMIT University is a 

tertiary education provider.  
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where the aim for more ambitious participatory initiatives have been submerged in favour 

of lower-cost, outsourced content.  

4.4.4 An emergent praxis of audiencing 

To invoke Sassen, we can see the present moment at Harmony Square as the 

moment before the tipping point, where the paradigm is shifting but the capabilities and 

praxis have not yet caught up. Instead of participatory peer-based communication, more 

familiar ‘cultures of use’, such as the screen as a cinema or billboard (albeit for public 

service purposes) still predominate. Yet, within these traditional cultures of use we see 

emerging strands of new, informal praxis, for example the talking crowds at the film 

screening or the young boy mimicking the screen choreography as he walked by. This 

tension indicates a competition between two different ‘organising logics’, one related to the 

participatory, creative ambitions evident in digital placemaking objectives and the other 

manifest in a drive towards efficiency and management that is more closely aligned with 

the ‘smart city’ objectives.  

Sassen implores us to consider the role of social capabilities in the adoption of new 

paradigms (Sassen 2006). At Harmony Square we can see the emergence of new protocols 

around collective viewing, which arise from the history of earlier viewing practices. The 

viewing capability, however, has “jumped the tracks” (Sassen 2006, 12) in the screen’s 

shift from the darkened theatre to the open, public space. The difference is between a 

screen that demanded a silent, still viewer to one that cannot expect to command the sole 

attention of its audience. Nevertheless, as my interview participants indicated, there is 

value in gathering together to watch with one another in a public space, where being part 

of an audience is not about quietness and stillness, but enjoying the experience of viewing 
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with others, with all its noise, movement and occasional heckling. This sense of collectivity 

is distinct from other forms of publicness. 

Unlike the Habermasian public sphere, the space being cultivated in Harmony 

Square at these moments reflects a more embodied public sphere, where engagement is not 

simply literate but gestural and experiential. In the intertwining of viewing and being in 

public, a new organising logic of ‘digital placemaking’ is emerging in Harmony Square. 

However, the infrequency and ad hoc nature of these engagements suggests these praxes 

are not yet formalised. More time and effort is needed to foster and support these new 

types of viewing activities to support a more socially situated praxis of ‘audiencing’. I will 

describe this concept in more detail in Chapters 5 & 6.  

4.5 Institutional and policy challenges 

 One of the recurring issues raised throughout my interviews was the pressure that 

incorporating urban media infrastructure in the design for Harmony Square put upon 

existing council structures. The novel demands of the screen tests the limits of many 

traditional processes and structures of Council, from the need for approval of content 

airing to the resourcing needed to run a screen 24 hours a day, seven days a week. In this 

section I will discuss CGD’s approach to the governance of the screen and will argue its 

existing structures are inadequate to meet the needs of this 21st century infrastructure. I 

will identify some international examples on which Council could draw if it were to 

rethink its approach to the screen in order to better realise its stated placemaking and 

community development objectives.  

4.5.1 Council’s current organisational arrangements and resourcing 

 Harmony Square’s large screen was developed as an infrastructure that 

complemented Council’s urban renewal plans and provided a communication platform 
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facilitating social inclusion and diversity. However, as I have described above, the lateness 

of the decision to install a screen in the Square left CGD playing a game of ‘catch up’ from 

the beginning. While the business unit responsible for placemaking activities and the 

business unit responsible for art and cultural development initiatives led the early work 

around the role and function of the screen, it became apparent that neither area had the 

technical skill required to operate the screen. This was reinforced by the architects who 

advised that, “[it was important] that it had, like Federation Square, a permanent staff 

member whose job it is just to curate the screen” (Architects). 

 In a move that I will argue has significantly shaped the role of the screen, the Media 

and Communication Unit within the Corporate Services Branch of CGD assumed 

responsibility for the screen. As the expertise required to manage and program a large 

screen was not available within Council, Thomas Dawe, formerly the Screen Technician at 

Federation Square, was approached to become the Screen Coordinator. Similar to his role 

at Federation Square, the function of the Screen Coordinator is primarily technical 

oversight of the day to day operation of the screen. Placemaking responsibility continues 

to sit with the Business Division and responsibility for Community Arts, Culture and 

Libraries sites within the Community Services Directorate. The organisational boundaries 

separating these areas belie their shared strategic interest in the screen’s contribution to 

Harmony Square. 
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Figure 8: CGD organisational structure 

 Within the Media and Communications Unit, three full time equivalent (FTE) staff 

are allocated to support the screen. This is relatively lean, with several interviewees 

commenting on the significant resourcing required to operate a large screen, earning it the 

moniker the “hungry beast”, referring to both the capital and human labour the screen 

‘consumes’ (Council Officer 3 & 4). The continued need to develop, source and display 

content on the screen is quite a labour-intensive process. As one interviewee noted, “it’s 

not just the ongoing cost of the screen and maintenance, it’s another whole person sitting 

at a desk, and all their infrastructure and paying them a salary” (Architects). In the above 

statement, the architect is describing the Screen Coordinator’s role, an officer within 

Council who programs the screen on a daily basis to ensure its operation for events and 

coordinates linkages with other screens. This role is supported by additional 1.5-2 FTE 
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technical staff. The workload described does not include the development of original 

content for the screen. This is one of the reasons why a significant amount of the screen 

content is from external sources. Moreover, for any special events the Screen Coordinator 

requires additional support to operate any cameras, as well as sound mixing. To date, this 

resourcing has been provided through a volunteer program. By contrast, Federation 

Square has a team of more than 15 FTE for events. While the scale of these two public 

spaces differs, there is still a question of adequate resourcing. If the role of the Harmony 

Square screen is simply to broadcast existing content 24/7, three FTE is perhaps adequate 

to manage the workload. However, realising ambitions to expand to the delivery of more 

innovative and participatory content would require more support and investment.  

4.5.2 Siloed business units with different approaches to the screen 

 Surveying the operation of the three different units within CGD that each have an 

interest in Harmony Square indicates different levels of maturity in their strategies and 

ambitions for the screen. The Placemaking team have developed significant capability and 

expertise in public space management over the nine years since the commencement of the 

RCD project. In 2015, they commenced an extensive analysis of each of Central 

Dandenong’s public spaces to understand how well each space was performing and to 

identify any issues that needed to be addressed. Based on this analysis, Harmony Square 

falls well behind other spaces within Dandenong in terms of use and patronage: “it’s 

probably about 4x busier in Palm Plaza than it is in Harmony Square at the present time” 

23 (Council Officer 1). Moreover, as noted earlier in this chapter, the same study also 

 

23 Palm Plaza is Dandenong’s mail shopping centre. There is a large public space in front of the shopping 

centre. 
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found that Dandenong has an oversupply of public spaces, but most of them “lack staying 

power” (Council Officer 1). The Placemaking team’s focus for Dandenong’s public spaces 

is on “improving the staying power and inherent qualities of the space” (Council Officer 

1). Yet, as they acknowledge, their use of the screen as part of these projects is “quite 

limited” (Council Officer 1).   

 By contrast, the Arts and Cultural Development Unit have much more explicit 

ambitions for the screen. CGD’s Arts and Cultural Heritage Strategy sets two strategic 

priorities for Harmony Square and the screen. As noted earlier, these are primarily 

quantitative goals that seek to increase the activation of Harmony Square and use of the 

screen. The Strategy does, however, reference the screen as platform for local content: 

A key element of the Square is a large digital screen used to exhibit locally-

produced film content as well as shared content from further afield. The screen 

provides a platform for the development and exhibition of digital art and is a key 

enabling tool for festivals, events and other community gatherings in the public 

square. (CGD 2016, 49) 

However, the strategy does not provide any clear direction about how this locally-

produced content will be commissioned or acquired.  

 Since 2016, CGD has been developing an Urban Screens policy, however at the time 

of writing no policy has been made publicly available. The exception is one policy available 

on the use of advertising on the screen. The lack of a clear strategic plan for the screen 

would not itself be a problem if the screen was viewed as an infrastructure available to 

support other activities. As noted by Council Officers, this was part of the original vision 

for the screen: 
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So the aim was…to start to embed the notion in other departments about 

documenting projects and using the screen as platform to speak of the project that 

could be then used in a creative way on the screen. So it would be part of their 

whole project, so it wouldn’t need to be an aside, it wouldn’t need to be integrated. 

(Council Officer 2) 

However, to date it does not appear that other business units within CGD have the 

capability or willingness to utilise the screen in this way. This means the integration of the 

screen into Council events has been ad hoc or driven by the goodwill of the Screen 

Coordinator. One Council Officer commented that business units are still reliant on the 

Screen Coordinator’s expertise and budget to produce the content, noting that “with 

Nocturnal we’ve been quite dependent on Tom having funds available to be able to edit 

and program things to be on the screen” (Council Officer 1). 

 Another significant issue to emerge through interviews was the role of procurement 

processes and approvals in shaping screen programming. In discussions with Council 

Officers it became apparent that the traditional processes for procuring content in the Arts 

and Community Development unit did not match the requirements of the screen. The Arts 

and Community Development unit have a Committee which is responsible for reviewing 

all proposals before they are commissioned (Council Officer 4). One Council Officer 

commented that a decision by Committee for the programming of the screen was 

unsuitable given the temporality of the screen and the scale of content needed (Council 

Officer 3). To put this content production in perspective, in 2015 the Arts and Community 

Development unit were responsible for eight to 10 flagship events, while the screen 

operates 24 hours/seven days a week (Council Officers 3 & 4). It would be impossible for 

a Committee to oversee all programming decisions; however the consequence is that the 
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three staff in the Media and Communications Unit are overseeing all screen programming. 

This situation begs the question if there is a reasonable middle ground?  

 Council Officers also noted that procurement processes tend to favour the low-cost 

outsourced content that dominates programming. Most public procurement is assessed on 

its ability to achieve value for money24. However, if value is measured as the lowest cost 

option, higher quality content may not be commissioned. As one Council Officer 

commented “at the artistic end it tends to be at the higher end of the budget and then if 

you want something that’s quick and fast it’s at the lower end. So there doesn’t seem to be 

enough choice to go out and get something crafted” (Council Officer 2). The drive for low-

cost efficient solutions has become stronger following the Victorian Government’s policy 

of rate-capping, which fixes the amount of revenue that a local council can raise in funding 

through rates (Victorian Government 2019). In this environment, one Council Officer 

commented that it was a “luxury” to think about what could be developed beyond the 

small-scale activations that have already been achieved (Council Officer 3).  

 While CGD’s organisational structures and processes are appropriate to support 

the basic coordination and display of screen content, I have argued they are insufficient to 

enable the kind of collaboration between Council divisions and business units that would 

enable the screen to operate more effectively as urban media infrastructure capable of 

supporting placemaking and community development objectives. To date, content of this 

kind has been dependent on the willingness of Council Officers to take on additional work 

 

24 See the Victorian Government’s procurement website (https://www.buyingfor.vic.gov.au/achieving-value-

money-goods-and-services-procurement-guide) where it is noted that “Value for money underpins Victorian 

Government procurement”.  
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or actively seek out special support for these opportunities. Without more formalised 

structures, such activations will continue to be ad hoc and potentially at risk of disappearing 

if the existing personnel leave the organisation. 

4.5.3 Opportunities to consider alternative models 

 At the time Harmony Square was developed, large screens were still relatively novel. 

However almost 10 years later there are now a number of different screen sites that 

provide alternative governance models for how CGD could re-orient the screen. Canada 

provides a couple of pertinent examples. In Mississauga, a major city neighbouring 

Toronto, large screens have been installed in Celebration Square which are operated and 

managed by the City of Mississauga’s Community Services Department. This Department 

has responsibility for the operation of Celebration Square, including the big screen as well 

as cultural planning and development. As a result, responsibility for screen operation, site 

management and cultural development is co-located. While the screen program shares 

many features with Harmony Square, there is a far stronger artistic program which is 

supported by several strategies and policies. The Department runs a regular call for 

submissions for local and international artists to exhibit works on the screen, and 

throughout summer there is an Art on the Screens program that runs from 8-10pm every 

Monday night (City of Mississauga 2020). The importance of partnership and 

collaboration as a source of artistic content is also recognised in the City of Mississauga’s 

Masterplan (2016, 60–61). Another example is the Surrey UrbanScreen, which is an off-

site programming venue of the Surrey Art Gallery (City of Surrey 2020). Both are run by 

the City for Surrey (City of Surrey 2020, 13). The screen itself is only on from sunset to 

midnight, thus reducing the time required for programming and the art is exhibited for 

specified periods of time (City of Surrey 2020, 13). Both of these screens are run by the 

local municipalities but have chosen to orient their screens much more strongly towards 
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artistic objectives. The screen function is co-located with the Community Service 

Department for Mississauga, and the Art Gallery, in Surrey, which provides a strategic 

alignment with the arts and cultural development objectives, as well as a clearer pathway 

for content. Furthermore both organisations actively promote their call for submissions for 

artistic works. It should be noted that while CGD do have a form that allows for people to 

submit content to the screen, it focuses on the technical aspects of the submissions such as 

quality and size, as opposed to any artistic merits or local contributions (See City of 

Greater Dandenong, n.d.). 

 If replication of these models at CGD is unlikely, there are still lessons that can 

be learnt and practices implemented that could address some of the current issues. As I 

have argued earlier, the televisual format offers the lowest cost content but represents a 

basic use of the screen. As one Council Officer argued, the Council’s conceptualisation of 

the screen as “a big screen TV” still continues “…and I don’t know how much [Council] 

were challenged to go beyond that in terms of their thinking and whether there was 

enough resource put around that” (Council Officer 1). Part of conceptualising the screen 

as a relocated television format is that responsibility for the screen has been solely placed 

with the Media and Communications Division and it has only been resourced to support 

broadcast functions. Anything beyond this function represents additional work that has to 

be undertaken by individual officers within Council. An initial step forward would be to 

recognise that a publicly-situated screen should be more than a ‘big screen TV’ and, from 

this recognition, work to establish the screen as an urban media infrastructure that 

supports multiple activities across Council. One example would be ensuring that all events 

held across the municipality, including at Harmony Square, are recorded by the Arts and 

Cultural Development unit as ‘ephemeral’ content that could be replayed on the screen as 

part of the local community memory (Council Officer 4). While this does not address the 
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need for more peer-to-peer content, it does have a more ‘emplacing’ aspect by presenting 

the community at moments of celebration. 

 A second major step would be to establish stronger partnerships with nearby 

universities and education providers that train students in the digital arts, with the aim of 

using the screen as a platform for presenting student work. This would replicate the model 

used for the Nocturnal festival that I discussed earlier in this chapter. Such partnerships 

would provide Council with an ongoing source of artistic content and would also enhance 

the screen’s reputation as a platform for film and art. Students could be encouraged to 

produce place or community-oriented works by setting criteria or themes for works that 

will be exhibited. Over time, this has the potential to attract more established local artists 

to exhibit on the screen. Securing these alternative pathways for sourcing content will be 

critical to steering the screen away from a broadcast infrastructure to a placemaking 

infrastructure to which the community can contribute. 

4.6 Chapter Summary 

 Harmony Square offers an example of how urban media infrastructure is being 

deployed as part of placemaking and urban renewal projects. The value of the screen is its 

capacity to enable a range of different uses within a public space. However this variety is 

also the source of its complexity, as each different use requires a different configuration of 

skills. In this chapter I have highlighted several issues that hinder Council’s ability to fully 

realise the potential of its investment in the large screen’s affordances. Some are historical, 

such as the timing and lack of an adequate strategy that preceded the screen’s installation. 

Others are social, such as the poor perception of the area, which discourages people from 

being out in public, or the low levels of media literacy which might constrain the types of 

content that can be produced and consumed.  
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 However, the issue I have highlighted, which is most firmly within CGD’s power to 

change are the current governance arrangements. The siloed organisational structures do 

not allow the screen to operate as an urban media infrastructure that would support a 

range of Council activities. I have argued that an initial difficulty for Harmony Square was 

the lack of mature models for CGD to draw from during the development phase. Almost 

10 years later, this is no longer the case, and there are several screen sites around the world 

that provide relevant examples for CGD to consider. These tend to co-locate the screen 

function within the arts and community development divisions of the local government and 

result in more artistically and culturally oriented uses of the screen. The question is 

whether CGD is willing to reconsider its organisational structures and invest in the 

development of a pipeline of local content.  

 The screen in Harmony Square can be seen as an example of a major tension in how 

governments manage urban environments. Urban media infrastructure can function to 

enable institutions, such as councils, to communicate more effectively with their 

constituents. However, such infrastructure also has the capacity to support community 

participation, change the ambiance of a space (for better or worse!), and connect 

particular locations to other events, which may otherwise be inaccessible. Harmony 

Square is arguably symptomatic of a broader struggle between competing visions of the 

city as a place for people to live and as a network to be managed. While there are several 

emerging elements that suggest a trajectory towards a more participatory media 

infrastructure remains possible, realising this will likely be dependent upon a new 

‘organising logic’ that is closer to the placemaking paradigm rather than the ‘smart city’. 

Such a placemaking logic would value plurality, collaboration and the full spectrum of 

experiences that constitute human interactions in the city.  
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5 Chapter 5: Gertrude Street Projection Festival 

5.1 Introduction 

Traversing Gertrude Street from the western city end, I could walk for almost 100 

metres before I can see a hint of coloured light. The first couple of blocks of the street are 

home to a tram depot, and several terrace houses owned by the nearby St Vincent’s 

hospital. On several occasions I would walk down the street alone, but there were always a 

few others, either small groups or individuals, who were also clearly venturing out to see 

the festival . The quietness of these first few blocks builds the anticipation amongst us.  

It is not until I reach that the Catfish Bar, the Festival Hub, and see the small swirl 

of light moving along the footpath that I know am on the right track. Another block down 

I see the first work at 52-60 Gertrude Street, where the building’s wide expanse of pale 

concrete provides the ideal canvas for projections. This quiet, unassuming entry is a key 

trait of the Gertrude Street Projection Festival (GSPF). Entry and exit points are 

undefined, lending a certain ambiguity to the Festival as a whole. It does not feel like a 

bounded space but seems to intensify and diminish as I move along the street.  

 Part of the joy of the GSPF is seeking out the projections. The installations and 

illuminations can be hidden down laneways, above street level or inside closed shop 

windows. A group of gathering people become a clue about where to search for works. 

Having been to the GSPF over several years, I know some of the key spots to look, such 

as the windows of The Workers Club on the corner of Brunswick Street and Gertrude 

Street, or the façade of the former Gertrude Hotel on the corner of Napier Street and 

Gertrude Street. The centre of the Festival is the massive projections across the Atherton 

Estate towers. Two of the 20 storey social housing residences are transformed by 



 143/276 

expansive projections. Since 2016, works have also been placed within the gardens at the 

base of the two buildings, and often performance works will take place as you move down 

the street. Usually these darkened gardens would be intimidating, however the placement 

of works in the gardens becomes an invitation to traverse the boundary between street and 

estate.  

 One of the most interesting aspects of the Festival is its shifting dynamism. Even on 

the launch night, when the GSPF is at its most busy, the atmosphere is never frenetic. 

Instead there is more of a rhythmic build as you move along the street. Over the course of 

an evening, I would observe different groups visiting the Festival. While the early hours 

tend to attract more families or workers on their way home, the later hours are for those 

who have enjoyed a night out at one of the restaurants or bars in the area and are enjoying 

a late stroll. Unlike other festivals or events where there may be a bustling crowd, people 

move through the GSPF at a relaxed pace. There may perhaps be a nod of the head or a 

gesture of acknowledgement if someone has obscured another person’s view or if there is a 

small wait to observe a work. The ability to stagger attendance over 10 nights means that 

Gertrude Street does not need to be shut down for the duration of the Festival. Cars and 

trams still move up and down the street and pedestrians tend to adhere to the rules as they 

cross the road, albeit there may still be a few honks of the car horn at an inattentive 

pedestrian.  

 After a couple of hours, with all the art works found, I reach the end of Gertrude 

Street. It is only a kilometre long, and there are only so many places to hide. Gertrude 

Street ends at Smith Street, a well-known street for bars, restaurants and live music 

venues. There are still people on Smith Street, but the tempo there is different. The people 

on Smith Street are going somewhere. Congregating is only acceptable outside of 

restaurants or bars where part of the street has been partitioned off by the venue. While I 
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am only a few hundred metres away, there is a distinct change in the atmosphere and the 

terms of participation in street life. The momentary transformation of the street is over. 

 In this chapter, I present my second case study on the GSPF and explore the 

transformative power of projection as a tool for digital placemaking. I will argue that, 

while dependent on urban media infrastructure as an enabler, this transformation is also 

deeply influenced by a range of non-media factors. The chapter continues to use an 

assemblage framework to explore how the GSPF is realised through the interrelationship 

between technology, people, place and organisations. I discuss how the GSPF seeks to use 

projection to facilitate public participation and community engagement through site-

specific artworks. This use of projection is in contrast to more prominent uses of 

projection, which harness the technology’s capacity to produce urban spectacle to displace 

individual from their surrounds. I will argue that this locally specific deployment of 

projection, coupled with a strong organisational vision and a flexible programming model, 

is critical to the participatory nature of the GSPF. 

I begin the chapter with a brief overview of the role of festivals in urban 

regeneration and the origins of the GSPF. I then discuss how the GSPF operates today 

and provide some illustrative examples of the different projection installations that 

transform Gertrude Street. This provides the basis for my discussion of the complexities 

and tensions involved in using projection to support a form of digital placemaking. This 

kind of digital placemaking underpins the emergence of what I will term a socially-situated 

audiencing praxis. I conclude with a discussion about the future governance and policy 

challenges for the GSPF as it seeks to maintain its distinctive place within Melbourne’s 

arts and cultural calendar.  
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5.2 History of the site and event 

5.2.1 Festivals and urban regeneration 

Festivals have a growing role in the cultural calendar of major cities across the 

world. They are regarded by some as providing an opportunity for both local expression 

and community (Franklin 2010; Micallef 2009; McCracken 2016), while others regard 

them as more economically driven for purposes of global promotion and branding 

(Johansson and Kociatkiewicz 2011; Jamieson 2004; Evans 2012). These divergent 

perspectives suggest festivals exist in a contested space, and judgements about the success 

or failure of a festival can depend on who you talk to and what their interest is in the 

event. Understanding the role of the festival needs to be considered from multiple 

dimensions; as a break from the routine of everyday life; as an urban regeneration and 

economic development project; as a means to celebrate local culture and community; as a 

product of globalised culture; and as a management exercise. For many festivals, there is a 

balancing act between several different objectives including economic development, social 

cohesion, cultural heritage, and offering a temporary respite from the routine rhythms of 

everyday life.  

 The proliferation of contemporary urban festivals has been strongly associated with 

policies on city branding, economic development and urban rejuvenation. As the culture 

industries have shifted creative pursuits towards economic ambitions (Kong 2014), the 

festival has become a popular product through which cities can market their credentials as 

unique and energetic places that are attractive to young professionals and tourists 

(Jamieson 2004). In a global economy where the tourist options are competitive, festivals 

provide an opportunity to market a unique experience by presenting the city in a different 

light through art, food, wine and culture, including projection and illumination works 

(Johansson and Kociatkiewicz 2011). Distinct from the iconic architecture that is often 
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used to promote a city, festivals are much more about the 'feel' of a place and the 

experience of being there. Despite some major changes in context and form, contemporary 

festivals still invoke some of the qualities that Lefebvre praised in the traditional festivals 

of the French rural classes (Grindon 2012, 213). This includes the temporary suspension 

of time as the flows of a city are disrupted and reorganised (Johansson and Kociatkiewicz 

2011), and the reclamation of spaces, integrating new social uses and cultural practices 

through community participation.  

 Projection festivals have emerged as part of this broader class of contemporary 

festival and use large-scale lighting to encourage a reclamation of usually darkened spaces 

and foster new night-time social and cultural practices. Night-time festivals have become 

increasingly prevalent with technological improvements which have made the production 

and control of large-scale electric lighting easier (D. Jackson 2015). In Superlux, Davina 

Jackson notes over 55 cities that regularly host light festivals, but this number is 

constantly changing with many new events arising as well (2015, 262). Within Australia, 

Vivid in Sydney and White Night in Melbourne have become the most popular light 

festivals with iconic architecture forming the canvas for dynamic digital displays. As 

Potthart and Konecke conclude “lighting can…put a definite stamp on the image of a city” 

(2013, 40). These types of festivals also have strong associations with the development of a 

night-time economy and encouraging people back to the street at night (Evans 2012). 

These transformative capacities enable a ‘remaking’ of place through urban media 

infrastructure, aligning projection festivals with the concept of digital placemaking.  

 Governance arrangements for these type of festivals varies. Often the sheer scale of 

these events, the access to infrastructure and resourcing mean such events are 

predominantly hosted by large organisations or regional governments. For example, White 

Night, Victoria’s version of Blanche Nuit, where the city was shut down from 7pm to 7am 
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to become a temporary art exhibition receives support from the State Government, the 

City of Melbourne and leading cultural institutions in the city centre25. However, at a more 

local level there is a growing number of municipal Victorian councils establishing 

illumination festivals, such as Glow (City of Stonnington), Go West (City of 

Maribyrnong) and Docklands Firelight Festival (City of Melbourne). As this chapter will 

highlight, the type of governance arrangements significantly shapes the scope and 

approach to organising a festival, enabling certain flexibilities and obstructing other 

possibilities.   

5.2.2 Gertrude Street and the gentrification of inner Melbourne 

Gertrude Street is a small retail street running between Nicholson Street and Smith 

Street in the suburb of Fitzroy in Melbourne. Like most of Fitzroy, the street has become 

increasingly gentrified since the 1990s. Melbourne’s inner north, which includes Fitzroy, 

has historically been a manufacturing area with streets populated by small workers 

cottages, terrace houses and large warehouse and factory spaces. However, over the last 

decade, Victoria has transitioned away from manufacturing to a knowledge and service-

based economy (Deloitte Acces Economics 2016, x). In the 1980s, many of these 

warehouses became vacant, and the low rents were attractive to creative workers. Fitzroy, 

along with many other parts of inner Melbourne, became well known for their arts’ 

communities (Shaw 2013). History has shown this was the first step towards 

gentrification. Gertrude Street itself is only now seeing a transition to larger residential 

developments, given many of the properties on the street are protected by heritage 

regulations (Shaw 2013). The street’s retail offering reflects the high-income status of 

 

25 After a hiatus in 2017, White Night moved to a multi-night event, which did not involve a full shut down 

of the city.   
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nearby residents. Many of the shops are high-end independent designers and several of the 

restaurants and cafes along the street regularly feature in the ‘top 10’ list of Melbourne’s 

dining scene (Good Food Guide 2016). Cast in this light, Gertrude Street does not seem 

dissimilar from many other inner-city streets in Western, urbanised nations (Harvey 

2012).  

Yet Gertrude Street’s history as an impoverished, working class suburb is not easily 

erased. The analysis of gentrification along the street by urban sociologists Kate Shaw and 

Iris Hagemas demonstrates that the low socio-economic residents of the area “seem less 

vulnerable” to change than residents in other areas of Melbourne “largely because of the 

persistence of a range of facilities close to their housing that continue to cater to their 

needs” (2015, 336). There is still a significant component of social housing along the street, 

such as Atherton Estate’s four social housing properties, which includes two 20-storey 

commission housing towers on the corner of Gertrude Street (Shaw and Hagemans 2015, 

336). Shaw and Hagemas note that while many low-cost activities and meeting places are 

no longer accessible on Gertrude Street, the ongoing presence of services such as the 

Melbourne Aboriginal Youth Sport and Recreation Co-Operative (MAYSAR) and Yarra 

Youth Services lessens the sense of “community displacement” felt by local residents in 

comparison to residents in other areas of Melbourne (2015, 338). Gertrude Street’s 

process of gentrification can be regarded as partial, albeit still underway. 

5.2.3 The GSPF: Encouraging people back to the street 

The GSPF emerged in the midst of this slow process of gentrification in 2007. 

While several fashion boutiques and cafes had established themselves on the street, the 

area still had a ‘rough’ reputation. One of the interviewees commented that, “Gertrude 

Street’s always had a long and complicated history. A lot of social organisations involved. 

In terms of social cohesion, 10 years ago it was a lot rougher, you know drugs, alcohol and 
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violence” (Board Member 1). In the early 2000s, a group of traders formed the Gertrude 

Traders Association (GTA) to look for opportunities to revitalise the area and take greater 

ownership of the street. Artists Kym Ortenburg and Monique McNamara approached the 

GTA with the concept of a winter light festival to attract people back to Gertrude Street. 

Ortenburg knew the area well having grown up in Fitzroy as a child and moved back after 

a stint away.  

 In 2008, the GSPF was officially launched as a projection festival. It has been held 

annually since 2008, and celebrated its 10th anniversary in 2017, with 50 artists exhibited 

across 38 sites. As the Festival has grown, it has expanded to include performance works 

and sound-based installations. While many of the works are by established artists, part of 

the program is held aside for community-based projects, emerging artists and mentorship 

programs. As one of the earliest projection festivals in the city, it has an entrenched status 

in Melbourne’s art calendar (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 12).  

 Today the GSPF has expanded beyond Ortenburg and McNamara to be a 

volunteer-led event supported by a group of artistically engaged local residents. The 

mission statement of the GSPF is: Using the collaborative creation and exhibition of projection art 

to invigorate the community in all its forms (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 7). While the perception of 

Gertrude Street may have improved over the last decade, the concepts of “community, 

celebration and coming together” (Board Member 1) are still central to the Festival. The 

GTA no longer exists in that earlier form. The local council, City of Yarra, has supported 

the GSPF since its inception and continue to be one of the primary funders of the event. 

However, the GSPF continues to remain an independent run event without management 

or oversight by Council. In 2010, McNamara left the event to focus on other business 

interests.  
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 As the GSPF expanded, Ortenburg recognised the need to develop a formal 

governance structure. In 2012, she established a Board, known as the Gertrude Projection 

Association (GPA), which developed a strategic plan for the Festival. The GPA Board are 

responsible for the long-term vision and strategy of the Festival, as well as supporting the 

development of projection as an artform. Programming and operation of the GSPF is 

overseen by a committee, chaired by the Festival Director and Curator. The Festival 

Director reports to the Board on the GSPF’s planning. Smaller subcommittees are also 

established to oversee different aspects of the Festival, for example the volunteer 

workforce. The Board are also responsible for establishing the pathway towards financial 

viability and have expanded their services to include consultancy work undertaken by 

Ortenburg and others to share learning from the GSPF model and how this model can be 

replicated in other locations. To date, consultancies have been undertaken for City of 

Stonnington, Greater Geelong City Council and City of Melbourne (Board Member 1) 

5.3 Observations of urban media infrastructure  

In this section I will provide a summary of my observations of how projection 

operates as an urban media infrastructure at the GSPF. I have chosen examples across 

four different sites to demonstrate the diversity of experiences at the GSPF and how 

people interact with these works.  

To begin, I will briefly describe the process taken to program an event like the 

GSPF and determine the placement of works. Typically the program development starts in 

December/January when the GSPF will issue an Expression of Interest for artists to 

submit proposals. From these proposals, a shortlist will be developed. The Festival 

Director, Curator and other key staff will then walk the street to place the works:  
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And then we’d walk, Olaf the technical guy, myself…and the co-curator or anyone 

who I could kind of say would you like to come for a walk down Gertrude Street so 

we’d kind of try and walk through the street. Knowing the works that we had, we’d 

then try and place the works where we thought. Or we would think oh that’s a new 

site that we hadn’t thought about. Let’s find something that would fit that. (Board 

Member 1) 

While artists may nominate a specific site, the programming is curated across the entire 

street to enable all works to be considered together. For the Festival’s organisers, the 

program “comes together organically” tracing the path that audiences will take up and 

down the street (Board Member 1). By mimicking the trajectory of audience, the 

programming seeks to integrate projection works with the architecture and infrastructure 

of the street. This allows the Curator and Festival Director to observe where there are 

opportunities to influence movement along the street.  

5.3.1 Atherton Estate  

One of the central features of the GSPF is Atherton Estate on the corner of 

Brunswick and Gertrude Streets. Since 2012, two of the 20 storey towers have been 

illuminated by projections, and since 2016 works have also been exhibited in the gardens 

beneath the towers. The Atherton Estate towers, which in the early years of the were 

perceived as a “big dark hole”, are now brightly lit pillars that encourage people to look at 

these buildings (Board Member 1). Interviewees referred to the projections on these 

towers as “focal points” (Artist 2) and “beacons” (Board Member 1). Typically the towers 

are lit from the east, so people will tend to gather on the corner of Napier Street, which 

runs along the eastern boundary of the Estate. I often found this was the busiest area of 

the GSPF with people standing with their phones and cameras out to capture the brightly 

lit towers.  
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Figure 9: Form Work (2015) by Guled Abdulwasi, Source: Bernie Phelan 
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In 2015, emerging artist Guled Abdulwasi partnered with projection artist Nick 

Azidis as part of the GSPF mentorship program, to create Form Work, a projection of a set 

of his architectural images onto the Atherton Estate towers. Abdulwasi was a former 

resident of the towers. Form Work combined black and white draftsman-like drawings with 

coloured forms. The overlay of architectural imagery on the building was evocative, 

though arguably at its most effective when the coloured images were projected. This was 

echoed by an interviewee who commented that they felt these projections were more 

“sombre” than in previous years (Artist 2).  

While contemporary projections of this scale are often dynamic and interactive (for 

instance, the sails of the Opera House in Sydney during Vivid or the Exhibition Building 

in Melbourne during White Night), the projections on Atherton Estate are static. The 

GSPF uses an analogue projector with slides that have been created in photoshop shapes, 

so each image slowly and deliberately ticks over to the next one. In a way, the tempo of 

these images sets the rhythm for the rest of the Festival, a slow deliberate transition 

between one space and the next.  

Beneath the buildings, several works have been programmed into the Estate’s 

gardens. Typically I would not enter the darkened gardens of a social housing estate at 

night. However, the twinkling lights in the distance act as an invitation. I could see that 

several other visitors experienced the same hesitation as me, unsure if they should venture 

in. However, as one Board Member commented this is a deliberate tactic of the GSPF: 

“…what [the GSPF] does is it breaks down that cultural silo that’s been created by the 

towers, it reintegrates [the residents] into the community, and it bring the community into 

their space as well” (Board Member 3). While the normative flows of the city may obstruct 

certain movements and create social schisms (Castells 2007), the GSPF’s program seeks to 
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open up new avenues and set the scene for new negotiations between people, place and 

mobilities.  

The works installed in the gardens were far more intimate and tactile than the 

massive projections on the towers. In 2016, a set of small houses had been placed 

underneath the drain grates illuminated with tiny lights, while some woven works were 

hanging from the trees. Early in the evening I would see families with young children 

exploring these spaces, looking beneath bushes and up trees, searching out the different 

art works. This sense of the space being family-friendly was reinforced in interviews, who 

commented that, “there were so many families down there” (Board Member 2). This same 

interviewee noted that specific events and works are deliberately programmed for children 

who live at the Estate. An example was Light up the neighbourhood in partnership with the 

local youth centre where the children could do live art projection on the building. As the 

interviewee explained, “we obviously advertise it so the general festival audience can go 

down, but it’s really an event for those kids” (Board Member 2).  

This combination of large scale projections and the smaller scale works in the 

gardens reduces the risk of the GSPF being accused of simply exploiting the site to create 

an ‘urban spectacle’. The deliberate choices that are made to ensure the residents are not 

only participants in the consumption, but also in the production of works, is evidence of a 

continuing desire to achieve their original purpose that the community is ‘engaged in all its 

forms’.  

 

 

 



 155/276 

5.3.2 Laneways 

Like many inner-city areas of Melbourne, Gertrude Street has several laneways 

(Moreau 2019) that provide delivery access to the businesses along the street. During the 

GSPF, a few of these laneways become the site for projection works. The usually blank 

walls and nearby windows provide the ideal configuration to support projection. These 

projections attract the attention of visitors who pass darkened laneway after darkened 

laneway to finally stumble upon a projection. Unlike the analogue projector used on 

Atherton Estate, the majority of projections down laneways are digital and therefore often 

dynamic works.  

Figure 10: People gather down Marion Lane during the GSPF, Source: Author 
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 Figure 11: Woman photographing projections on Little Napier Street, Source Author 
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During my fieldwork in 2016, Luzena Adams Reverie was featured on the wall of 

164 Gertrude Street, down Little George Street26. The work was a layered and looped 

image of a red-headed woman moving through the water. With no clear beginning or end, 

people would gather beneath the image in a darkened laneway and watched the woman 

move hypnotically up and down the building. A woman I interviewed commented, “I was 

just kind of standing here mesmerised, because it’s so beautiful” (Interviewee 6, 21/7/16). 

This woman also reflected on her enjoyment at encountering the projections on the street 

explaining, “I was actually listening to my iPod and I had my own soundtrack going and 

watching this amazing stuff and shooting videos and I was like super excited, and like, this 

is the best thing that’s happened to me all day” (Interviewee 6, 21/7/16). For her, the 

informality and self-organisation that the GSPF allows is one of the most enjoyable 

elements. It means that you can choose to gaze at Reverie for several minutes or move on 

with a quick glance with your own soundtrack accompanying the journey. I would also 

argue that the laneways, which usually do not have the same level of lighting as Gertrude 

Street, creates a slightly more intimate environment to view the works. Unlike the 

projections at Atherton Estate where people tend to gather in crowds to photograph the 

works, people tend to form smaller groups when viewing works in laneways. Reverie was a 

very popular work and won the People’s Choice Award at the GSPF in 2016. That was the 

last year that Little George Street was used for the GSPF. In 2017 construction 

commenced on a large residential development next door that obscured access to the wall 

of 164 Gertrude Street.  

 

26 In Melbourne, the use of Little in a Street name refers to a Laneway or narrower street running parallel to 

a main street. Little George Street is the laneway running parallel to George Street.  
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5.3.3 Buildings 

During the GSPF several of the buildings along Gertrude Street become canvases 

for projection works. Many of these are retail shops that are close in the late afternoon and 

new attention is brought to them during the evening. Some stores capitalise upon this by 

staying open later to take advantage on the increased foot traffic. The scale of these works 

is usually only two to three storeys, so they are a smaller in scale than the Atherton Estate 

projections. Unlike the narrow laneways, more people can congregate on the footpath, 

either at the front of the building or from another vantage point across the street. 

Moreover, by situating the projections at street level, there is a certain tactility that people 

enjoy. I saw several young children go up to the buildings and touch the lights moving 

across the surface.  

 Situating a work at street level, in an open and accessible space has encouraged 

some artists to experiment with more interactive works. In 2017, Projector Bike presented 

A Congregation of Light, a work that incorporated live light painting, soundscapes and 

storytelling to create public performances at destinations along the street.  
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Figure 12: A Congregation of Light (2018) by Projector Bike, Source: Author 
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On the night I attended, Projector Bike was set up on Gore Street, to project onto the rear 

wall of Rose Chong’s Costumier. Projector Bike’s two artists, Imogen Henry and Brody 

Xarhakos were set up with an iPad and sound mixer board next to the projector. Henry 

was engaged in live drawing, while Xarhakos produced the soundscape. As they 

performed an audience gathered behind them, and some young children moved towards 

the image squealing and jumping up to touch the projections. As the crowd grew, 

Xarhakos created a livelier soundscape and Henry brought new movements and images 

into the projection to elicit more squeals from the children. A giraffe’s head or flamingo 

would bob up and down across the wall and Xarhakos would increase the beat. Here, 

projection combined with human capabilities to offer a new form of engagement between 

audience and artist in a public space that was ephemeral, affective and atmospheric.  

5.3.4 Shop windows   

The most intimate of all sites at the GSPF are the shop windows. The types of 

works exhibited in the shop windows are distinct from the projection works down 

laneways or buildings. These light installations can be as small as a projection into a bowl 

of water like Nadia Faragaab’s Nuuxnuuxsi (2016) at Biba Hairdresser’s or it can be as 

expansive as Skunk Control’s light filled tableaus that were featured in Rose Chong’s 

Costumier (2014-2017). In these works, the shop window acts as a frame to create a more 

intimate space where only a few people can see the work at a time, mimicking the 

traditional viewing configuration for between spectator and painting in a gallery. I would 

watch as people would carefully negotiate their way around one another, waiting to get a 

view into the window.  

 One of the complexities associated with these works is how they are integrated 

with the façade of the shop. Skunk Control’s partnership with Rose Chong’s Costumier 

provides an example. Rose Chong’s shop is well known along Gertrude Street having been 
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in operation since the 1980s. The exterior of the ground floor is covered in a large cheetah 

pattern, with the name of the shop in bright pink letters. The two shop windows usually 

feature a tableau of different costumed mannequins. As one of the original founders of the 

GTA, Rose Chong’s shop has been a feature of each festival. In 2017, Skunk Control’s 

work Three/Four was featured in the front window. The work was an installation of light 

flowers made from feathers and plastic. The flowers were lit from within, but also picked 

up the reflection of the lights around them. Although the tableau was still, the different 

sources of light, for example from a car or bike light, would create flashes of light 

bouncing off the plastic. This still yet dynamic display held its own against the bright 

façade of Rose Chong’s costumier.  

 

Figure 13: Three/Four (2017) by Skunk Patrol, Source: Author 
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A challenge of these shop window installations is how people negotiate the multiple 

purposes of the street as a thoroughfare and a space for viewing. When I asked one 

interviewee how he felt about the other people on the street he responded, “I think I have 

to get out of their way” (Interviewee 1, 18/7/16). Thankfully outside Rose Chong’s 

costumier the footpath is quite wide. People are able to move along the street, while others 

can select a viewing point along the footpath. However, this negotiation of different uses of 

the street is an ongoing issue across the GSPF which is dependent upon a shared public 

recognition of the validity of both walking and looking. As another interviewee 

commented, “everyone seems to be taking it pretty easy. It’s not all the usual rushing 

around and, you know, that everyone’s going somewhere, whereas everyone’s just 

wandering and having a look” (Interviewee 4, 19/7/16). This touches on a critical point 

that I will continue to explore throughout this chapter; the ability for the GSPF to disrupt 

the routine use of the street in a way that encourages collective participation, and the role 

of projection as an urban media infrastructure in altering the spatial ambiance of Gertrude 

Street.  

While these examples are not exhaustive, they do provide a selection of vignettes 

about how projection is deployed along Gertrude Street. In the next section of this chapter 

I will discuss how the GSPF uses projection to support a form of digital placemaking, and 

how the Festival organisers must negotiate several different spatial, social and 

technological complexities in achieving that digital placemaking objective.   

5.4 Tensions in adapting to digital placemaking 

Like Harmony Square in Dandenong, the GSPF’s use of projection demonstrates 

some of the tensions and complexities in deploying urban media infrastructure. I argue 

that the GSPF engages in a type of digital placemaking that uses projection to reorient the 

community’s attention back to the street. This re-orientation to the street is both literal in 
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regard to cuing our attention to the architecture of the street, but also figurative in the way 

that the street operates as a public space in which the community are able to come 

together. In this section I will discuss some of the tensions that arise in relation to the 

GSPF’s approach, and some of the strategies it uses to manage these tensions. These form 

my initial findings, which are the basis for the arguments presented in the discussion 

chapter (Chapter 6). The key issues I will explore in this section are: 

• Festival as a site for community invigoration 

• Disrupting routines and rhythms of the street 

• Investing in projection as an artform 

• Negotiating the architecture of the street  

• Enabling more accessible encounters with art 

• ‘Audiencing’ as a socially situated praxis 

5.4.1 Festival as a site for community invigoration 

One of the key drivers for the establishment of the GSPF was a desire to 

‘invigorate the community in all its forms’ (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 7). This invigoration of 

the community has a couple of aspects which need to be explored. Firstly, as I discussed 

earlier in this chapter, there was a sense that Gertrude Street’s historically rough 

reputation had discouraged people from walking around on the street. At one level, the 

establishment of the GSPF was about “wanting to bring community together” (Board 

Member 1). This links to the second aspect of the objective, which is the recognition that 

the Gertrude Street community is actually comprised of several cohorts including the 

traders, residents of private and public housing, those using social services on the street, as 

well as those who visit from elsewhere. The process of gentrification being experienced in 

Gertrude Street was reinforcing divisions between these parts, if not risking the 
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displacement of some of these communities (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 49). Aware of these 

underlying social fissures, the GSPF has deliberately sought ways to integrate with the 

area and the community rather than supplanting it: 

We don’t want [the GSPF] ever being this thing that parachutes itself into a space, 

sets itself up and goes ‘right we’re here, we’re doing our thing’ and then it sets off 

again. It’s got to be that thing where it mixes with everything and then bubbles up 

to the surface throughout it… (Board Member 3) 

This idea of ‘mixing’ with everything is fundamental to the GSPF and informs how it 

approaches the street as a public space for all different parts of the community to come 

together as a viewing public.  

The origins of the GSPF in relation to the GTA means there is still a strong 

emphasis on the economic impacts of the Festival. Indeed, one of the core ambitions of the 

GSPF has been to encourage a greater level of activity on the street at night and thus 

foster the development of a night-time economy (Liempt, Aalst, and Schwanen 2015, 411). 

Historically, lighting and illumination has helped to make possible a whole host of 

urbanised night practices (Rodgers, Barnett, and Cochrane 2014, 1060). While analyses of 

these practices have often focused on drinking cultures (Shaw 2013), shift work (Sassen 

2006) or the social boundaries of the night-time economy (Liempt, Aalst, and Schwanen 

2015), the GSPF is distinctive in its desire to extend the cultural practice of viewing art 

beyond the gallery and onto the street as a night-time activity. Unlike White Night, and 

other similar events, the purpose is not to create a 24-hour event, but something that is 

more like an extension of existing leisure activities. Some of the local businesses capitalise 

on the opportunity to extend their operating hours. A Board Member explained how one 

of the café’s adapt to the event: “like other years De Clieu [a café] had…like $5 a slider 

and they had these charismatic waiters. So that was really lovely it adds to the festival 
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atmosphere” (Board Member 2). She also provided examples of the local grocer and 

restaurant which sold street food that people could eat while walking up and down the 

street (Board Member 2). Even some of the retail shops will be open for the launch night. 

Most years the record store Northside Records will remain open on the first evening of the 

Festival and in 2016 even hosted a performance by local musician Billy Davis. These 

examples demonstrate the capacity for projection and illumination to transform the 

temporal rhythms of the street. 

 However, the GSPF clearly seeks to be more than a purely commercial vehicle. It 

aims broadly to re-establish a street life based on sociality and interaction, rather than 

simply commerce and transit. As one of the Board Members highlighted, the GSPF is 

intended as a break from routine uses of the street: “You know walking down the street, 

sharing an idea… it’s not just about walking down the street to buy a litre of milk or buy a 

new coat” (Board Member 3). This idea of social activities outside of economic 

consumption are important in the context of growing socio-economic differences on the 

street. Evaluations by the GSPF have highlighted the importance of the Festival as a 

means for, “improving social inclusiveness during a period of gentrification in such a way 

that communities, especially the Aboriginal community and people who live in social 

housing, retain a place on the street” (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 49). I would push this point 

further to argue that social inclusion driven by the GSPF extends beyond the retention of 

a place on the street through to enabling cultural participation in the space of the street. As 

one interviewee commented: “there was nothing for them on Gertrude Street. Even to pass 

the time…Like there’s bars and there’s cafes – they’re all overpriced” (Board Member 2). 

By contrast, the GSPF is a free event with no thresholds or barriers to participate in the 

experience.  
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Many visitors to the GSPF describe the affective qualities of their experience, 

using terms such as “lively”, “colourful”, “animated”, and even “trippy”. The idea that 

projection can ‘animate’ a space is common to both the artists and viewers of the work. 

Other projection festivals such as Vivid (Sydney) and Enlighten (Canberra) deliberately 

play with these concepts in their names. This ‘animation’ is twofold referring to both the 

overlay of moving images to animate the street and how these events animate the street by 

facilitating a ‘lively’ mood. The GSPF is clearly appealing to both of these dimensions. 

My interviewees shared the perception that the mood of the street changes 

throughout the event. One was a young lady visiting the street on a weeknight to 

photograph the event. She reflected that the experience of the street during the Festival 

was different to her usual visits to the street:  

[The GSPF] gives it a bit more light, a bit more energy, a bit more movement…I 

come here quite a bit just to go to bars and meet people so, it’s really nice seeing 

them with all the projections. Yeah, it gives it a bit more life. (Interviewee 6, 

19/7/16) 

Others referred to the “vibe” that was created by the Festival. Thus despite the 

predominantly visual nature of projection, the experience that interviewees describe are 

broader that simply the imagery. The festival ‘vibe’ is a type of embodied experience that 

both feels and looks dissimilar to our usual experience of the street. The invigoration of the 

community is therefore linked to this cultivation of a festival atmosphere that is collectively 

felt by those on the street.  

This collectivity is underpinned by the accessibility and openness of both projection 

as an artform and the space of the street. Research by the GSPF notes that projection is a 

“very accessible contemporary artform attracting a broad demographic from all over 
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Melbourne” (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 50). This was echoed by one of the artists who 

commented that the GSPF, “opens up the whole street a bit…It provides a common 

ground for conversation. This strengthens the idea of community” (See Kate Geck in Ellis 

and Hillary 2014, 49). This ‘common ground’ highlights the social function of the street as 

a shared public space where people must navigate the crowd, move between different 

works, and move around the small groups that spill out onto the footpath. In keeping with 

much other research on public space (Whyte [1988] 2009; Jacobs [1961] 1992), 

participants expressed a positive attitude to the presence of other people. One interviewee 

commented, “it’s great just having more people around” (Interviewee 3, 16/7/16), while 

another stated, “I think people are watching and interacting, so it brings enjoyment, brings 

a few more people” (Interviewee 5, 19/7/16). While this was not a common response, one 

of my interviewees was unaware that the Festival was on and her attention was actually 

drawn by the growing crowd of people: “I’d seen people looking up at something, so that 

made me turn around as well and look as well to see what they were looking at” 

(Interviewee 1, 19/7/16). Although the crowd is an important aspect of the GSPF, 

contributing to an overall positive experience of the event and the cultivation of that 

‘lively’ atmosphere, it is important to note, that the crowds for the GSPF are far smaller 

than other festivals, such as White Night which experienced significant overcrowding in 

its first three years27. This different scale was mostly viewed positively by attendees: 

Most of the festivals you go to are absolutely packed. I think one of the things that 

is making [the GSPF] actually enjoyable as an evening for myself at least is that 

there are people out but I’m not tripping over them. (Interviewee 5, 21/7/16) 

 

27 In 2019, the format of White Night was fundamentally rethought to disperse crowds from the centre of the 

city into several zones across Melbourne’s parklands.   
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While the crowd in urban sociology has at times been associated with a sense of loss, 

alienation or shock (Benjamin [1935] 2002; Simmel 2004), the crowd of the GSPF is 

seemingly eager to be around one another and see the presence of people as central to the 

local scale and experience of the event.  

5.4.2 Disrupting routines and rhythms of the street 

Another key driver leading to the formation of the GSPF was an ambition to 

celebrate the transformative potential of projection art. As one of the Board Members 

described, “there was the magic of light and projections and the ability of light to change 

the mood and the vibe and the scene. Video and installation has come to the fore, and 10 

years ago it was even more so” (Board Member 1). However, as urban projection has 

become more common, there has been some concern that projection erases the 

particularities of the environment in favour of encouraging an urban spectacle (Susik 

2012; Evans 2012). While the GSPF uses projection as a means of changing perspectives 

on the street, there is also a careful negotiation between place and spectacle.  

A key theme throughout my interviews was the capacity for projection to bring 

light back to the street. As noted above, projection enables a temporal shift where daytime 

activities can be stretched into the night. These temporal shifts are counterpointed by a set 

of spatial manipulations whereby the interplay between dark and light encourages people 

to navigate the street in different ways. Urban lighting has always had these capacities. 

McQuire describes how introduction of electric light in the late 19th century introduced a 

new “psycho-geography of seeing and being seen” (McQuire 2008). The distinction with 

an event like the GSPF, is the desire to illuminate the usually unseen along the street. 

Projection is often used to make usually “derelict” spaces “lively” (Barker 2013). As 

I described earlier, the GSPF exploits the capacity of lighting to disrupt the dominant 
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perspective of the street, using projection and illumination to encourage new viewpoints. 

Works are placed high up on buildings or down laneways, which become inhabited as 

people are drawn to look up at the work. These viewers not only see the work but are also 

being seen by other passers-by as they themselves are illuminated in the diffuse light of the 

projection. These cues to look up at a laneway wall or down on the ground, highlights the 

“relational spaces” (McQuire 2008) that can be created by projection, particularly on a 

linear street that operates mainly as a transit route.  

 My interviewees continually spoke of ‘exploring’ and ’searching’ at the GSPF, 

needing to glance down laneways and search for ‘hidden’ projections. One commented, “it 

kind of forces you to pay a bit more attention to the buildings and stuff that you’d never 

really looked at, to notice some of the buildings in the first place because they’ve got 

something projected on them” (Interviewee 4, 19/7/16). Another interviewee noted how 

the Festival draws attention to the usually unseen or unacknowledged: “[The projections] 

just grab your attention and give you something else to think about and stop. Have a look, 

see some interesting projections” (Interviewee 1, 19/7/16). These comments highlight how 

projection acts as cue to stop and engage with the urban landscape, which is distinct from 

our usual approach to traversing the street. This is a deliberate strategy of the GSPF 

organisers: 

We don’t rely on the masses to have an easy time. Like we’ve got the bits that you 

can definitely see, like the corner spots, but we might also have something that’s 

completely hidden. And if only a few people see that, I think they really value that, 

because they’re willing to explore. (Board Member 2) 

This emphasis on exploration of the urban environment demonstrates how this type of 

activity is a break from the usual commute along the street.  
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While digital media can often be perceived as a distraction from our surroundings 

(Osborne 2004), the GSPF demonstrates how it can have a positive impact by 

encouraging us to “tune into” a space (McCullough 2013a). Rather than simply effacing 

the existing urban environment, the GSPF deploys projection to orient the publics to their 

surroundings through “overlays of contextual markings” (McCullough 2013b, 453). This 

approach aligns closely with the idea of digital placemaking I discussed in Chapter 2 and 

4. This use of aesthetic markers to encourage greater spatial awareness is most evident at 

the Atherton Estate towers, which in the early years of the Festival were perceived as a 

“big dark hole” but are now brightly lit pillars complemented by smaller scale works in the 

gardens, which invite people into the space. From my observations I would argue the 

GSPF’s programming for the towers is not a simple “cover up” of the built environment 

but reflects a deliberate decision to engage with the symbolism and materiality of these 

buildings. Projection is used not to efface the commission towers, but rather to encourage 

recognition of their scale, social role and historical value on the street.  

 Similar interventions occur at a smaller scale along the street, for instance the use 

of light to attract attention to shop windows that are usually dark at night. These smaller, 

more intimate works offer a more figurative use of light, which spills out from the 

installation onto the audience who are bathed in the brightness spreading from the 

window. One interviewee commented: 

I mean well, both like figuratively and literally [the street] does seem to be 

animated…And it’s really cool when you see people standing in pockets and people 

just being drawn into these quite intimate things or large-scale things on the 

buildings. So yeah I guess it’s definitely lively. (Interviewee 4, 21/7/16) 

Her reference to being ‘drawn into’ the work suggests a connection between the viewer 

(subject) and the work (object) that goes beyond the visible. Unlike the urban screen with 



 171/276 

its regular rectangular form which mimics the architecture of cinema, illumination and 

projection continually seep beyond the boundaries of the work, as the light bounces back 

onto the bodies of viewers, immersing them in luminescence. Tim Edensor has described 

how this type of illumination can produce “a profound theatricalisation of space” and 

“invests space with the oneiric and phantasmagoric qualities” (2012, 1107). These 

dreamlike and phantasmagoric qualities are an integral part of the light festival experience. 

The playful interplay between light and dark, seen and not seen, are central to how the 

GSPF deploys projection to encourage new perspectives on the buildings and spaces of 

Gertrude Street.  

 The ongoing challenge for an event like the GSPF is to ensure that these 

phantasmagoric qualities do not completely efface the materiality and meaning of Gertrude 

Street itself. This potential for displacement is heightened by the sophistication of 

contemporary projection which, using techniques such as computer modelling and 

projection mapping, is now able to easily mimic the skin of any building. Perhaps 

unkindly, Abigail Susik refers to this as ‘architectural ventriloquism’ - the puppetry of a 

building (2012, 116). Susik’s critique relates to the politics of who speaks for the building 

and what is spoken. However, I would argue that the GSPF’s diverse uses of projection 

mapping do not resemble a ‘ventriloquism’ exercise. A good example was visualisation firm 

Floodslicer’s work Digital Distillation (2014). This was a projection work onto the side of a 

three-storey brick building on the corner of Gertrude Street and Little George Street. 

Digital distillation was an animation that retold the history of the building as TB Jones 

Chemist to Anson Chemist. The images then divert from the historical narrative display 

alternative images of a forest and the inside of a clock. The overlays of the building’s 

history collapses decades of change into a few moments. The (re)introduction of these 

narratives and messages through projection can regarded as an “embellishment” of the city 
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(Lefebvre [1970] 1996, 169). Yet as McCullough notes, these kinds of intervention 

“provide remarkable range for cultural critique” (2013b, 453). While the works I saw at 

the GSPF rarely engaged in an ‘oppositional’ or ‘negative’ critique, projection is used to 

call into question the ‘everydayness’ of the street and assumptions we make as we move 

through this space, revealing the little known histories, the unseen spaces and the 

unexplored trajectories. These types of interventions encourage us to “tune in” to our 

surroundings, rather than simply using the built environment as a backdrop for a media 

display.  

5.4.3 Investing in projection as an artform 

The ability of the GSPF to utilise the transformational capacities of projection 

reflects a significant investment of time and resources in projection as an artform. From 

my interviews, it was evident that the Festival organisers are driven to achieve high quality 

aesthetic outcomes. The GSPF strives to “[have] high production values and really good 

artistic outcomes” (Board Member 1). This is in part driven by historical uses of projection 

and video works. As one Board Member highlights, “all artforms are developing, but this 

one is relatively new, and it’s had a lot of commercial applications” (Board Member 1). 

Several interviewees commented that the quality of the GSPF has improved over time, 

“getting better to what you’re seeing now” (Artist 1). This interviewee, an artist who has 

been involved in the GSPF for several years, noted that in the early years they would need 

to encourage several of their friends to submit works (Artist 1). However, over the last 10 

years the GSPF has established itself as a notable event for projection art. From 2016, 

there has been a selection process that commences with an Expression of Interest call in 

November/December of the year prior:  “certainly this year [2016], it was the same 

process for everyone. [It was an] Application process, so it was about the idea….But there 

does have to be a level [of quality] ”(Artist 1). In a 2014 evaluation, the GSPF noted that 
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artist feedback on exhibited works suggested that the Festival was failing to keep pace 

with the technological development of the artform (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 50). However, 

the same group also thought that,  “the GSPF was contributing to the development of 

collaborative public projection art specific to site” (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 50). These 

comments certainly accord with my own observations, insofar as the GSPF is firmly 

focused on the creation of site-specific works. However as I will discuss later in this 

chapter, the perception that the GSPF is not keeping up with the technical development of 

the form is in part driven by the global growth of projection festivals, many of which have 

different objectives to the GSPF. 

 A significant factor contributing to the GSPF’s exhibition of high-quality works 

has been their investment in artistic capabilities and development. Since 2015, the GSPF 

has run a formal mentorship program, with support from Creative Victoria, the Victorian 

Government’s Arts and Creative Industries agency, partnering emerging artists with 

established projection artists. This can involve supporting artists to create new works for 

the Festival or translating existing works into projection format. One of the artists who 

participated as a mentor described how the mentorship program ranged from “sharing my 

skills and my knowledge about projection and what will work in terms of effective 

projections” to advising on other types of festivals to apply for and providing contacts 

(Artist 1). The GSPF has also partnered with nearby universities, such as RMIT and 

University of Melbourne. In 2016 and 2017, they partnered with RMIT’s Masters of 

Public Art program and provided a brief to students interested in exhibiting in the 

Atherton Estate gardens. A Board Member described the process: “[we] coordinated the 

RMIT temporary artworks, so then their brief was to engage with the community and 

audience as well as being able to set up within a four-hour period and they had to monitor 

their own work” (Board Member 2). In the longer term, there is an ambition to expand the 
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mentorship program beyond the Festival: “what we want to do is then have some spaces 

for people who might not be part of this festival, but to give them the skills to be able to 

make the applications for the next year. So they’re ongoing – or for other projection 

events” (Board Member 1). This approach offers a double dividend, supporting the 

GSPF’s objective to promote urban projection as an artform, while also providing the 

opportunity to source new works for future programs.  

 In 2018, the Board overseeing the GSPF established the Centre for Projection Art 

(CPA). The CPA, which is located about 500 metres north of Gertrude Street at the 

Collingwood Arts Precinct, has become the vehicle through which the Board can run the 

mentorship and education programs that were established with the GSPF. However, these 

programs can now be run throughout the year. I will discuss the CPA in more detail later 

in this chapter. Here I merely want to draw a connection here between the GSPF’s 

transformational use of projection and its investment in the artform to highlight the way 

that issues such as strategy and governance can impact upon the nature and quality of the 

work that is created and delivered. This underlines the point that the transformative 

capacities of urban media infrastructure such as projection are not intrinsic to its 

technological attributes but are realised through their intersection with factors such as 

audience engagement, artistic programming and organisational investments.  

5.4.4 Negotiating the architecture of the street 

I have argued that the GSPF’s use of projection seeks to enhance rather than efface 

place. This is only possible due to awareness of and respect for the street’s architecture and 

its aesthetic and symbolic value. The street is distinct from the ‘white walls’ of the gallery 

space where the spatial arrangement can be manipulated to suit different installations. The 

architecture of the street is not malleable in this way, so the projections must be integrated 

into the existing material infrastructure. The ability for the GSPF to genuinely engage 
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with the street’s architecture is dependent on an organisational stock of local knowledge. 

Several of the Festival’s organisers having strong connections to the area: 

[I] always really loved Gertrude Street in all its forms, and you know it was just a 

street that had that vibe about it. I live in Napier Street so it’s my neighbourhood. I 

work in Gertrude Street, so I have a whole kilometre radius of social connection, 

and I very rarely go beyond it. (Board Member 1) 

And a lot of us, like myself and Kym, I grew up in the area. It’s very close to me. 

(Board Member 2) 

This empathy for the area enables the GSPF to program works along the street in 

innovative and creative ways that draw attention to the specific qualities of Gertrude 

Street.  

 ‘Local knowledge’ extends to using existing resources as a power supply, signage, 

and ensuring that projectors integrate with the existing arrangement of the street. An artist 

who regularly exhibits at the Festival noted, “we always make sure we can use what’s 

available in the shop. I mean usually if someone tells us there’s no power, we’ll create solar 

power systems. Works are shaped by the resources available in the environment” (Artist 

2). One of the benefits of projection is that it enables visual transformation with minimal 

impact. This was one of the initial attractions in adopting projection for the Festival: 

“[projection] isn’t really setting up anything that’s damaging to infrastructure. That’s why 

it works as a street festival” (Board Member 2). The ephemerality of the event demands 

careful organisation and management of the Festival’s supporting infrastructure. 

Interviewees spoke of several challenges when positioning works along the street: 

Like the placement of the projector…the Workers Club [the pub on the corner of 

Brunswick and Gertrude Street] has always wanted to be a part of [the GSPF] and 
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it would be a great corner to activate…but there’s actually no way to house a 

projector….we don’t have anywhere it would really work. (Board Member 2) 

As a compromise the GSPF will regularly program an artwork into one of the windows of 

the Workers Club instead (Board Member 2). The easiest way to reach other sites along 

the street would be to place projectors outside in safety cages, but this is currently beyond 

the operating budget of the Festival. As a result, all projectors need to be placed within 

buildings along the street and require the buildings to have windows in the correct spot in 

order to project onto the opposite façade. These buildings are homes or workspaces, 

meaning that projectors can be knocked or moved without the organiser’s knowledge. This 

is a recurring issue for the GSPF’s organisers: 

We’ll have a projector upstairs projecting into a building from the bar and without 

talking to us they might have a function up there. They might be watching the 

football on a Saturday night and they just don’t even think about it, but they push 

the projector over. And then they said they’d pushed it back, but they didn’t realise 

that it’s actually aligned perfectly to the building across the road. (Board Member 

2) 

The placement of projectors must also be negotiated with traders along the street. From 

my interviews it became clear this was one of the most complex aspects of organising the 

GSPF. The size and resourcing of the Festival means that not every shop front can be part 

of the event. There was a perception amongst some traders that they were “left out” and 

they were unclear why some locations were chosen over others (Trader 1). However, 

those involved in the running of the GSPF commented that these issues are often related 

to timing: “a lot of [the traders] come to us a month out from the Festival, like we’d love to 

be involved. But we’ve done budgets, artists have been confirmed, we have the artworks” 

(Board Member 2). In some cases traders will try and pitch their own concepts for works 
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in the Festival, which frustrates some of GSPF organisers: “We’re like, we have a 

curatorial process here. We’d love to include you, but these are the reasons why it’s not 

appropriate, like its commercial projects where they’re selling their brands. And we’re like, 

that’s not what the Festival is” (Board Member 2). Interestingly, this seemed to be a point 

of contention, with one Board member commenting, “there was a couple of other sites 

where people were doing things we hadn’t curated, that they’re just doing their own thing. 

Which is fine, great!” (Board Member 3). These divergent views demonstrate the 

complexity of staging a street event like the GSPF, and the fine balance between curating 

an artistic program while also promoting the street and its retail community. As one 

interviewee noted “communication is key” to managing the relationship with the traders 

(Board Member 1), and consideration of how traders can participate more actively in the 

GSPF’s development continues to be a focus for the Board (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 55).  

 A final element that must be negotiated by the GSPF’s organisers is the weather. 

Holding the Festival in July makes use of the longer winter night-time hours. The GSPF 

is able to start earlier, making it more attractive for families to attend. However, it does 

make it more likely at least one of the evenings will have unpleasant weather. July in 

Melbourne is typically the coldest month of the year. Often it is very windy, and though it 

may have the lowest rainfall per month, it also has the highest number of rainy days. 

However, the organisers are pragmatic about the weather, noting, “if you do have 

torrential rain and you’re outdoors, you have to work around it. But you always had to do 

that” (Board Member 2). While the event will go ahead “rain, hail or shine” (Board 

Member 1), some interviewees did remark that the cold “takes a toll” (Interviewee 4, 

19/7/16). Those who regularly attend the GSPF have learned to schedule their visits for 

milder evenings (Interviewee 4, 19/7/16). The awnings along the street do offer some 

shelter for visitors walking along, as do the bars and restaurants where you can stop as 



 178/276 

rain passes. An interviewee also commented that the GSPF is now well-established enough 

that the poor weather itself tends not to mean disaster: 

We once had our opening ceremony in Atherton Gardens and it rained, it was like 

the worst year. It rained so heavily for three hours but we still got 100 people out 

with their umbrellas, there was heaps of people out on the street but even for the 

opening ceremony in the gardens they did turn up so I just feel like people come 

along regardless which is really nice. (Board Member 2) 

Having a contingency plan is a necessary component of staging any public art festival 

outdoors. Where necessary, performance works at GSPF will be moved to under cover 

areas, however most of the installations have been designed to withstand the impact of the 

weather. The major consequence is for the audience who must decide how they will 

navigate the street in inclement weather, and this is beyond the control of the Festival 

organisers. 

5.4.5 Enabling more accessible encounters with art 

One of the themes that emerged through my interviews is the difference between 

experiencing art on the street and in a gallery setting. There was a perception that artwork 

viewed on the streets was less of a “commitment” (Interviewee 6, 21/7/16), and that it 

“[allowed] everyone to enjoy something and not just a select few” (Interviewee 2 19/7/16). 

The GSPF are also aware of the value their stakeholders and partners place on the 

accessibility of the event (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 50). The accessibility of the street 

compared to the gallery has two aspects that should be explored; firstly the physical 

environment of the street as an open public space, and secondly, the different cultural 

praxis that emerge on the street in contrast to the gallery.  
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 The street as a space to view art is far more open and depends on a greater level of 

self-organisation from visitors. As I have discussed in the previous section, the openness of 

the street presents several challenges when staging the GSPF. However for the audience, 

the openness of the street provides a greater ability to navigate the works at their own 

pace, following their own route, and sometimes even complemented by their own music: 

“like it’s about stopping and looking about where you are. I’ve been listening to music, just 

walking up and down and it’s been really lovely and just watching” (Interviewee 4, 

21/7/16). In contrast to media such as television or cinema where the viewer tends to be 

immobilised, or viewing projections in the gallery, where the space is highly controlled and 

curated, the street viewing situation is looser and less predictable. The permeability and 

fluidity of the street enables a higher degree of accessibility than what is experienced in the 

other media environments. For example, some interviewees spoke of their visits in quite 

casual terms: “I was already in the area, but I hung around to see the artwork afterwards” 

(Interview 2, 19/7/16). While others had planned their visits: “We pretty much do it every 

year. So yea we picked a quiet night when it wasn’t going to be too cold and yea, that was 

our time to come here” (Interviewee 4, 19/7/16).  

The street after dark is an opportunity to encounter art outside routine hours 

enabling a greater diversity of people to access the Festival. As one the organisers 

describes, there are “three waves” of attendance at the GSPF: 

We have a very diverse audience. And it’s reflected by the timeframes… So from 6-

7.30pm you’ll have lots of families out and it will be very busy. Then from 7.30 to 

9.30/10pm you’ll have people who are coming to the street as a destination…And 

then from 10 ‘til midnight is when you get the late-night party people and you get 

people pretty happy that interesting things are happening on the street. (Board 

Member 1) 
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Public spaces are not notable for the various ways they can be used and accessed by 

different groups in different ways over the course of 24 hours (Adams et al. 2007, 212–13). 

My observation of the GSPF supports the above comment about ‘waves’ of attendance. 

With each new flow of people the atmosphere of the GSPF changes, from the energy of 

young children through to the more relaxed pace of people out on the town. This suggests 

that, as much as it alters certain aspects of the street’s rhythm, the GSPF also intertwines 

with existing temporalities of urban life. This dynamic resembles the way that a media 

technology such as television cam to be intertwined with the rhythms and routines of 

domestic life, even as it altered them to some extent (Silverstone 1994, 20). 

 By projecting onto the street, artists are able to reach a larger public audience, 

drawing on the foot traffic of the area. This can include regular commuters travelling home 

or to work, families with young children or people visiting the area for a night out. Indeed, 

improving the accessibility of art was one of the key ambitions of the GSPF: “…there were 

a lot of great artists, graphic designers who either lived near the street or on the street. 

They were wanting a project that put art to the wider community so everyone could access 

it. So you didn’t have to go into a gallery to see it” (Board Member 1). While Fitzroy and 

the adjacent suburb of Collingwood are well-known as artistic and design neighbourhoods, 

many of the galleries in these suburbs are in backstreets or operate as studio pop-ups. A 

Board member, who has also had a business in the area reflected on a recent exhibition 

opening: “…it was in a backstreet in Collingwood and I was thinking, how would anyone 

find this?…It’s almost deliberately removed from the community, to the point where they 

can’t find it, let alone engage with it” (Board Member 3). A couple of interviewees 

commented that part of the attraction of the GSPF was being able to avoid the art gallery. 

One interviewee commented that visiting a gallery involved certain expectations that made 

the experience of art more serious, whereas the streetscape provided a more casual setting: 
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“…walking into a building I’d be like ‘Hmm now I have to put on the serious pants’ and 

like no” (Interviewee 6, 21/7/16). Situating the GSPF on the street also transforms the 

public space by enabling art to be consumed in a more casual and familiar environment. 

The audience has the freedom to move and engage with the works at their own pace and in 

their own way, from a glance to a gaze, from the window of a tram to touching the 

concrete wall of the building and watching the projection move over their fingers. 

5.4.6 Audiencing as socially situated praxis 

While street life and the crowd have well-established social praxes, projection 

introduces a new set of cultural conventions and negotiations that are interwoven to 

produce a new mode of public participation at the GSPF. As I have shown in the previous 

section, the experience of art at the GSPF differs from our engagement with screen media 

in other institutional setting such as cinema or the art gallery. The experience is less about 

the formal positions that are taken up by the spectator in front of the artwork, than the 

emergence of an informal audiencing praxis that “is imbricated in heterogeneous activity 

assemblages” (Ridell and Zeller 2013, 447). These heterogenous activities encompass 

dimensions such as navigating the public space of the street, viewing the projections, 

negotiating the crowds and experiencing the festival atmosphere.  

As I noted in Chapter 2, the term audiencing is intended to draw attention to the 

social activity of viewing a media object (Fiske 1992). At the GSPF we can see how this 

social activity is translated into a public context. While individuals are there to view the 

projections and light installations, this viewing departs from the spectatorship of the 

cinema and the gallery in important ways. A mobilised spectator combined with the 

multiple sources of attentions and distraction create an environment where individuals 

must choose to participate in the act of viewing, and they do so in a publicly recognisable 

way. There is a continual ‘formation’ and ‘dissolving’ of the audience (Fiske 1992, 350-351) 
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at the GSPF, which is social in the sense that people are drawn towards viewing with one 

another, but also must interact with one another in the act of viewing. Like the screen in 

Harmony Square, people must negotiate the crowd, recognising when they are blocking 

another’s view line, waiting their turn to peer inside the window and negotiating around 

the crowd. While people are taking a position to view the work, they are also choosing to 

participate as a member of the audience on the street and therefore, must negotiate the 

unspoken protocols of public audiencing.  

This praxis of audiencing is collective and site-specific and demonstrates how 

temporary bonds of solidarity can form through the act of viewing. The gestural, bodily 

engagement of public viewing of works fosters a collective experience amongst the 

audience. Such a sense of collectivity is common to engagement with other media forms, 

for example being part of a cinema audience (Hanich 2014). However the transposition of 

viewing into a more open public context, provides a different kind of opportunity for 

“being with others”, in particular for being with strangers (Sennett 1977). Where the 

modernist arrangement of cities has tended towards segmentation between sites for leisure, 

work and habitation, an event like the GSPF seeks to re-establish all of these activities in 

the shared public space of the street. It encourages us to interact with people who may 

truly be considered ‘strangers’ as they do not occupy any of our regular spaces of activity.  

This practice of ‘being with others’ on the street is not a matter of formal exchange. 

Rather, it is reflected in how our “bodies [respond] to other bodies’ expressivity” (Edensor 

2012, 1117). People find hidden or smaller works and bigger groups move in around them, 

observing the act of viewing and seeking to discover for themselves which work is hidden 

from view. Most significantly, collective affect and experience (temporarily) breaks down 

the boundaries between self and others, as people find common ground in the experience 

of the event, jointly engaging in curiosity, discovery and awe. Such experiences can be 
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regarded as an antidote to “our diminishing capacity to imagine interdependent 

connection, spatially and temporally to humans who will, for the most part, remain 

strangers to us” (Jackson 2011, 170). These aesthetic experiences are the basis for a 

temporary solidarity enacted amongst strangers.   

The assemblage of the site, media infrastructure and sociality give rise to what I have 

termed ‘socially situated audiencing’. I employ this term to draw attention to the two 

distinctive aspects of this public praxis. First, the praxis is framed through a social lens. It 

arises through engagement with others but is also contained by the public protocols of that 

engagement. A clear theme throughout my interviews was how positively people viewed 

being with others on the street (See Interviewee 3 and 5 on pg. 167). Second, the praxis 

that emerges on any given day of the Festival will be inflected by the people who attend, 

the placement of works and the weather. Congregation of Light by Projector Bike (pg. 158-

159) provides an example of this type of socially situated audiencing. The arrangement of 

projector and audience evoked a cinematic model. We needed to orient our attention 

towards the blank wall of the building, which became the screen. However, the artists 

deliberately rewarded the audience activity, increasing the frequency of the tempo of the 

music or introducing more layers of animation as the children jumped and dance around. 

The curation of this work was deliberately down Gore Street, off Gertrude Street, to 

provide the space for this type of engagement. Thus recognising ‘socially situated 

audiencing’ is to extend Fiske’s definition of audiencing as an activity, to acknowledge the 

social and site-specific nature of these activities, and for the purposes of my research, how 

these are implicated in existing protocols of ‘publicness’. 

 It is important not to overstate what an event like the GSPF creates. Gertrude 

Street is a mixed space with a myriad of different users, including residents, visitors and 

workers. There are significant socio-economic differences along the street. However 
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through the GSPF, everyone is provided with an opportunity to enjoy the same event, 

experience the same affects, and access the same spaces. The public that emerges is 

temporary, event-driven and the collective bonds are weak (Mahony and Stephansen 

2017; Warner 2002). However these informal relations are the basis upon which we might 

establish more formal bonds of community trust and exchange (Sennett 1977). By 

introducing moments for casual contact between strangers, the GSPF is helping to lay the 

ground for the establishment of a public culture of civility.   

5.5 Institutional and policy challenges 

By several different measures (including their own evaluations and annual reports, 

see Ellis and Hillary 2014; Centre for Projection Art 2019; Gertrude Projection 

Association 2018), the GSPF can be regarded as a successful event that is delivering on its 

mission. However after more than a decade, the GSPF is approaching a crossroads. There 

is a question as to whether the GSPF should expand to compete with the larger, national 

projection festivals or focus on maintaining its local identity. Whichever path is chosen, 

there will be consequences for the Festival from an organisational and resourcing 

perspective. While the current arrangements are mostly fit-for-purpose, the desire to scale 

up may yet test the fortitude of the GSPF.  

5.5.1 Pressure to expand 

After more than 10 years, the GSPF is regarded as a significant part of 

Melbourne’s arts and cultural calendar. However, as the GSPF’s own evaluations have 

demonstrated, there are questions about the Festival’s future (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 52). 

A sponsor of the GSPF commented that, “the GSPF has high impact within the 

municipality and beyond. Now it is at a crossroads. It needs to push out and become a 

major event or maintain its niche” (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 50). One theme that emerged 
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through my interviews was the perception that the GSPF was reaching a plateau. For 

instance, one interviewee commented that it seemed, “pretty average compared to previous 

years” (Interviewee 3, 19/7/16), while another felt there were fewer projections 

(Interviewee 2, 16/7/16). This final comment is interesting as the number of works 

exhibited across the event has increased each year. There is a possibility that the increase 

in smaller works exhibited in shop windows has led to fewer external projections (Ellis 

and Hillary 2014, 52), which may give the appearance of fewer works. The increase in 

smaller works exhibited in shop windows was criticised by some interviewees who felt that 

these types of installation did not engage with the aesthetic and social elements of 

Gertrude Street as fully as projection did (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 52). Or as one of the 

traders I interviewed remarked:  

Projections have to be more than putting a video that you’ve made on a TV screen 

in your window, because I’ve always said…it’s a projection festival, you have to 

project. And nobody wants to stand outside …in the cold for ten minutes to see an 

amazing piece of, you know, you can go home and do that on your computer. 

(Trader 1) 

While shop windows versus projections may be a factor, I would argue there is also a 

challenge in continually meeting public expectations in relation to a relatively novel 

technology. In Chapter 4, I discussed similar issues which had emerged for the City of 

Greater Dandenong and their Nocturnal Festival. Like Nocturnal, the GSPF is now 

measured against larger scale national events like White Night and Vivid, which have far 

greater resourcing and budgets. My interviewees made a number of direct comparisons to 

these national events: 

I enjoyed Vivid, so I was all about wanting to come and checking it out. 

(Interviewee 5, 21/7/16) 
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Well I went to White Night so…Actually I quite liked White Night the last few 

years and I thought it would be something similar so yeah… (Interviewee 1, 

16/7/16) 

Both interviewees are expressing anticipation for the GSPF based on their experiences at 

other festivals. For some, this comparison results in disappointments: “they’re not as 

riveting as I would have thought…Yea I’ve been up to Sydney, I’ve seen the Vivid 

[Festival] and I know that this is smaller scale, but I, anyway…” (Interviewee 3, 16/7/16). 

Other interviewees, however, were delighted to participate in a smaller, more local event:  

“but I quite like [the GSPF] because, it’s a bit more local, it’s a bit more quiet. It’s not so 

flashy and there aren’t, you know, squillions of people here” (Interviewee 3, 19/7/16). 

These two different perspectives reveal the trade-offs that need to be considered in any 

decision about the future direction of the GSPF: the creation of a more ‘riveting’, large 

scale event or cultivating the sense of intimacy and local identity.  

 While the GSPF’s organisers do not seem interested in rapidly scaling up the 

Festival, there does seem to be different views about the future direction of the event. 

From my interviews, three different perspectives emerged: 

The strategic plan about the Festival is to make it better, and by better it doesn’t 

necessarily mean bigger. (Board Member 1) 

I’d like to have more satellite events…I enjoy having our Festival be more of a 

testing ground for others than can then be moved onto other applications. (Board 

Member 2) 

There’s been a couple of years where there’s been stuff down in Smith Street. Or 

off onto little side streets. And ultimately that where I think, well where I’d like to 

think it would progress down Smith Street a bit more. (Board Member 3) 
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While these three perspectives are not mutually exclusive, they do emphasise different 

aspects of the GSPF’s future. The first is interested in improving the quality of the event, 

while the second and third express an interested in seeing the GSPF expand locally 

beyond the confines of Gertrude Street. At the time of the writing, the GSPF has not 

developed satellite events, although occasionally works are exhibited off of Gertrude 

Street. 

 Another of the key themes that emerged from my interviews related to the concept 

of projection as an artform and it is likely that this will continue to guide the future 

direction of the Festival. The GSPF’s organisers appear to be keen to avoid approaches 

taken by other national events: 

[Projection’s] had a lot of ‘oh wow’ applications, like White Night and Vivid. I 

don’t think it’s had that many thought provoking, engaging kind of applications. 

I’ve always been interested in pushing that aspect…There’s no point in doing it if 

[it’s] just vaguely, coloury swirls. (Board Member 1) 

This interviewee is drawing a distinction between the spectacle of the projection, and the 

level of engagement. This individual regards the niche for the GSPF to be testing the 

projection at an aesthetic and participatory level. Like the City of Greater Dandenong, the 

GSPF’s organisers cannot avoid that the event is part of a larger arts and cultural 

calendar. Attendees will continue to visit the Festival with pre-conceptions of projection 

that have been shaped by their attendance at other events. I would argue that where the 

GSPF has a competitive edge, is in its site-specific application of projection that is both 

aesthetically, historically and culturally aware. Similar views were echoed by the GSPF’s 

own research (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 50). It is likely that honing-in on this approach will 

be a far more successful model, particularly given the current governance and resourcing 

model that supports the GSPF. 
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5.5.2 Resourcing 

Regardless of the future direction taken by the GSPF, one of the major issues to be 

resolved is how the Festival will be resourced into the future. The GSPF is a not-for-profit 

event run by a volunteer workforce. It is overseen by a Board, formerly the Gertrude 

Projection Association now the CPA, and is run by a Festival Director and Curator. At the 

time of my fieldwork, no one involved in the GSPF received payment for their 

involvement with the event, though the artists may receive some funding to support the 

development of an artwork.  

There are several advantages to operating as a volunteer-run festival. Those 

currently involved in the GSPF observed that people feel greater freedom to experiment at 

a volunteer event. Many of the emerging artists participating in the event have not worked 

with projection before, therefore the GSPF provides an opportunity to experiment with a 

new medium: 

In a way it’s really great to pay people but also it’s what they’re meant to be doing. 

[The GSPF] lets people experiment and push the boundaries of what is possible, 

because it’s not really defined. It’s still very stressful, but it’s not defined. (Board 

Member 2) 

Without the pressure of salary costs and contracts, people feel they are able to play and 

experiment with their craft in unconventional ways. It also provides people with an 

opportunity to develop experience in arts and events management in a safe and supportive 

environment: “you’ve got others who want to work in arts and in the arts field and this is a 

way for them to get experience” (Board Member 3). These resourcing arrangements help 

to explain the GSPF’s ongoing commitment to providing opportunities for flexibility, 

experimentation and development.  
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 Yet, as noted above, operating with a volunteer workforce can be stressful and does 

presents several challenges. Firstly the continued growth of the GSPF is putting pressure 

on ensuring some of the positions, the Festival Director and Curator, receive some kind of 

salary. The 2014 evaluation of the GSPF highlighted that, “the sustainability of the 

Festival will require some funded positions to sustain the trajectory of the voluntary 

workforce” (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 9). This remains an issue with the predominant source 

of funding for the GSPF coming from government grants and smaller amounts coming 

from fee for service arrangements, and sponsorships and donations28. It would seem that 

the most likely option will be to undertake further consultancies to develop a more secure 

stream of income that could support paid positions over longer periods of time.  

Several interviewees commented that there was a misconception about the cost of 

the GSPF given the ephemerality of projection. One Board Member commented, “a lot of 

people don’t really understand what it’s about. Like oh it’s the projection, like it just 

magically appears. You know, you add a little bit of this, a little bit of that and it just 

magically pops up” (Board Member 3). Ephemeral artforms still need their stage managers 

and run crews (Jackson 2011, 39). The GSPF does require significant resourcing, but this 

must be balanced against reasonable expectation of volunteers. It was noted that “being 

really mindful of what people have time to do” is critical to the sustainability of the GSPF 

and its volunteer workforce (Board Member 2). Although the GSPF runs for 10 days, 

events are not programmed every day in order to provide the management team with a 

reprieve. 

 Volunteerism changes the dynamics of festival management. Dependency upon 

labour provided by volunteers and the infrastructure and support provided by the traders’ 

 

28 As a registered charity, the Centre for Projection Art is required to report annually on its revenue and 
expenditure. https://www.acnc.gov.au/charity/9cce9847f031051d89e3babe69820cb7#financials-documents 
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changes reduces the control and autonomy of the GSPF organisers in the running of the 

event. One Board Member described an incident where a projection was interrupted by a 

software issue: 

One of them which was in one of the professional galleries, they hadn’t updated 

their java. It was that beautiful butterfly one, and so it was still running it the 

background, but this sign came up, ‘Update your java’. And all it was, was this clip 

saying okay, but no one was there. (Board Member 2) 

Although volunteers were present at the event, the computer belonged to the gallery, 

which meant there was no ability to access the computer and correct the error. It is 

possible, that if there were paid positions, the issue would have been less likely to occur as 

this would have been someone’s specific responsibility to either check at the beginning or 

fix when it arose. As a Board Member reflected, “it’s slightly embarrassing because you 

walk past people knowing what has happened and they’re laughing at it. Or I’d get like 

five text messages from concerned friend going, just so you know, and I’d be like yes, don’t 

talk about it” (Board Member 2). However, as the interviewee goes onto highlight, that is 

the nature of this event: “I think we take things in our stride and see how it works. Like 

files corrupt the day before or media go kaput” (Board Member 2). Certainly, such an 

approach is acceptable for a local volunteer-run event, however it does make it difficult to 

imagine how the GSPF could reasonably scale up without additional funding.  

5.5.3 Postscript: Centre for Projection Art 

Following my initial period of research in 2015-16, the Board established the CPA 

as the umbrella organisation overseeing the GSPF, as well as the organisation’s 

consultancy services and mentorship and education programs. The mission of the CPA is 

to “incubate, collaborate and create projection art” (Centre for Projection Art 2019, 2) 
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which is closely aligned to the GSPF’s mission to promote projection art. The 

establishment of the CPA at a physical site within the Collingwood Arts Precinct, north of 

Gertrude Street can also be regarded as aligning strongly with the GSPF’s interest in 

community invigoration.  

 During my fieldwork the CPA was a concept that was strongly supported by 

several of my interviewees. The Board Members recognised their operations were 

expanding beyond the GSPF, and an “umbrella organisation” was needed for all of these 

activities (Board Member 3). However, one of the most contentious issues was the need 

for a permanent physical space. An artist who has been involved in the GSPF for several 

years explained, “the original idea was that we’d have a centre and people could have 

exhibitions there and I feel like, actually, it should be the opposite to that. It should be 

about creating off-site projects because projection is temporary” (Artist 1). After two 

years, it appears that the CPA has held firm to that view with the majority of exhibitions 

occurring offsite. The physical space at the Collingwood Arts Precinct is predominantly 

being used as an administrative office (Centre for Projection Art 2019, 2).  

 Nevertheless, the establishment of the CPA has not been easy. In 2018, following 

the establishment of the CPA and resignation of founder and CEO Kym Ortenburg, the 

GSPF took place with a slightly different format. A two-day event was held in September 

2018 featuring nine art works in the Atherton Estate Gardens. The rationale given for a 

scaled-down event was the need for the GSPF to focus on “creative development and 

careful research to ensure the sustainability of the Festival and continuity of the 

organisation into the future” (Centre for Projection Art 2019, 14).  

 Regardless, the establishment of the CPA is suggestive of a unique path forward. 

While initial ideas about the future direction of the Festival established a duality between 

‘scaling up’ to compete with national events or consolidating its “local niche” (Ellis and 
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Hillary 2014, 52), the CPA has taken a different path that looks to “deepen” the quality of 

the GSPF through investments in mentoring and masterclasses (Board Member 1). This 

investment in the source of the content for the GSPF, coupled with recognition of how this 

can impact upon engagement contrasts with the approach taken at City of Greater 

Dandenong.  

5.6 Chapter Summary 

The GSPF demonstrates how projection can be used as an urban media 

infrastructure to support digital placemaking ambitions. While the GSPF may not deploy 

the most ‘cutting edge’ application of projection (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 50), it does 

demonstrate how site-specific application that is empathetic and sensitive to the physical 

and social geography of a place can be extremely effective at shifting perceptions, 

experience and interactions. The effectiveness of the GSPF’s use of projection can be 

observed in how visitors interact with these artworks in what I have termed an emerging 

form of ‘socially situated audiencing’. Certainly the emergence of this social praxis is 

strongly linked to the global growth of projection festivals, which have attuned people to 

the types of behaviours and interactions expected at these types of events. However, I 

would argue the distinguishing element of the GSPF is how site-specific projection is used 

to foster a sense of emplacement by cuing our attention to the often overlooked or ignored 

aspects of the urban street at night. Importantly, the affective experience of these artistic 

encounters is changed and intensified by viewing these works in the presence of others. 

This type of an experience further problematises the notion of spectatorship as a solely 

visual and individual experience and points towards the value of collective public viewing 

as an emerging social praxis within the expanded public sphere.  

However, this type of social praxis does not emerge serendipitously. The GSPF’s 

capacity to support site-specific applications of projection is reliant upon the deep local 
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knowledge held by this community organisation, as well as on the significant investment of 

time and effort by a volunteer workforce. Importantly the GSPF invests in the 

development of projection as an artform in a way that enables the Festival to continually 

source new and innovative content. The establishment of the CPA represents a direct 

investment in the local community, while still seeking to scale up operations. 
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6 Chapter 6: The value of sound strategy and good governance 

The emergence of urban media infrastructure as a tool in digital placemaking 

provides significant affordances to support new contemporary praxes of public 

participation. However, as I have argued this infrastructure is emerging in the context of 

existing geographies, cultures and institutional systems that shape their implementation 

and use. At both Harmony Square and the Gertrude Street Projection Festival (GSPF), 

media infrastructure has been used to support processes of urban renewal and community 

engagement. However, the differences in deployment highlight the way outcomes are 

shaped and influenced by a range of other factors.  

 At one level, these case studies demonstrate the gap between global expectations of 

the potential of urban media infrastructure and site-specific deployments. Massey’s 

description of the false expectations of the technologically driven smart city sums up this 

dilemma:  

[A]mid the Ridley Scott images of world cities, the writing about skyscraper 

fortresses, the Baudrillard visions of hyperspace…most people actually live in 

places like Harlesden or West Brom. Much of life for many people, even in the 

heart of the First World, still consists of waiting in a bus-shelter for a bus that 

never comes. (Massey 1994, 163) 

Although the urban media infrastructure at both Harmony Square and the GSPF is far 

more visible than the mundane routine Massey describes, it is an important reminder that 

the technological augmentation of our cities is often overhyped. Rather than examining the 

centre of the city where media infrastructure tends to concentrate, my case studies have 

looked at applications in suburban areas where the concentration of urban media 
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infrastructure tends to be less intensive. Moreover by taking an assemblage approach, I 

have sought to examine the social impact of urban media infrastructure, taking into 

account both media and non-media factors (Tosoni and Ridell 2016, 1287). Both case 

studies have looked at how a range of domains relating to people, place and institutions 

have impacted on the social experience of these spaces in conjunction with specific media 

infrastructure. I argue that these examples demonstrate that the capacity for these media 

infrastructure to support the kinds of placemaking and community development objectives 

articulated by both the City of Greater Dandenong (CGD) and the GSPF is highly 

contingent upon the interplay of a range of media and non-media factors. Some of these 

factors may be clearly visible, such as the type of programming chosen, whereas others 

may remain opaque without deep investigation, such as the organisational structures that 

influence decisions about content and programming.  

 In Chapter 4 and 5 I have so far focused on describing and analysing the distinctive 

experience of urban media infrastructure at particular sites. My “thick” descriptions of 

Harmony Square and the GSPF have followed in the ethnographic tradition (Marcus 

1998) and highlight the site-specific, localised conditions that give rise to specific public 

experiences of emplaced urban media infrastructure. However as Neil Brenner argues, 

such descriptions that do not reflect on the “broader geopolitical and geo-economic 

conditions of contemporary urbanisations” are effectively “‘black-boxed’” (2013, 92–93), 

meaning that more global issues are separated from the site-specific analysis. In this 

chapter I will be adopting a broader perspective by comparing and contrasting the two 

case studies in order to explore the continuity and change that characterises the 
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deployment of urban media infrastructure in public space29. The use of ‘negotiation’ in the 

title of this dissertation situates the double-sided nature of this process; urban media 

infrastructure both shapes, and is shaped by, the social qualities of public space.  

 In this chapter I will explore six key issues identified through comparison of the 

case studies. These are: 

• Ambition for public participation: the importance of organisations having clarity 

about their ambition for public participation which then enables them to define 

their aims and the role of urban media infrastructure in the transformation of 

public space. This has significant implications for how media infrastructure is 

situated spatially, culturally and institutionally. 

• Policy and implementation: how the policies around urban media infrastructure 

are actually implemented in practice, including the ramifications for resourcing, 

programming and partnerships.  

• Evaluation: the challenge to assess the full impact of urban media infrastructure, 

particularly when the ‘vision’ for this infrastructure has not been adequately 

described. 

• Relation to urbanism: how particular instances of urban media infrastructure 

relate to local places in the context of global networks and how different 

organisations negotiate the pressures of shifting scales.  

 

29 Sassen’s analysis of the development of nationhood and its changes under a growing push to globalisation 

is structured around this relation between continuity and change (2006). While this dissertation has a much 

smaller scope, I would argue the same dynamic of historical change is applicable. My case studies represent a 

microcosm of broader urban, technological and global logic informing changes in the social experience of 

public space. 
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• Pace of technological change: how local institutions and organisations who 

manage public space respond to the new demands created by technological 

changes in urban media infrastructure. 

• Ownership and control of media assets: the ‘capability gap’ within institutions 

and communities to own, operate and interact with urban media infrastructure, 

and potential pathways to bridge this gap.  

These six issues highlight an under-researched aspect of contemporary public space, 

namely the role of organisational strategies and governance arrangements in shaping site-

specific uses of urban media infrastructure, especially in enabling more complex and 

participatory forms of public engagement.  

 Developing urban media infrastructure that supports the emergence of new praxes 

of public participation requires innovative governance. The GSPF has now been in 

operation for over a decade while Harmony Square was opened in 2015. It is therefore 

timely to reflect on the Centre for Projection Art (CPA) and the CGD to evaluate how 

they have impacted on urban outcomes in these public spaces over time. Targeted effort 

and investment to build the capacity of institutions to manage this type of infrastructure 

will be critical to realise its potential.  

6.1 Ambitions for public participation  

Despite the increasing prevalence of urban media infrastructure in public spaces, in 

Australia and elsewhere, there is still ambiguity and a lack of sophistication as to how 

organisations set ambitions for the installation and application of this particular 

infrastructure. Approaches to public participation have been shifting with the increasing 

ubiquity of technological devices (Sassen 2012). Opportunities for democratisation and 

access are intersecting with concerns about surveillance and privacy as technology opens 
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up new affordances in public space (McQuire 2016). While urban media infrastructure 

provides a range of affordances that can enable new types of public participation, the value 

of these investments often remains hard to determine due to a lack of clarity about why the 

infrastructure was installed in the first place. Both the CPA and CGD have employed 

urban media infrastructure for the stated purpose of transforming suburban space and 

bringing the community together. However, there have been differences in how these 

ambitions have been framed and set. As I will argue throughout this chapter, the failure to 

adequately clarify and establish policy objectives up front has significant consequences for 

how mediated spaces are designed, curated and managed into the future.  

6.1.1 Changing expectations of public space and public life  

  Since the beginning of this century, governments and urban institutions have begun 

to recognise “that a vibrant city life does not happen by itself” (Gehl and Svarre 2013, 3). 

During the 20th century, modernist planning used functional zoning to ensure the provision 

of public space within the city (Mumford 1992). However, over the past couple of decades, 

there has been a growing interest in mixed use spaces that support a range of activities 

across the day and into the night, and coupled with this an increasing emphasis on the 

design and curation of activity in public spaces (Gehl 2010). These programmed 

activations of space also provide something for other people to observe, initiating what 

Jacobs described as a virtuous circle in which the presence of people in public attracts 

others ([1961] 1992). The influence of Jan Gehl and Charles Landry in city planning is 

indicative of these changes. City of Melbourne brought in Danish architect Jan Gehl to 

provide advice on how they could bring more people back into the city. His seminal report 

Places for People (1994) and its subsequent editions (2005 and 2015) have studied the use 

and quality of urban spaces in Melbourne’s CBD (City of Melbourne 2015a). 
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  The growing prominence of public space provision and programming in the policy 

sphere has been driven by a range of social and economic factors. In Victoria specifically, 

increasing rates of population growth has resulted in a demand for public, open space to 

be incorporated into the design of new communities30. Major transport infrastructure 

projects are no longer being planned simply on the efficiencies that they provide to the 

transport network, but also in terms of the auxiliary public spaces that will be delivered as 

part of the project31. Despite this, in 2018 Infrastructure Australia highlighted that under 

current growth projections Melbourne’s inner areas would fall well below average in terms 

of accessible, public space per resident (Infrastructure Australia 2018). Alongside these 

local pressures, Melbourne faces growing global influences that emphasise the importance 

of public space to the vibrancy of city life in order to appeal to the ‘creative class’ 

(Victorian Government 2015, 31). Under these conditions public space can no longer be 

monofunctional; it is expected to be dynamic, multi-purpose and adaptive so it can be used 

throughout the day, and evening, by residents, visitors and workers alike. 

  Alongside these shifting expectations of public space, there are also changing 

perceptions about what constitutes public participation. Habermas described how, in the 

19th century, the public sphere was constituted through the consumption of media in 

specific public spaces, prototypically newspapers being read and discussed collectively in 

coffee houses ([1962] 1989). In the 20th century, this changed as media was increasingly 

consumed in the home often through the television (Habermas [1962] 1989). In this 

 

30 In 2016 , the Victorian Government spent 20 million AUD to buy a plot of land for a new park in the soon 

to be developed suburb of Fishermans Bend (Lucas and Millar 2015). 

31 Benefits promoted as part of the Level Crossing Removal Program project included the provision of open 

space through elevated rail: https://levelcrossings.vic.gov.au/legacies-and-benefits/urban-renewal/open-space 
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context, the traditional role of the piazza and, public space in general, seemed to be 

diminished. The rise of the automobile, suburbia and the privatisation of public space all 

had significant implications for the vibrancy of public life (Jacobs [1961] 1992; Sennett 

1977).  

  While automobiles and privatisation still have a profound impact on contemporary 

cities, the changes in the technological domain have challenged some assumptions about 

the urban environment. Public space is not only increasingly imbued with ambitions to 

support social and creative activities that will enhance urban amenity, but it is also being 

increasingly digitised or technologically augmented. While the Habermasian public sphere 

remains an important ideal, this dissertation is contributing to a body of work (McQuire 

2016; 2009; McGuigan 2005) that argues we need to modify this ideal to acknowledge 

mediated and affective engagements as forms of public participation that are increasingly 

prevalent in public spaces. 

  This dissertation has argued for the need to recognise the affective and embodied 

dimensions of social interactions that form part of the contemporary public sphere. This 

insight builds upon an expanded view of public participation. There is growing recognition 

of the importance of communication to the function and identity of the city as well as to 

the social life of its constituents (Drucker and Gumpert 2016, 1371). Such communication 

is increasingly digitised through embedded technology, such as sensors and dynamic 

displays, which are able to broadcast content on a much larger scale. However, urban 

digital media has also developed to be more intimate and personal through the use of 

media displays which are able to respond to the needs of users (McQuire 2008). These 

developments enable media-based communication technology to become platforms for new 

forms of self-expression and transnational communication practices that allow people to 

communicate across distances (Papastergiadis et al. 2013). They offer the potential for 
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new avenues for public participation encompassing dialogue, expression and gesture as 

part of an expanded public sphere. 

6.1.2 Setting strong policy foundations 

  These paradigm shifts have clearly influenced the development of both Harmony 

Square and the GSPF. However, the organisations responsible for these local initiatives 

have taken different approaches in defining how their urban media infrastructure 

contribute to broader policy ambitions. I argue that the variance in outcomes that I have 

observed can be linked to differences in how the two organisations articulate the value of 

urban media infrastructure.  

  In Harmony Square a large screen was incorporated into a new major civic space 

as part of a broader urban revitalisation program. Individuals involved in the original 

planning for Harmony Square have reflected that the initial development process lacked 

foresight and engagement: 

It was handled by council that had no experience in project management as far as I 

could see, and no grasp of the role of building community engagement, stakeholder 

engagement in the process at all. (Carter cited in Papastergiadis et al., forthcoming) 

There’s wasn’t actually a very robust community consultation about we’re building 

a square, what do you want it to be and look and feel like. That conversation never 

happened. (Council Officer 1) 

One outcome of such a ‘top-down’ approach seems to have been the assumption that the 

provision of urban media infrastructure, such as a large screen, would induce consumer 

demand. Lack of communication and debate also narrowed conceptions as to what is 

possible, as there was no challenge to expand thinking about the potential function and 

operation of the infrastructure. This approach echoes older planning paradigms where 
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public space infrastructure was viewed solely as a capital investment with limited 

consideration of the curation and programming requirements for ongoing activation of the 

space (Gehl and Svarre 2013). As I discussed earlier in the dissertation (pg. 101), CGD 

have no specific policy outlining the objectives they are seeking to achieve through the 

Harmony Square screen. Instead the screen is only referenced as part of the Arts and 

Cultural heritage strategy Create and Connect (2016). The screen is regarded as a “tool” or 

“platform” (Council Officer 2) that supports the achievement of other policy objectives. 

The lack of a more reflexive policy for the screen means it is left reactive to the needs of 

other business units within Council. Outside of these occasional specialised uses, screen 

programming has adopted a predominantly televisual format, where the day’s schedule is 

segmented into 30 minute or one-hour blocks of pre-recorded content. As a result, 

Harmony Square oscillates between being a buzzing hive of activity during special events 

or a largely silent corridor housing a large ‘ambient television’ in everyday use.  

  By contrast, the GSPF has a clear mission statement that guides the ongoing 

development and management of the Festival. As interviewees noted, the establishment of 

the GSPF was in response to the deterioration of the local urban environment and a 

perception of the lack of solidarity amongst different members of the community. The 

Festival’s mission statement also speaks to the GSPF’s ambitions for ‘creation’ and 

‘exhibition’ of content. This frames how the Festival Curator and Director make decisions 

about the selection and placement of individual works. When a shop owner approaches the 

GSPF to exhibit a work, the mission statement provides a context for decision-making. 

This does not necessarily preclude commercial activities at the GSPF. From 2017, Epsom 

has provided several projectors for the Festival and their branding is across the website 

and around relevant works.  
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  Other public spaces provide examples of how policy ambitions might be framed 

and defined. In Melbourne, Federation Square was created with a Civic and Cultural 

Charter, which provides a framework to inform decisions about the programming of the 

large screen. While Federation Square does allow commercial content, the Civic and 

Cultural Charter stipulates that there must be “an identifiable synergy between the cultural 

program and other leisure, personal and commercial services”(Federation Square 

Limited). In practice this means that commercial content is expected to either, be 

developed with a focus on interactivity and civic participation, or is sensitive to the local 

identity of Federation Square. Similarly, the screens at Celebration Square in Mississauga, 

Canada are programmed according to the Digital program screens in Celebration Square policy 

(City of Mississauga 2012). Under this policy, various objectives for the screen are 

outlined, including the development of mutually beneficial relationships between Council 

and suitable screen content providers and/or sponsors, while commercial for-profit content 

is prohibited. The parameters of these charters and policies are influenced by external 

factors, such as funding arrangements32. However, what is salient here is that both 

Celebration Square and Federation Square have developed policies that combine the 

spatial with the technological in order to frame decisions about screen programming and 

development.  

  Articulating the value of urban media infrastructure as part of the GSPF’s 

ambitions provides a coherence to the that is lacking in Harmony Square’s programming 

 

32 Federation Square has been established as a self-sustaining entity, which does not receive recurrent 

funding from the state government. As a consequence, they need to maintain an openness to paid commercial 

content. By contrast the urban screens in Celebration Square are a state asset and therefore receive ongoing 

funding. 
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schedule. Arguably the GSPF’s ambitions are far easier to articulate, given it is an annual 

festival with a more limited range of media uses. However, I would argue that it is 

precisely because the GSPF has taken a more focused approached to the use of urban 

media infrastructure, that it has been able to more effectively translate its ambitions 

around community and the transformation of public space. By contrast, the CGD has 

sought to use its large screen as a platform supporting a more ambitious agenda. However, 

in practice such a broad focus has diluted its capacity to deliver outcomes, given its lack of 

financial and human resources. Moreover, as I will argue later in this chapter, breadth of 

focus also makes it incredibly difficult to measure the impact of the screen and undermines 

capacity to argue internally within CGD for additional resources.  

 Ambitions for public participation are increasingly common in local government and 

community groups, however without the requisite support and resourcing, these initiatives 

risk being considered inauthentic or tokenistic (Monno and Khakee 2012). I do not believe 

any of the individuals who I interviewed at CGD or the GSPF were inauthentic in their 

commitment to increasing public participation. However I do think there is an 

overvaluation of the technology in enabling these objectives, without attention to spatial, 

social and institutional factors. 

6.2 Policy and implementation 

 Defining policy aims is only the first step, implementation requires an equal amount of 

time and resourcing to be effective (Stewart and Ayres 2000, 36). The policy shift that has 

embraced digital media as a placemaking technology has not necessarily been matched by 

a paradigmatic shift in how these polices are implemented. Across both locations, the 

articulation of the spatial and the technological varies. While the GSPF has developed 

with a strong focus on the existing architecture and sociality of the street, the growing 

popularity of the Festival presents challenges to maintaining its local, spatial identity. By 
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contrast, Harmony Square is a new space where spatial practice and technological uses are 

not yet in sync due to a lack of clarity about the large screen’s purpose and the 

organisational arrangements supporting its operation. The problems faced by both GSPF 

and Harmony Square are not unique. Other sites that have deployed urban media 

infrastructure, such as the early days of Federation Square, have also found the 

operationalisation of policy ambitions to be challenging (Brennan, McQuire, and Martin 

2009, 127–28). While urban media can offer a range of new affordances in public space, 

one of the primary issues is understanding when and where these interventions are 

appropriate. Public spaces are ever changing, and urban media infrastructure needs to 

have the capability to adapt to these changes. Organisations and institutions who operate 

urban media infrastructure need to be vigilant and ensure that their governance 

arrangements have the ability to adapt as well.  

6.2.1 Supporting affective encounters through digital placemaking  

 As noted in the previous section, over the past decade there has been a theoretical 

and policy shift recognising the role of media as a placemaking technology in public 

spaces. Throughout this dissertation I have referred to this process as digital placemaking. 

While there has been some debate amongst scholars about the opportunities ( Foth et al. 

2016; Foth 2017) and shortcomings (Cameron 2020; Aurigi 2013) of deploying technology 

to transform our cities, I have argued that digital placemaking requires a focus on more 

than technological affordances. Rather, organisations and institutions need to be aware of 

other factors that influence these affordances, such as issues of access, equity and privacy. 

The CPA’s investment in partnership and education is one approach that seeks to improve 

access to urban media infrastructure and support a diversity of voices utilising these 

technologies. The CGD’s approach to partnering with tertiary education providers for the 
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latter years of the Nocturnal festival was evidence of a similar approach but this has not 

been systemically adopted in relation to the provision of screen content.  

 Several studies of digital placemaking have considered how technology can provide 

a platform for citizens to engage with governments in deliberative urban planning 

processes (Tomitsch et al. 2015; Fredericks et al. 2015; 2018), while others have looked at 

how digital technologies can enable citizens to share narratives and stories within public 

spaces (Pang et al. 2019; Peacock and MacKenzie 2016). Few studies, however, have 

considered the role that digital technologies can play in the ongoing process of 

placemaking by providing embodied situations for social interaction (Redaelli 2019, 159).  

 As this dissertation has shown, urban media infrastructure in public spaces is 

capable of supporting a wide range of participatory praxes, ranging from formal dialogue 

between citizens and governments through to the informal interactions between people 

moving along the street together. While formal avenues of communication are important, I 

have sought to highlight the value of informal public interactions between strangers as part 

of placemaking strategies. As Sennett has argued, it is our capacity to engage in these 

informal interactions with strangers that form an important part of what constitutes public 

life (1977). Furthermore our ability to interact informally with one another provides the 

basis for the trust that underpins more formal engagements (Jacobs [1961] 1992).  

 If we accept the concept of a mediated public sphere which values both cognitive 

and affective domains (McGuigan 2005), we must also acknowledge and investigate how 

these urban media infrastructure can support public interactions across both these 

domains. For example, the projections at the GSPF can be understood as part of a formal 

public dialogue about history and ethnicity through artistic representations. However, as I 

have shown, the projections also enable collective and affective public experiences by 

bringing different parts of the community into contact with one another. The CGD’s 
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screen events produce a similar effect by bringing the diverse local community together to 

watch films. This contact is almost never verbal, yet these temporary bonds are important 

to establishing shared experiences and understanding, particularly when processes of 

gentrification may mean that economic and social divisions exclude many other 

opportunities to find shared ground.  

6.2.2 The need for more detailed guidance to support digital placemaking activities 

  Over the past decade, as the GSPF and the Harmony Square screen have been 

established, the challenge of implementing digital placemaking initiatives was compounded 

by a lack of proven models (Champion 2016, 58). However, models for digital 

placemaking are now emerging, which confirm the importance of site-specific content and 

socially situated engagement.  

  The GSPF and Harmony Square demonstrate different levels of sophistication and 

maturity in their implementation and management of urban media infrastructure. 

Interviews with the organiser of the GSPF indicated that while there may have been issues 

with quality in the early years (Artist 1), the Festival has grown to become a model that 

other organisations wish to emulate. Recognising this opportunity, the CPA was developed 

to, amongst other things, offer consultancy services to support other organisations and 

municipalities wanting to start their own festivals. The growth of the GSPF from 

volunteer-run event to semi-professional organisation is indicative of its growing influence 

and is, in no small part, driven by the expertise and networks of those who started the 

GSPF. The opening of the physical CPA in 2019 was a major milestone in the evolution of 

the festival and organisation. 

  However, it needs to be recognised that the ongoing development of the GSPF and 

CPA is not without challenges. The decision to scale down the GSPF in 2018, in order to 
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undertake a year of ‘creative development’ and focus on the ongoing sustainability of the 

event (Centre for Projection Art 2019) point towards the key challenges for the CPA into 

the future. While the GSPF comes under pressure to define itself in relation to other 

projection festivals, resourcing issues remain a major concern for the CPA. The CPA’s 

investment in artistic capabilities through masterclasses and mentorship is predicated on 

the assumption that it will deliver dividends. It will be interesting to observe how the 

GSPF evolves into the future.  

  By contrast, while Harmony Square has been operational since 2014, I would 

argue that as a key component in the renewal of Dandenong it must still be viewed as 

undergoing ‘implementation’33. While the initial capital works in the Square successfully 

adopted best practice approaches for the placement and design of the screen, there was 

significantly less attention paid to decisions about the commissioning and management of 

programming, or how this would relate to community development objectives. Council’s 

choice to employ a range of different screen functions (everyday use, event support, screen 

events, networked events and civic communication) reflects particular ambitions about 

how they wish to organise and manage Harmony Square. The plurality of screen functions 

also reflects the desire to have the screen operating 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  

 However, as I have described above (pg. 104-114), there are significant differences in 

how the community respond to particularly functions. When the screen is deployed in 

support of an event, or forms a focal point of a special activity, the quality and quantity of 

public participation is higher. By contrast, community response to the everyday 

functionality remains ambiguous. While everyday programming can occasionally evoke 

 

33 The Revitalising Central Dandenong initiative is not due to be completed until 2027.  
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serendipitous encounters (as per the example of the young boy dancing to ‘Move it Mob 

style’) this type of active engagement appears rare.  

Echoing the GSPF, the most successful use of the screen to date has been where it is 

used as the focal point, or support, of an event. At both sites, members of the public spoke 

positively about viewing media with others and the sense of collectivity it enables: 

It’s like a group experience. (GSPF Interviewee 5, 21/7/15) 

[It’s] Like family. We [are] sitting together (sic). (Harmony Square Interviewee 5, 

23/2/18) 

The big challenge for Harmony Square is how the screen is used in the context of 

‘everyday’ functionality. This is not an issue that the GSPF needs to address. While the 

current programming choices for everyday content do not ‘conflict’ with the use of the 

Square, they do not appear to complement or enhance the social experience of the Square 

either. As one interviewee commented, the screen becomes ‘background noise’ 

(Interviewee 2, 17/2/18). While this reflects the resourcing issues discussed earlier, I would 

argue it is also a function of treating the screen as a communication device rather than as a 

digital placemaking or community development infrastructure. In contrast with the GSPF, 

there seems to be a lack of detailed understanding about the interplay between the 

aesthetic, social and symbolic dimensions of the site.  

 The CGD also has to grapple with a far broader scope of functions than the GSPF. 

Rather than necessarily reflecting poorly on the work of the Council Officers, I would 

argue that the current problems highlight the significant gap in the conceptual thinking 

about Harmony Square from the outset. As artist and creative researcher Paul Carter has 

argued, the CGD failed to initially engage with the ‘narrative’ of the Square, and as a 

result it lacks a strong spatial identity that would ground the screen’s uses: “There was no 
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engagement with the challenge of establishing what we called a creative template, within 

which Dandenong could build…a territory on a story” (Carter cited in Papastergiadis et 

al., forthcoming). While special screen events are able to engage with the local community 

and appeal directly to the local demographic, everyday uses predominantly source content 

from news or non-localised channels. As a result, the screen feels like a floating signifier 

rather than something grounded in the local space and identity.  

 Recent projects involving urban public screens may offer an alternative approach 

for CGD to consider. In 2018, the 16:9 large rectangular screen at Federation Square was 

replaced with a more dynamic media display that wraps around the ‘Transport’ 

restaurant/bar building. As part of this 5.4 million AUD investment, a portion of funding 

was used to commission 20 hours of content from lighting artist Bruce Ramus. This 

content is called Textures of Melbourne and has been designed to, “[evoke] a perspective of 

Melbourne that is recognisable, yet rarely seen. We curated the cultural and communal 

content programme to convey simple, rich moments that form our shared experience of 

Victoria” (Ramus 2018). This site-specific content is not narratively driven, but rather is 

intended to provide a “rhythm” to the space through imagery and sound that complements 

the experience of being in Federation Square (Ramus 2018). As the stock content for 

Federation Square, it provides a sense of continuity to the space and enhances the 

ambience of the site. Ramus has also been involved in provision of similar base content for 

Yagan Square in Perth as part of that public space development. In both Federation 

Square and Yagan Square it is also worth noting the desire to more deeply embed the 

screen into the architecture of the Square. The standard 16:9 screen has been overlooked 

in favour of more embedded forms. In Federation Square the screen is integrated into the 

north and east walls of the transport building, while Yagan Square’s screen is wrapped 

around a cylindrical tower.  
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 Beyond the need for site-specific content, there are deeper issues around the 

creation of ‘place’ in Harmony Square and how this might be articulated in the deployment 

of its urban media infrastructure. Although typically used at the beginning of a design 

process, Carter’s concept of a ‘creative template’ offers a possible model for the CGD to 

consider in better articulating the sense of place in Harmony Square and informing how 

site might relate to screen design and programming. The ‘creative template’ is a 

placemaking tool, which seeks to bring different community groups together around 

public infrastructure projects to develop a common understanding of, and narrative for, a 

place (Material Thinking 2020). The development of the creative template for Yagan 

Square in Perth was intended to develop a common language amongst the community and 

stakeholders to help create a ‘sense of place’ that would guide the project through concept, 

design and delivery phases (Material Thinking 2014). In the Yagan Square development, 

Carter described the creative template as “a stimulus to imagine together. It is a way of 

leading conversations and releasing community creativity” (Material Thinking 2014, 2). 

This process of conversation and dialogue is unique in contemporary Australian 

placemaking as it formalises a process of community co-design between indigenous and 

non-indigenous Australians (Walliss 2018). CGD has a similar need for a means of 

bringing together the diverse communities within the area. Through the authentic and 

robust approach deployed in developing a ‘creative template’, CGD could develop the 

framework guide future programming that better aligns with stakeholder and community 

ambitions for Harmony Square and its screen.   

6.3 Evaluation 

Despite a renewed emphasis on the importance of quality public space, appropriate 

evaluation tools that can be used on a mass scale have not yet been produced. Traditional 

metrics, such as ticket sales, are insufficient for the challenges of public space and diffuse 
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events (Redaelli 2019; L.E.K Consulting 2018). These issues are further complicated by 

urban media infrastructure that is used to enhance the experience of public space (Yue 

2009, 274). While ethnographic research methods, such as observation, interviews and 

questionnaires, have informed this dissertation, such methods are often too resource 

intensive for most community organisations and local governments. However, in the 

absence of evidence organisations struggle to understand the impact of urban media 

infrastructure, putting resources at risk and limiting capacity to adjust their strategy. This 

in turn constrains the organisation’s ability to undertake evaluations, thus perpetuating a 

vicious cycle. In part this is symptomatic of the relative immaturity of urban media 

infrastructure. It also returns to the issue raised at the start of this chapter concerning the 

changing paradigms of public sphere and public space. I argue that there is a need for new 

evaluation approaches that provide more robust qualitative data with sufficient 

sophistication to address the granular detail of public experience.  

 The creation of dynamic, experiential public spaces requires the evaluation of 

environments that are ephemeral, sensorial and porous. Urban scholars who critiqued the 

shift to the suburbs and car-based cultures were not commenting on the inefficient use of 

space and increased levels of resource consumption. Rather they spoke to the changing 

atmosphere of cities that felt ‘fabricated’ rather than organic (Lefebvre [1970] 1996), and 

which had lost their bustle and energy (Jacobs [1961] 1992). In advocating for a new 

dynamic of urban space, scholars such as Jacobs were arguing for the importance of 

mixed-use cities with street level detail, not just because it was more aesthetically pleasing 

but for the social experiences and connection it fosters: “The trust of a city street is formed 

over time from many, many little public sidewalk contacts” ([1961] 1992, 56). These 

informal ties are the basis from which more formal participatory systems can begin to 

operate. 
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6.3.1 Measuring our ‘sense of place’ 

 Over the last decade there has been a growing attention to how we ‘sense’ and ‘feel’ 

space. One of the fundamental texts in this discussion has been Gernot Bohme’s analysis of 

the production of atmospheres (2013; 2014). Bohme has analysed how different 

atmospheres are “produced” under certain conditions when different material and socio-

cultural factors are brought together (2013, 3–4). His work has highlighted how spaces 

can be ‘staged’ like a theatre set, however this requires people as ‘actors’ to create the 

‘ballet’ on the street. Papastergiadis et al. have also highlighted the gap in the assessment 

of the cultural impact of contemporary public spaces through an analysis of Federation 

Square, arguing that the porous, ambivalent nature of public spaces makes simple 

quantitative measurements such as foot traffic problematic for a full appreciation of the 

space (2020).  

 Similar evaluation issues have emerged in cultural policy. In Victoria, arts and 

cultural agencies have grappled with the problems associated with traditional quantitative 

measures such as ticket sales, particularly for free events where there is no clear approach 

to measuring attendance. A 2018 review of Victoria’s Creative Festival’s calendar 

highlighted that measurement frameworks and the relationship to funding is a major issue 

to expanding the calendar. As the review notes, creative industry practitioners commented 

that, “there’s too much obsession with statistics like ticket sales, which is important but not 

the only metric of success” and, “we’re constantly put in the same sausage machine as the 

large sporting events” (L.E.K Consulting 2018, 67). While there is growing awareness of 

the issue with the report recommending the development of “ a clear framework of Festival 

roles / purposes (e.g. tourism, artist development) and linked metrics (e.g. bed nights, 

participating local artists)” (L.E.K Consulting 2018, 79), this demonstrates only an 
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incremental step forward, as there continues to be heavy reliance on quantitative measures 

rather than addressing qualitative spatial experiences.  

 Attention to atmospheres in Bohme’s sense could complement the existing reliance 

on quantitative measures. Such thinking is clearly permeating policy development as well. 

The Victorian Government has identified the link between business attraction and the 

‘quality of space’ (2018). The definition of quality of space is not aesthetic, instead it refers 

to the ‘buzz’ of a place (Victorian Government 2018, 11). However, the research and 

evaluation tools available to ‘measure’ atmospheres and the experience of public space are 

still lacking. Understanding atmosphere requires development of narrative rather than 

numbers (Bohme 2014, 50).  

This dissertation has employed qualitative methods including observation and 

interviews to provide the narrative for the two sites on which it has focused. This type of 

ethnographic work provides empirical evidence of the specificities of a location and the 

insights of the people who interact with and use these spaces. However, this approach is 

certainly imperfect. My ability to encourage people to participate in interviews seemed to 

be correlated with the type of activity in that space. At the GSPF people were always 

willing to participate in interviews with only a handful of people declining the invitation. 

Similarly, people at Harmony Square were happy to participate in interviews during 

events, such as film screenings. However, during ‘everyday’ programming, far fewer 

people opted to participate (3 out of 10). While this could be linked to several other 

factors, including a sense of obligation during a free event or that I was interrupting other 

activities in which they may have been participating in, I perceived a distinct change in 

how people felt about being interviewed. At events, interviewees seemed more open, while 

during everyday programming, interviewees seemed more cautious and wary. This may 

have been because outside of events people were preoccupied with other activities and did 
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not want to be disrupted, or without the frame of the event there was a lack of clarity 

about why I was interviewing them. Observation was a more effective and useful method 

during these periods. 

 However, interviewing and observation methods are difficult for community 

organisations and governments to administer on a regular, mass scale. Both the GSPF and 

CGD have used surveying and/or questionnaire methods to evaluate the success of their 

events. However, both noted that these had limited effectiveness with a small number of 

respondents. At the GSPF, it was noted that a survey had been developed at one stage, 

however volunteers were not always comfortable administering the survey and also 

towards the end of the night would want to participate in the GSPF’s festivities themselves 

(Board Member 1). The CGD noted that surveys were administered by staff at some 

events, however this was usually financed out of the Arts and Community Development 

unit (Council Officer 3). Therefore, for some events such as the film screenings that are 

run by the Media and Communications Unit, no evaluation is undertaken. The 

Placemaking team at the CGD noted that for their events they had used online forms to 

collect data, however response rates were low (Council Officer 1). It should also be noted 

that for Harmony Square evaluation is only undertaken for special events rather than for 

‘everyday’ use. The Placemaking team do collect data on an annual basis on the 

functioning of public spaces. These measures predominantly focus on entries/exits at a 

location and some observation on the different cohorts using the space i.e. families, 

mothers with prams or older lone men (Council Officer 1). Council Officers do informally 

observe the functioning of a space like Harmony Square and note the desire to have an 

‘active’ engaging space. However, there are currently no formal mechanisms in place to 

measure when a space is ‘active’, and it is unclear whether the anecdotal evidence is used 

to inform new programming approaches.  
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 Measuring of ‘everyday’ experiences of public spaces such as Harmony Square is 

particularly important when the urban media infrastructure is expected to be continuously 

active. As I have described, the experience of Harmony Square during events is vastly 

different to the experience when the screen is functioning to provide information. The 

everyday functionality, however, is the most heavily used as it is the least resource 

intensive function. Problematically, as I have argued, this function results in the least 

engaging urban outcome and fails to demonstrate the potential of the screen as a 

transformative public infrastructure. Thus, the Media and Communications Unit of CGD 

struggles to make the case for increased resourcing, perpetuating a cycle of scarcity.  

This cycle is evident across other public spaces. Former staff from Federation 

Square noted that the failure to adequately measure and present the cultural value of that 

space to government impeded moves to make the case for a change for the organisation’s 

funding base34. In part the difficulty relates to the porous nature of the site, but also the 

difficulty of attempting to measure public space experience. Research by Papastergiadis et 

al. (2020) highlighted that a large proportion of people who visited Federation Square 

outside of scheduled events enjoyed the space as it offered a ‘waiting place’ or a ‘respite’ 

from the day to day activities of the city. This idea of ‘waiting’ and ‘respite’ was also cited 

by other users at both the GSPF and Harmony Square. An older gentleman at Harmony 

Square enjoyed watching the ‘telly’ while he waited for his wife who was in the library, 

 

34 In April 2019, the Victorian State Government announced a review of the operation of Federation Square 

including its funding base. This followed a decision by Heritage Victoria to deny a permit for the demolition 

of the Yarra Building at Federation Square for an Apple Store. It was largely believed that the rationale 

behind the proposal for an Apple Store at Federation Square was to generate revenue. Since it opened in 

2002, Federation Square has operated at a loss. 



 217/276 

while a young couple who chose to visit the GSPF on a week night to escape the crowd 

highlight the importance of quieter zones in our city that allow for a slower, more 

contemplative experience. Unfortunately, the failure to capture this kind of qualitative data 

can lead to perceptions that public places need to continually be active with large numbers 

of people35. Architects and public space managers have commented on the importance of 

how to manage spaces when there are fewer people; balancing the need for amphitheatre 

designs for a crowd with intimacy for passers-by36. A greater level of sophistication is 

needed to capture the changing atmospheres of public space and the unique values 

associated with shifts between fast and slow, loud and quiet.  

 The assemblage approach undertaken in this dissertation demonstrates the complex 

set of relations that need to be accounted for in describing the experience of urban media 

infrastructure. The different domains associated with the operation of these infrastructure, 

including the technological, spatial, social and institutional, are also implicated in the 

development of metrics around evaluation. In their study, Beyond Attendance, Novak-

Leonard and Brown argue that: 

Consumers have deeply entrenched emotional feelings about arts spaces, which 

may relate to the aesthetics of the architecture and design, physical attributes such 

 

35 Note the recent review of Federation Square has in part been predicated on a perceived decline in 

popularity and use. 

36 In an interview, Don Bates (Architect for Federation Square) interrogates this issue and discusses specific 

design decisions in the development of Federation Square to provide zones that felt safe, comfortable and 

inviting event if there were only 10 to 15 people there (Papastergiadis, McQuire, Wytte, Armstrong, Lu, and 

Bates, forthcoming.). 
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as accessibility, acoustics and temperature, as well as the way that they are treated 

by ushers, ticket-sellers, and other staff. (2011, 30) 

While Novak-Leonard and Brown are referring to participation in the arts, their 

description of the interrelationship between aesthetic, architectural and environmental 

factors highlights how the situated-ness of urban media infrastructure strongly influences 

our experience of it. At the GSPF, the situated nature of projection is used to great effect 

through its placement in and around the street encouraging exploration and curiosity. 

Likewise, there is a civic quality that permeates a location like Harmony Square, situated 

between state and local government offices and the library. The interrelationship between 

people, place and technology needs to be examined together to understand their 

entanglement and overlaps. 

6.3.2 Alternative approaches  

 Despite these complexities, scholarship cannot absolve itself of the challenge of 

measurement. While there is not a strong tradition to draw upon, there are some potential 

tools that could be further explored. Case studies are one of the most common qualitative 

methods to describe the value of a space and are often used by governments to highlight 

best practice (Victorian Government 2018). Public consultation, focus groups and social 

media are other methods that can be utilised to tease out how people value a space or 

event. However, these are all resource intensive evaluation methods. 

 This discussion highlights the shifting expectations of public space and the gap 

between rhetoric and practice. Our understanding of culture is changing. Traditionally 

governments have more strongly valued the culture that is found in museums, art galleries 

and theatres. However, as the city becomes a brand that attracts talent and investment, 

governments are increasingly seeking to demonstrate their cultural credentials in new 
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ways (Kong 2014, 595–96). At the same time, community organisations are empowered 

and capable of using urban media infrastructure to enliven local spaces37. Both seem to be 

working towards the same ambitions, bringing culture and sociality back onto the streets 

of our cities and creating ‘Places for People’ (City of Melbourne 2015). 

 A missing aspect from this discussion is how to link a strong public life and vibrant 

public spaces to wider economic and social benefits. The wider economic benefits from 

events like the GSPF or Harmony Square can be seen through their potential to attract 

visitors and increase foot traffic. Anecdotal evidence from the GSPF suggests that the 

event increases patronage at local hospitality and retail venues (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 50). 

While quantitative measures such as checking average sales at local events could be used, 

one could also consider that local traders see the opportunity for increased trade and 

expand their operating hours accordingly. While Harmony Square does not have the same 

pull in terms of local foot traffic, it does provide improved urban amenity to nearby 

commercial buildings. This is regarded as a selling point for potential investors or 

businesses to relocate to Central Dandenong (VicUrban 2006, 2). 

 Similarly, the social outcomes to be derived from the deployment of these urban 

media infrastructure have not been adequately described. Both Harmony Square and the 

GSPF are encouraging collective viewership that fosters opportunities for encounters 

between strangers. This ability to participate and engage socially with strangers is an 

underpinning aspect of social urban life. At both Harmony Square and the GSPF there are 

rules of engagement that are never spoken but exist in how we move around others, not 

 

37 In 2015, a community group in Brunswick started installing cheap lighting fixtures along the bike path 

adjacent to the Upfield train line. This was in response to an attack on a woman who had been riding along 

the path at night. 
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obscuring their view and recognising that we are all seeking to use the same space for a 

similar purpose. Especially for an area like Dandenong where perceptions of community 

safety are low, opportunities for peaceful social interaction between strangers, particularly 

families could be better articulated at Harmony Square. At a time when there is local 

concern around community safety and trust, there is a role for urban media infrastructure 

in public spaces to support the formation of local bonds of trust and solidarity.  

 A better articulation of the narrative of urban media infrastructure and its role in 

public spaces should assist in overcoming some of the complexity presented by 

measurement of the atmospheric and porous experience of these spaces. It should also 

better frame the deployment of media infrastructure in public spaces and contribute to 

improved urban outcomes. As has been noted throughout this section the experience of 

urban media infrastructure is highly contingent upon the specificities of place. In the next 

section I will more fully explore how the dynamics between space and place shape, and are 

shaped by, urban media infrastructure.  

6.4 Relationship to urbanism 

While there have been several studies examining the role of media infrastructure in 

urban centres, this dissertation has sought to contribute to an understanding of how media 

infrastructure operates in suburban settings. Both Harmony Square and the GSPF 

demonstrate how media can allow global practices and expectations to permeate local 

conditions. Yet the deployment of urban media infrastructure remains extremely site-

specific. The shifting scales of urban media infrastructure from local to global highlight 

how public space is changing from previously bounded places to connected spaces 

(Graham and Marvin 2002). It also highlights the pervasiveness of certain policy agendas 

such as placemaking and smart cities and the pressure for local areas to adapt to global 

influences. However, I will argue the local can also permeate the global as the urban media 
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infrastructure supports local identities and experiences and provides a pathway into global 

networks. The ability to form these two-way interfaces is dependent upon technological 

and cultural capabilities including access. Although global pressures will always seemingly 

exert the stronger influence, this section will highlight how different approaches to the 

deployment of urban media infrastructure allow for a stronger sense of locality to be 

maintained and enhanced.  

6.4.1 Implications of global media infrastructure networks 

 Exploring the impact of urban media infrastructure on public spaces has 

highlighted the complex negotiation between local and global influences in technology, 

socio-cultural praxes and geography. In Geomedia, McQuire examines how our 

understanding of place has changed from being a seemingly bounded, locatable area to 

something that is evidently more layered, dynamic and connected (2016). At a surface 

level, Harmony Square and Gertrude Street are suburban sites that are managed by local 

councils. Harmony Square is the local civic square in Central Dandenong, while Gertrude 

Street is a local high street in the inner-city suburb of Fitzroy. Both are locatable on maps 

and appear to have fixed geographic boundaries. However, the deployment of urban media 

infrastructure problematises these boundaries and implicates both in global networks and 

pathways. 

 At both Harmony Square and the GSPF the application of urban media 

infrastructure is part of shifting global paradigms and policy. I have described how urban 

media infrastructure has transitioned from commercial advertising to platforms for public 

participation. One of the primary drivers of this shift in the use of urban media 

infrastructure has been the importance of urban regeneration and the interest in 

placemaking. For Melbourne, like many other Western cities, the decline of traditional 

manufacturing industries has significantly reshaped the city, with previously industrialised 



 222/276 

inner city areas becoming gentrified and high density residential and commercial 

developments increasing (Victorian Government 2017b). Although both Fitzroy and 

Dandenong are undergoing the transition away from traditional manufacturing, Fitzroy’s 

transition has enabled a flourishing creative scene to emerge, while Dandenong’s transition 

has been slower and more stagnant38.  

 Despite these different outcomes, changing the urban amenity has been a core 

focus at both sites. One of the primary drivers for the GSPF was the local community’s 

desire to revitalise Gertrude Street and attract people back to the street at night (Ellis and 

Hillary 2014). Similarly, the construction of Harmony Square was driven by the State 

Government and the CGD’s ambitions to attract more workers and residents to the centre 

of Dandenong (VicUrban 2006). To achieve these ambitions, both the CPA and the CGD 

chose to pursue digital placemaking initiatives that would improve the public realm.  

In Harmony Square, the large screen is implicated in ambitions to make 

Dandenong a 21st century city, comparable to Melbourne’s CBD. In this context, the 

screen provides dynamic content and information to the community and allows the public 

to connect with Council. Furthermore, the screen promises the potential to connect 

Dandenong to other places through screen linkages that allow for exchanges over 

distances,: “by having the screen it gives you access to, it might be a soccer match being 

played elsewhere. So rather than being just within Dandenong, or at the time at the place, 

somewhere else” (Architects). To date, however, the realisation of this technological 

 

38 The contrast between adaptations of inner and outer suburban areas from the transition of the 

manufacturing industry is a whole other dissertation in itself. Refer to Shaw and Hagemas (2015) and Shaw 

(2013) for discussions of differences in how the decline of manufacturing and impacts of gentrification have 

played out differently across Melbourne. 
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promise has been limited. The screen has predominantly been used to broadcast 

information. There have been few screen linkages with other locations and limited two-

way engagements between public and council. Thus, while the drive for urban media 

infrastructure has arisen through global means there is some ambiguity around the local 

realisation of these promises.  

 The GSPF’s embrace of global technological trends is more ambiguous. The 

emergence of the GSPF was during the nascent stage of projection festivals in Australia, 

and it may have been one of the first established39. The GSPF is seemingly ambivalent to 

the broader Smart Cities agenda or the idea of efficient movement of the street. Indeed, as 

one interviewee noted the curation and design of the rewards people who are “willing” to 

explore Gertrude Street and nearby laneways, rather than following one clearly 

demarcated path (Board Member 2). They deliberately seek to offer something that’s 

“thought provoking [and] engaging” rather than the “oh wow” applications common to 

other more well-known projection festivals (Board Member 1). However, the GSPF also 

stands to benefit from its relationship with these larger festivals as a number of GSPF 

alumni progress to exhibit at White Night and Vivid: 

I think in White Night this year, of the alumni there were about 20 artists who have 

been part of [White Night] in the last couple of years…we’ve kind of been an 

incubator for the emerging artists to get into their middle careers. (Board Member 

1) 

 

39 At the time of writing it is certainly amongst one of the most long running (2007-2017, 2019) 
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Thus, while the GSPF is determined to retain a local, site-specific application of their 

technologies, the personnel who participate in the Festival are also circulating in broader 

global projection networks.   

 One of the starkest reminders of the intersection of global and local in urban media 

infrastructure is how local expectations are shaped by global imagery. Both large screens 

and projection technology are global products that have been applied across a wide range 

of sites. At Harmony Square the installation of a large screen was driven by ambitions of 

creating the ‘Federation Square of the South-East’. As I have detailed, for several 

interviewees, Federation Square was held up as the benchmark for what they wanted to 

achieve with the screen. It has even influenced recruitment decisions with CGD 

approaching the former Screen Coordinator for Federation Square, Tom Dawe, to manage 

the screen at Harmony Square. By contrast the GSPF did not historically arise out of a 

desire to emulate another event. However over time it has come to be compared with other 

events such as Melbourne’s White Night and Sydney’s Vivid. In some cases these 

comparisons were complementary with attendees noting the more enjoyable experience of 

a local, quieter festival, however other attendees felt that it lacked the ‘spectacle’ of larger 

festivals.  

As McQuire notes, while local places continue to exist, the mediation of public 

space in all its forms means these are increasingly networked spaces (2016). This has 

resulted in the development of a new form of attention that is constantly filtering between 

local and global scales within public spaces. For example GPS-based platforms can track 

and trace movements through space and notify users of relevant information, such as the 

location of nearby friends. Such filtering of space for areas of interest presents risks by 

insulating people within existing networks and thus failing to expand their view. However 

these filters can also allow for new capacities for self-organisation and representation in 
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space (i.e. The Occupy Movement, see Vuolteenaho, Leurs, and Sumiala 2015 or Protests 

during the 2014 FIFA World Cup in Brazil, see Rekow 2015). Although this dissertation 

does not fully examine the complexity of the interface between global and local, it has 

shown how urban media infrastructure such as large screens and projection are being 

developed and used in the context of these broader trajectories. In particular, how these 

global influences are shaping public and institutional expectations about the potential of 

urban media infrastructure. While these networks may not be formed through cables and 

wires, they are part of cultural networks that influence how local places are being shaped 

by global forces in the form of consumer expectations and policy development.  

6.4.2 Maintaining and enhancing local identities 

 The implications for local organisations in attempting to replicate global models are 

often high pressure and resource intensive. A significant part of the GSPF’s identity is as a 

local, volunteer-run event. Even within the current operating model, internal evaluations 

have shown the growing pressure to transition some of the key roles, such as Curator and 

Festival Director, to paid roles (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 9). Attempting to ‘scale up’ the 

event either by expanding its footprint or lengthening its run would further exacerbate the 

pressure to create paid positions and find a more secure stream of funding (Ellis and 

Hillary 2014, 59). To date, the GSPF has been unable to secure consistent funding from 

either State or Federal Governments to support the Festival despite applications to both 

levels of government (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 59). One of the primary contributors to the 

success of the GSPF has arguably been the volunteer, collegial nature of the event which 

“lets people experiment and push the boundaries of what is possible” (Board Member 2). 

For many organisations, scaling up operations is heavily dependent upon access to capital 

(Victorian Government 2018). Regular funding allows for professionalisation of roles and 

the strategic planning required to scale up. However it is also important to note that the 
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volunteerism of the GSPF is core to its identity; the lack of financial compensation allows 

the GSPF to be more experimental and attract more emerging artists.  

 Despite the seemingly totalising global forces there are opportunities for 

institutions to pursue more localised responses. The GSPF has recognised the barriers to 

its expansion and rather than scaling up their operations they have chosen to become a 

‘seeding’ organisation. The CPA provides a fee-for-service consultancy to share the GSPF 

model and support local councils and other organisations to develop their own projection 

festivals. Interviewees noted that recent partnerships have included City of Stonnington, 

City of Geelong and City of Port Phillip. They have also established the physical CPA to 

provide a space for artists, technicians and curators to come together and share knowledge 

and resources about projection. The desire to retain the local identity of the Festival was 

clear in the responses from Board Members who wanted to “dig deeper” rather than 

expand the event (Board Member 1). Thus under the pressure from global trends, the 

GSPF is able to articulate a local identity and vision for its continued evolution.  

By contrast, Harmony Square struggles to articulate a coherent local vision. As 

discussed earlier Harmony Square was constructed without a coherent vision or narrative 

for the space. While interviews with Council Officers highlight that there was some work 

to understand how screen infrastructure had been installed in other locations, there 

continues to be a gap in the capability and capacity to locally operationalise the 

infrastructure and create an authentic identity for the place.  

 The ability to develop local responses to global pressures, therefore appears to be 

dependent upon local capability and capacity. As Sassen notes, “it is in good part the social 

logics of users and actors that contribute to the outcomes [from the deployment of 

technology]. And the logics of users may not correspond to the engineer’s design” (2012, 

470). The GSPF provides an example of how this can be successfully negotiated and 
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indeed is even allowing for a two-way interaction between global and local. The education 

pathways being created through the GSPF has led to some local artists transitioning into 

national events like Vivid and White Night. Such pathways are evident at other urban 

media infrastructure sites. For example Montreal’s Quartier des Spectacle and 

Mississauga’s Celebration Square each provide local artists with the opportunity to exhibit 

their work through regular Expression of Interests (EOI) (City of Mississauga 2020). 

Access to this infrastructure is critical for allowing local artists and producers to create 

content that can contribute to local identities. These pathways are not yet available at 

Harmony Square. While event organisers can play content on the screen, there is no 

regular EOI process like the GSPF and other locations. Though it may not be practical for 

the CGD to run an EOI process, it does contribute to the pressure to either commission 

local content themselves or rely upon other channels to provide content which may not be 

as locally specific.  

 Re-articulation of the local in the context of global networks is dependent on the 

capability of institutions and publics to knowledgeably negotiate the interfaces between 

these scales. The shifting scales of urban media infrastructure from global networks to 

local infrastructure introduces a degree of complexity into what institutions can do about 

installation and programming. Harmony Square and the GSPF indicate how the use of 

urban media infrastructure can originate from a similar policy objective, however its 

application can differ dramatically based on local skills and knowledge. Improving the 

local application of urban media infrastructure therefore continues to be linked to the 

sophistication of institutional governance and organisational strategy.   
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6.5 Pace of technological change 

Urban media infrastructure introduces new temporal and socio-cultural demands 

into public spaces that institutions need to manage. While I have described many of the 

affordances offered by urban media infrastructure, I have also noted the new demands 

these infrastructure place on institutions to be faster, more responsive and more adaptive. 

Although many institutions are equipped with knowledge in how to manage traditional 

assets like roads and utilities, there is less familiarity with the operation of urban media 

infrastructure. This is exemplified by hiring practices which have primarily focused on the 

need for technical operators without consideration of the complementary programming 

and social capabilities required to activate the space. As a result, institutions seem to 

continually be playing ‘catch-up’, led by the demands of technological obsolescence and 

public expectations. The microcosm of urban media infrastructure reflects broader 

tensions in urban governance imperatives to simultaneously be more responsive to citizen 

feedback and also more efficient in its management of movement and space. While there is 

scope for institutions to better adapt to the demands of urban media infrastructure, I will 

argue there is a need to reflect on how the technological augmentation of our cities is being 

addressed in regard to increased transparency and participation.  

6.5.1 Accelerated infrastructure renewal 

 The technological augmentation of the urban environment introduces new dynamic 

systems of feedback. One of the primary drivers of the Smart Cities policy agenda is to 

improve the efficiency of resource use. This is achieved through the development of 

networked sensors and systems that allow organisations and institutions to track the 

movement and flow of people and goods through the city (Kitchin 2016, 3). These systems 

promise to give institutions near instantaneous feedback on traffic flows, electricity use or 
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even waste disposal. While this brings certain advantages it also accelerates the speed with 

which institutions are expected to respond to changing demands.  

 Both the CGD and the GSPF commented that one of the biggest challenges was 

keeping up with the rate of change in technology. The media technology used for large 

screens and projection festivals is commercially developed and therefore there is a 

continual market drive to upgrade these platforms. Whereas roads and utilities have 

relatively fixed inputs, telecommunications and urban media infrastructure have a growing 

range of potential providers and platforms (Parks and Starosielski 2015, 9). Moreover, 

despite its seeming ubiquity urban media infrastructure is not cheap. Large screens can 

cost over 1 million AUD to install, which is a significant cost for a local council40 . High 

quality projectors can cost over 5,000 AUD, which while much less, still represents a large 

cost for a not-for profit group.  

Management of the urban media infrastructure was key for both the GSPF and 

CGD. The GSPF’s model of dispersed projectors means that the cost is spread across a 

select number of assets. By contrast Harmony Square’s large screen is a vertically 

integrated system with some flexibility around different platforms that may interface with 

it, for example gaming consoles that can be linked in with the screen (City of Greater 

Dandenong 2016). Parks and Stariosielski highlight how changes in media infrastructure 

introduce a new rate of technological obsolescence that rapidly reduces the expected 

lifetime of an infrastructure (2015, 13). In this, as in many other situations for local 

organisations, the issue of resourcing for upgrades continually arises.  

 

40 As noted above, the new media façade at Federation Square was 5.4 million AUD. 
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 Technological obsolescence is not simply driven by the failure of the technology to 

be operational. Rather urban media infrastructure is also judged to have ‘failed’ when it no 

longer meets the expectations of its users. As I have argued, urban media infrastructure 

introduces new affordances into public space that are currently viewed as ‘novel’. As with 

many technologies though, this novelty is likely to dissipate if urban media infrastructure 

continues to become more commonplace within cities. The CGD noted how audience 

expectations had changed over the period of the Dandenong lighting festival, Nocturnal 

(Council Officer 1). While the community were once enthralled by a static projection on a 

building, over time they came to expect more dynamic, interactive projections. CGD 

attributed this in part to the community’s exposure to other projection festivals such as 

Vivid and White Night. A similar issue has emerged at the GSPF with the audience 

demands for increasingly spectacular, interactive projections being exacerbated by 

comparisons with other festivals. Thus, the shifts in the spatial relations between local and 

global events is implicated in the changing temporal dynamics of the city. In contrast with 

other infrastructure where renewal of an asset is really only considered when it breaks 

down, urban media infrastructure requires a more active program of upgrades that not 

only responds to operational requirements but is also cognisant of international changes. 

The introduction of media infrastructure into the city has altered the temporality and 

accelerated demands for novelty and advancement. 

 Upgrades to urban media infrastructure can stretch from small software changes to 

full-scale renewal or replacement of the asset. For example, at the GSPF upgrades might 

relate to upgrading the Java Script on the computer or can extend to acquiring a new 

projector. At Harmony Square, the CGD noted that the modularity of the screen does 

allow for a more incremental approach to maintenance, however this is based on the 

technical obsolescence of the screen as opposed to its cultural obsolescence which is more 
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closely linked to content production and programming. Indeed, the fallacy of the technical 

life of urban media infrastructure was clear in the most recent upgrades to the screen at 

Federation Square. While the screen had not reached the end of its technical life, there 

was an imperative for an ‘upgrade’; a new “state of the art” screen was needed to enhance 

Melbourne’s reputation as the “tourism and major events capital of Victoria” (Victorian 

Government 2017a).  

 Understanding the distinctions between these changes highlights why the dynamics 

of urban media infrastructure is complex. The reflections of one participant at the GSPF 

can help to explain the intersection between the material and conceptual responses to 

urban media infrastructure. The artist reflected that in recent years they had noticed that 

the light or brightness of the Festival had been ‘dulled’: “ I don’t mean this in a negative 

way, but in lighting wise it has become duller. So the large installation in 2014 was really 

bright, and it was like a beacon, and now it’s getting darker and darker” (Artist 2). When I 

followed up with one of the festival organisers they noted that one of the light bulbs in a 

projector had degraded and had been replaced. However, the artist in question also 

associated this ‘dullness’ with a general shift in the direction of the Festival that was 

pursuing a more ‘sombre’, ‘curatorial’ aesthetic: “I know this is going to sound awful, but it 

doesn’t feel as inclusive cause the light also allows you to feel, ‘Come’” (Artist 2). The artist 

is referring to the first year Ortenburg was not formally involved in either directing or 

curating the GSPF. The discussion highlights the relationship between the materiality of 

light in terms of its opacity and brightness, but also the emotive and sensorial relationship 

with light as joyful and warm. For this artist the material experience of the Festival was 

interlinked with his social relationship to the GSPF and its organisational changes. A 

similar dynamic emerges amongst people discussing the similarity between the GSPF and 

Vivid and the contrasting level of ‘spectacle’. One respondent noted that the projections 
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“weren’t as riveting as I would have thought” (Interviewee 3, 16/7/15). Relations between 

material and conceptual impressions infuse most of the descriptions. The changing 

temporality of cities is therefore at once both material in terms of the physical 

infrastructure that requires upgrading due to obsolescence and conceptual in terms of 

audience expectations of its potential.  

 Considering the development of other media provides a useful frame through 

which to examine how to potentially manage the demands of these types of media 

technologies. The most obvious comparison between urban screens and projection is 

cinema, which has experienced several technical shifts. In its infancy cinema was a highly 

experimental technology that wowed audiences with illusions and trickery. However, 

within the first decade of the 20th century, narrative cinema has become the dominant 

format (Hansen 1990, 55). Experimentation with different cinematic technologies, such as 

Cinerama (McQuire et al. 1999, 23) and 3D (Ndalianis 2008, 4; Belton 2012), have been 

regarded as ‘fads’ and few have become part of the standard apparatus associated with the 

film theatre. The configuration of spectator, apparatus and screen within cinema has not 

changed significantly over the past 100 years. The longevity of cinema can be regarded as 

more closely linked to its capacity to tell stories as opposed to the technical sophistication 

of its infrastructure (such as the film theatre and the projector) (Casetti 2015).  

 As I have reflected in this dissertation the programming of urban media 

infrastructure has not yet developed this clarity of form and function. This is particularly 

true in a site like Harmony Square where the intersection of function and modality result 

in a plethora of different uses. By contrast the GSPF has a clearer orientation towards 

artistically based content which limits possible expansions of the technological apparatus. 

Both, however, are still subject to demands from audiences wanting newer, more dynamic 

imagery. In his analysis of melodrama, John Jervis notes that in an era of increasing 
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spectacle and hyperbole the shock of the new rapidly fades, and in attempting to 

continually create new spectacles, we become stuck in a cycle of continued production and 

destruction (2015, 179). Potentially as the apparatus of urban media infrastructure 

stabilises, the novelty of the technology will fade as a clearer product offering emerges, 

perhaps narrative or aesthetic. Ultimately though these issues return to earlier problems 

about the clarity and core principles driving the installation and operation of urban media 

infrastructure.  

6.5.2 Differences between fixed and temporary infrastructure 

 Another issue to be raised around the demands of urban media infrastructure is the 

difference between fixed assets like the screen, or temporary assets, such as projectors. 

From a technical perspective, unfixed projectors are easier to upgrade and manage. The 

diffuse network of projectors and cables at the GSPF are only used for ten days 

throughout the year, though interviewees did note that equipment is loaned to other 

councils and organisations (Board Member 1). This means that upgrades can be made 

over a longer period without impacting upon the actual event. The GSPF has also received 

sponsorship from Epson, which included rental of projectors for the Festival41. This has 

expanded the infrastructure base of the Festival. It should be noted that the GSPF does 

not have to provide technical upkeep for the screens, given these are the façade of 

buildings. On this basis and noting the resourcing constraints that exist for both CGD and 

the GSPF it would seem obvious that temporary urban media infrastructure is a far more 

sensible choice.  

 

41 A similar arrangement existed between Phillips electronics and local governments participating in the Big 

Screens project for London’s 2012 Olympics (Allen 2009, 373). 
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 However, fixed infrastructure like the large screen in Dandenong has a far greater 

ability to exceed the novel and spectacular elements of technology and embed itself more 

firmly in the fabric of our cities. The placement of a large, fixed screen in Harmony Square 

means that media can become part of the routine of the city. Chris Berry and Wenhao Yu 

(2014) describes the ‘integrated spectacle’ of screen-based media that has infiltrated the 

Shanghai public transport system rendering media a routine part of the daily commute. 

While they argue the prevalence of this media is resulting in commuters who turn inwards 

to avoid the continual bombardment of advertising, more public or civically oriented 

media, such as large screens, could offer some respite and allow individuals to remain part 

of the public sphere rather than turning to their mobile screens (2014, 24). McCullough 

argues the potential of urban media infrastructure in cities is in part the opening up of 

previously top-down systems and the provision of ambient information that allows for a 

radically different engagement with the urban environment (McCullough 2013b). The 

contrast between Berry and McCullough’s account of urban media infrastructure is not on 

the basis of the technology itself, but rather who has access to this fixed infrastructure and 

the media literacy of the citizens who use this media. While the large screen in Harmony 

Square currently operates well as a temporary support of events, it is ambiguous in how in 

contributes to the everyday experience of Central Dandenong. Yet the ability for fixed 

infrastructure to exceed the novelty of technology will likely depend upon better 

integrating it into routine urban life. To avoid Debord’s ‘integrated spectacle’ (1988) of 

ubiquitous media requires broader issues of access and education be resolved. This links 

with the core requirements of digital placemaking that I discussed earlier in this chapter.  
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 It is worth reflecting that these issues are being experienced by organisations other 

than CGD. Federation Square was only perceived as a social space after construction42 

was completed and people began using the space. For almost 20 years Federation Square 

has been building capability to manage a social space, and again this is where the model 

adopted by Federation Square and Yagan Square may be applicable. For Dandenong, 

such an approach would seek to commission content that reflects the different cultures and 

identities present in the local municipality. This would provide a better transition between 

more specific information provision or event-based programming. As I will discuss in the 

next section, this approach would require significant uplift in cross-disciplinary 

capabilities to bring together spatial, technological and cultural dimensions.  

 One final issue to be noted around the demands of technology is the likelihood of 

even greater challenges in the future. While the technological augmentation of public 

spaces has created places that are more dynamic, connected and interactive, urban media 

infrastructure is also linked to increased surveillance and security. With such a deluge of 

data, cities are increasingly ‘data driven’ (Kitchin 2016). The introduction of Artificial 

Intelligence (AI) technologies into cities has the ability to fundamentally alter how this 

data is used and analysed. Social scientist Rob Kitchin argues that AI will present ethical 

dilemmas that will challenge our understanding of the city (2016). In a context where 

urban media infrastructure is both being used to enable participation but also to track 

citizens, there is a need for privacy and the ethics of data collection to be at the forefront of 

discussions (Kitchin 2016, 11–12). While this dissertation does not have scope to 

investigate this issue thoroughly, it does note that the potential of AI to manage spaces has 

 

42 See interview with Paul Carter (Papastergiadis et al., forthcoming). 
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implications for public cultures and spaces. These implications are particularly acute 

where there appears to be a significant capability gap in local institutions to manage and 

operate these infrastructure, and the community’s literacy to engage with these platforms. 

In the final section I will further explore these issues of access, capability, literacy and 

governance as being core to the potential of urban media infrastructure to renegotiate 

public spaces.  

6.6 Ownership and control of assets 

The introduction of technology into our cities provides new platforms for citizen 

engagement and is creating demand for improved participatory processes in public 

decisions (Foth 2017). However, these technologies also provide institutions and 

organisations with a far greater ability to manage spaces and dynamically alter traffic flows 

(Cameron 2020). This drive towards control is also strongly influenced by broader 

concerns about security and surveillance (Kitchin 2016). The management and operation 

of urban media infrastructure provides a microcosm through which to explore these 

tensions. Analysis of how different institutions and organisations have grappled with these 

tensions indicates two major issues for resolution; capability and accessibility. Issues of 

capability relate to the demands for new skills to produce content, formation of cross-

disciplinary teams and improved public media literacy. This in turn impacts on 

accessibility. Although most urban media infrastructure is easy to view, there is a lack of 

transparency about how content is produced, commissioned and exhibited. The case 

studies in this dissertation suggest that more open, ‘democratised’ infrastructure is not 

currently viable and there is a need to more clearly address capability and accessibility 

gaps.  
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6.6.1 Capability 

 Urban media infrastructure has high capability requirements. This falls across 

processes of both production of content and operation of the infrastructure itself. At the 

GSPF, there is a growing investment to improve the capability to produce content. The 

initial choice to pursue projection art was driven by Ortenburg and McNamara’s existing 

skill sets; Ortenburg was a documentary filmmaker and McNamara, an artist. 

Interviewees reflected that it has taken several years to get the standard of the GSPF to 

where it is today (Artist 1). However the GSPF’s investment in educational pathways 

including masterclasses and mentoring has provided a steadier stream of higher quality 

work. It should be noted though that the technical skills associated with operation and 

maintenance of the projectors is not as strongly established. Indeed the pool of technical 

specialists is quite small with many participating in other festivals around Victoria and 

Australia (Board Member 1). This is one of the barriers to the GSPF upscaling its 

operations.  

 By contrast, the CGD has limited skill sets across both domains of production and 

operation. As Harmony Square was being constructed the CGD recognised the 

institution’s skill gap and bought in capability from Federation Square. While the Screen 

Coordinator has established a volunteer program to grow community skills to operate the 

screen, it does not appear that there has been any internal capability-building within 

Council to operate the screen. Council Officers reflected that they are reliant upon the 

Screen Coordinator to manage all aspects of screen operation when it is used as part of 

their business unit’s events (Council Officer 1). This includes the production of content. 

Here we can see a distinction between the GSPF’s initiatives which seek to build capacity 

amongst students, community groups and local residents and the CGD where initiatives 

are primarily aimed at the acquisition of content. This can be linked to the hiring practices 
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which have focused on the important need for technical expertise but have not been 

complemented with a similarly rigorous focus on the programming and curation 

capabilities.  

 There is a need for stronger cross-disciplinary approaches to bridge capability gaps 

in content production and infrastructure operations. Operating urban media infrastructure 

requires skills in public space management and placemaking, community development, as 

well as technical skills. This specific skill set is difficult to find in one person, therefore 

cross-disciplinary teams that can bring these different capabilities together formally are 

necessary. GSPF organisers reflected that there are a range of different roles that 

contribute to the Festival including artists, curators, event managers, technicians and 

marketers (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 21). The popularity of the GSPF means they now have 

a sizeable volunteer workforce able to contribute to the event (Ellis and Hillary 2014, 21). 

In 2019, the CPA also undertook a review of the skills needed on the Board to ensure 

future appointments will be targeted at sourcing the capabilities the organisation needs to 

meet the challenges of the future (Centre for Projection Art 2019). By contrast the CGD 

already has many of these skill sets available in the organisation, however, there is 

currently no enduring mechanism to bring this group together. There continues to be a 

strong reliance on the Screen Coordinator. Opportunities exist to establish a Working 

Group for screen coordination across the CGD. However, as Council Officers noted the 

speed and frequency of screen programming is not aligned to the weekly or fortnightly 

schedule of bureaucratic governance structures (Council Officer 3 and 4).  

An alternative example pursued by Federation Square has been to develop the base 

level content that can be screened as part of what I have referred to as the ‘everyday’ 

functionality. As a former employee of Federation Square noted: 
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We wanted to really stand in the cutting-edge of inventing what it means to impose 

a digital content in the public domain, you know, having it at the start of the 

millennium being somewhat at the fore front of big conventional TVs in public 

spaces. We actually wanted to engage in what we felt was the next chapter of that 

journey, which was actually the beginning of the reinvention of the actual form of 

content delivery, as well as the subject matter of that content delivery, which is why 

we got quite substantial dialogue with Bruce [Ramus]. (Papastergiadis et al. 

forthcoming) 

The management and operation of urban media infrastructure is becoming increasingly 

sophisticated. The approach taken by organisations like Federation Square and the CPA 

highlight that traditional approaches to placemaking are insufficient to realise the potential 

of urban media infrastructure. The decision to pursue digital placemaking requires a 

broader range of capabilities including tech procurement, content production and 

programming, as well as more traditional capabilities, like community development and 

public engagement. This needs to be complemented by a governance model that can enable 

these cross-disciplinary teams to form around digital placemaking projects and ensure a 

holistic approach is taken. 

6.6.2 Access 

 One of the most significant criticisms of digital placemaking and urban media 

infrastructure is that the rhetoric around improved public participation obfuscates issues 

of access and equity. This dissertation has acknowledged these issues and proposes that a 

solution forward is the need for owners of urban media infrastructure to invest in building 

the media literacy of their communities.  
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Media literacy is largely cultivated through broader socio-cultural trends. 

Experiences at the GSPF are largely contextualised by other projection events and street 

festivals. Similarly, at Harmony Square, when people are asked what they would like to 

see more of on the screen, it was usually films and sporting events - existing media 

products. In both cases there appears to be no active cultivation of capabilities to receive 

media content. This is not uncommon, as people often assume that knowledge of digital 

media is simply ‘acquired’ (Jenkins 2006, 12). However these assumptions introduce 

complications for the introduction of new content and can also be problematic for 

increasing community access to such infrastructure.  

 To date, urban media infrastructure has largely benefitted from the literacies 

developed through other media traditions. In most cases the approaches documented in 

this dissertation draw from cinematic, televisual and contemporary art traditions. Where 

the CGD is seeking to introduce new interactive gaming platforms, they noted a 

preference for the Nintendo Wii as it is more popular and therefore it is expected more 

people will be more familiar with how to use it. When the CGD has tested more innovative 

approaches, such as the simultaneous Tai Chi linkage with Federation Square, it was felt 

that local participants did not enjoy the event as they were unfamiliar with the technology. 

While there is continued demand to use the large screens to broadcast films and sport, and 

for projection to visually transform the skyline, more innovative applications of these 

technologies will require a shift in patterns of use. Sassen notes that shifting capabilities 

can be the basis for a larger social transformation (2006, 8), and arguably this is what we 

see occurring as the screen shifts from the darkened theatre onto the street. However, 

Sassen also notes that changes in praxes also require shifts in paradigms and ideologies, 

which need some active curation and cultivation (2006, 12). While Sassen’s reflections 

refer to larger historical shifts, in the context of urban media infrastructure I would argue 
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broader global shifts also need to be matched by the application in the local area, attending 

to the specificities of place, people and institutions. In the case of the CGD this may 

include a higher frequency and promotion of scheduled interactive activations and sessions 

that introduce people to the screen as a public asset.  

 Interrelated with these issues of new media forms is cultivating new praxis of 

socially situated audiencing. As Jenkins states, “new media literacies should be seen as 

social skills, as ways of interacting within a broader community, and not simply for 

individualised skill to be used for self-expression” (2006, 20). If we only understand media 

literacy through the prism of existing traditions, there appears to be no need to address 

new social skills. For example, in the cinema there is an awareness of the need to stay quiet 

and not disrupt another person’s viewing. However public viewing of media is louder and 

more disruptive. Seeing and hearing the crowd is part of the experience. At the GSPF part 

of the atmosphere of the opening night is derived from the crowd itself and the energy and 

excitement that is ‘generated’ through the gathering of people on the street. However, 

qualities of trust and respect amongst large groups are not always prevalent. The CGD 

noted the continual risk of people abusing a media platform, for example the rock band 

who chose to swear during a live broadcast (Volunteer). While projection does not offer a 

similar platform for public voice, organiser of the GSPF did note the occasional graffiti on 

some of the works (Board Member 2; Artist 1).  

  Although these are relatively minor acts of civil disobedience, they do suggest a 

continued sense of novelty for collective public viewing and the ambiguous boundaries of 

urban media infrastructure. As Sennett notes a core part of public culture is the 

establishment of social rules about acceptable behaviour between strangers (1977, 48–49). 

This is what guides audiences to be quiet in the Western movie theatre and galleries. 

Viewing praxes in public spaces however are far more ambiguous with shifting dynamics 
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and porous boundaries. The terms of public performativity in regard to urban media 

infrastructure have yet to be fixed as the environment continually shifts (Tomitsch et al. 

2015, 47). While this fluidity offers opportunities for more transformative and innovative 

approaches to engagement, it does encourage some people to test the boundaries of 

acceptable behaviour. This leaves organisations in a paradoxical position as the intention of 

a praxis like socially situated audiencing is intended to support the development of 

informal bonds of trust between strangers, yet these same institutions are also expected to 

police the boundaries of social engagement. Unfortunately, rather than remain open to 

participatory activities, organisations can tend towards more managerial approaches.  

 While owners and operators of urban media infrastructure are open to ambitions 

for more interactive uses of these infrastructure, there is less willingness to allow the 

public to access the back end. At both the CGD and the GSPF there is careful 

management and curation of content. The CGD uses pre-screened channels to ensure 

appropriate and suitable content and all film screenings require a film rating to be 

displayed in Harmony Square. 
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Figure 14: Signage indicating the film's rating, Source: Author 

When social media tickers are used at the bottom of the screen, the content is also 

reviewed and censored as appropriate. One interviewee noted that these tweets or posts 

were rarely offensive, but some contained swearing that had to be removed (Volunteer). 

While the GSPF has a slightly more open process with an EOI to select works that will be 

exhibited, as I noted in the case study there is a tension with traders or artists who choose 
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to exhibit works during the that are not part of the official program. Therefore we can see 

a tension whereby organisations are struggling to maintain content for these sites but are 

also reluctant to expand access.  

 Ultimately current capability levels and access arrangements seem insufficient to 

realise the potential of urban media infrastructure as a fully participatory platform that can 

transform our experience of the urban realm. This tension is symptomatic of broader 

tensions being experienced in the urban realm between increased institutional control and 

citizen participation. Already we can see the cultivation of different models that focus 

urban media infrastructure more firmly around artistic or architectural objectives and thus 

seek to stabilise the form. In turn this provides clarity around access and capability 

requirements. Unfortunately, this also has the potential to limit the application of this 

urban media infrastructure to other less recognised applications, for example ‘citizens 

corners’ or ‘ambient screens’. Exploring potential new models for urban media 

infrastructure does require less rigidity in institutions and increased resourcing. However, 

to return to the argument at the commencement of this chapter, such resourcing will not be 

forthcoming if organisations are unable to articulate the value of this infrastructure.  
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7 Conclusion 

 In this dissertation I have argued that under certain conditions urban media 

infrastructure can contribute to digital placemaking and have a positive impact on public 

spaces by enabling affective, embodied engagement between publics and institutions. 

However, my research has also demonstrated that these conditions do not occur 

automatically or by accident; there are important ‘non-media’ influences that contribute to 

the social experience of urban media infrastructure in public spaces. I have argued that the 

conditions that are conducive to rich uses of urban media infrastructure are the result of 

the interplay of both media and non-media factors, involving the places where the 

infrastructure is situated, the publics who engage with it, and the organisations that own 

and operate these infrastructure.  

 I have provided an account of urban media infrastructure in contemporary public 

spaces that has surveyed a range of theoretical arguments about their development and 

utility and compared this with empirical evidence drawn from two case studies about the 

implementation of large screens and projections in specific public spaces. I have 

highlighted that while the emergence of urban media infrastructure in public spaces is 

relatively new, it can be traced back to older screen-based media traditions, such as cinema 

and television. But I have also sought to understand the new conditions of public 

‘audiencing’ by acknowledging the dynamics of public space and public cultures in 

contemporary cities. I have employed the neologism ‘audiencing’ throughout my 

dissertation to describe the type of situated, embodied and mediated viewing I observed in 

my case studies. It recognises that while mediated public spaces support viewing situations 

which have some affinities with older forms of media viewing, they depart from these older 

situations in very significant ways namely; the fluidity of the viewing environment, the 
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embodied, mobilised spectator and the competing stimuli vying for attention. Older forms 

of media spectating have ‘jumped the tracks’ to support a new type of public audiencing 

(Sassen 2006, 12).  

 Although there have been some studies that have examined the impact of media 

infrastructure in central city areas (Papastergiadis et al. 2013; McQuire et al. 2015), less 

has been written about how these types of infrastructure are being deployed in locations 

outside of central business districts. I have used case studies of suburban locations, in 

Fitzroy and Dandenong in Melbourne, to contribute to the evidence base about why and 

how media infrastructure is being deployed by institutions and community organisations. 

The case study approach has enabled me to provide a more detailed examination of the 

conditions that are contributing to different experiences of media infrastructure in public 

spaces through a combination of policy analysis, interviews with practitioners and 

members of the public, and site observation. These case studies have highlighted that the 

plurality of functions of media infrastructure, such as large screens, means that 

‘audiencing’ experiences vary according to when, how and why the infrastructure is being 

used. Comparison and analysis of these two case studies has provided the basis for 

understanding some of the specific conditions that inhibit or enhance the utility of urban 

media infrastructure in public spaces.  

 My research has adopted an assemblage approach to explore the interplay of these 

conditions between spatial, social and institutional domains. Six key themes emerged from 

my analysis of the case studies of Harmony Square and the Gertrude Street Projection 

Festival (GSPF) that are relevant to organisations, such as local governments, who are 

considering the implementation of urban media infrastructure projects. These include: 
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• The importance of defining the ambition for public participation upfront. This 

provides the framework for decision-making about the design of the media 

infrastructure, the programming approach and the partnerships that are formed.  

• Clarifying policy and implementation objectives early, which is necessary to 

ensure that the infrastructure integrates with spatial identity and routines of the 

location.  

• The need for continued work on evaluation to learn about what works and to 

demonstrate the need for continued operational investment in this infrastructure. 

• Understanding the relation to urbanism and recognising how the local identity of 

the site and its situated infrastructure will be overlaid by global networks. Through 

considered and curated action this local-global interface can deliver significant 

benefits.  

• The challenge for organisation to respond to the pace of technological change. 

This infrastructure introduces new temporal and social-cultural demands to be 

more responsive and adaptive that challenge traditional governance arrangements 

and government processes.  

• The contested relationship between ownership and control of media assets. For 

urban media infrastructure to be successful, institutions need to address the 

traditional ‘siloing’ of business functions to ensure that the appropriate mix of 

technical expertise, community development and place-making skills is available.  

Since I commenced my research in 2014, urban media infrastructure has become 

increasingly commonplace in public spaces in Australia, as well as internationally. Festivals 

like White Night and Vivid in Australia have cemented their spots in the nation’s cultural 

calendar. Moreover, the use of illumination as a symbolic tool in world events to 

demonstrate solidarity, such as the lighting displays of the French national colours on 
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international monuments following the Charlie Hedbo attacks in 2015, demonstrate how 

these technologies are becoming part of a collective urban imaginary. In terms of large 

screens, at least three new ‘second generation’ screens have been installed in Australia, 

since I commenced my research, while the renewal of Federation Square’s façade suggests 

this infrastructure will continue to be a prominent feature of the urban landscape43. This 

context makes it critically important that organisations and institutions, which are 

planning, designing, delivering and operating this infrastructure have a clear set of aims, 

an appropriate strategy and in particular an awareness of the significant ongoing 

resourcing demands. I remain optimistic though that public institutions in Australia can 

adapt to the demands of urban media infrastructure and can employ it to encourage 

inclusive and affective public interactions.  

 Given the significant resourcing requirements, I expect there will continue to be 

debates about the utility of urban media infrastructure and whether investment in this 

infrastructure in justified. However, as I argued in Chapter 6, these arguments are 

problematic without new evaluation frameworks that go beyond simple quantitative 

measures of attendance. The failure to systematically measure the value and diversity of 

experiences afforded by urban media infrastructure limits governments and community 

organisations thinking around how they can more creatively and sustainably deploy this 

infrastructure to achieve public policy objectives.  

 My case studies demonstrate there is a role for large screens and projection as a new 

‘infrastructure’ of the contemporary public sphere. As McQuire argues, “an ongoing task 

 

43 New urban screens are in Yagan Square in Perth, Bunjil Place in Narre Warren, Victoria and the Loop, 

Hobart, Tasmania. 
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in the present is to reimagine processes of inhabitation and relation to others in ways that 

are no longer bounded by the tradition of defining the ‘barbarians’ as pure outsiders” 

(2016, 165). He goes onto say that, “the intersection between geomedia and urban public 

space today offers a strategic site for this political task of reimagining communication, 

being-with-others and practices of inhabitation” (2016, 165). While the GSPF and 

Harmony Square are not sites for explicit political dialogue, they have been developed as 

sites for the coming together of different people in what I have called socially situated 

audiencing. Although these encounters are largely ephemeral and short-term, and 

therefore only support weak bonds, they are nevertheless important to the development of 

the formal, stronger bonds that underpin our public institutions. Indeed, this was a key 

reason for Jacobs’ advocacy for the preservation of street life: “The sum of such casual, 

public contact at a local level …is a feeling for the public identity of people, a web of 

public respect and trust, and a resource in time of personal or neighbourhood need” 

([1961] 1992, 56). Jacobs argued that this type of trust is fundamental to the functioning 

of our public institutions as, “formal public organisations in cities require an informal 

public life underlying them, mediating between them and the privacy of the people of the 

city” ([1961] 1992, 57). Jacobs goes on further to ask, “how does an informal public 

sidewalk life bolster a more formal, organisational public life?” ([1961] 1992, 58). In the 

contemporary city, we could adapt this question to ask, how does socially situated 

audiencing bolster a more formal, organisational public life?  

 My research has demonstrated that audiencing can encourage a sense of community 

and safety within a public space. The GSPF in particular highlights how temporary light 

installations can be used not only to create temporary bonds of collectivity, but also to 

encourage transgressions off the street into previously unattractive or unsafe areas like 

housing estates and darkened laneways. The experience in Dandenong is more uneven but 
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shows how the screen can be used on occasion as a platform to bring people together in an 

act of public viewing. This kind of collective public experience is particularly important for 

a place like Dandenong, which has a very diverse population and suffers from perceptions 

of poor safety in public areas. Urban media infrastructure in both situations encourages 

people to ‘hang out’ in public spaces and develop different perspectives of the environment 

and people around them. The challenge is to translate these temporary public praxes into 

more formal institutional arrangements in order to develop the types of civic trust referred 

to by both McQuire and Jacobs.  

 Further research is needed into how these bonds of civic and social trust form the 

basis for formal institutional bonds. Having reached the end of this dissertation, there are 

several other avenues of enquiry that have been opened up for further research, and these 

avenues are both wide and deep. One of the major issues I have raised in Chapter 6 are the 

shortcomings of existing methodologies to measure the impact of urban media 

infrastructure in public spaces. There is a need for further research into methods that 

might more fully account for these impacts. Developing these kinds of measures would 

assist organisations in understanding how their infrastructure is performing relative to 

other spaces, and also test the impact of different interventions on performance from a 

clear baseline.  

 Another area for further research is to examine how media infrastructure evolves as 

the governance and institutional models mature. I have explored how institutions and 

organisations have grappled with urban media infrastructure while it is still a relatively 

novel phenomenon. My fieldwork was largely undertaken between 2014-2017. However, 

as I noted earlier, new screens and projection events are appearing regularly. This provides 

Australian governments and community organisations with more examples from which to 

learn. It will be interesting to see which governance models and programming formats 
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becomes dominant, if any, and whether practices and operations will be standardised 

across sites.  

 Finally, I have focused in on the importance of place in relation to the design, 

operation and reception of urban media infrastructure. Future research is required in 

relation to other sites within Australia and abroad. In particular, it would be useful to 

improve the understanding of how urban media infrastructure is being deployed in similar 

contexts outside the city centre, such as localised or suburban interventions. While there 

has been some research looking at community uses of urban media infrastructure 

(Tomitsch et al. 2015; Fredericks et al. 2018), these have tended to take a more 

technology-oriented perspective. Further work is needed to understand how the social 

influences and governance arrangements regulating different sites impacts the operation of 

these infrastructure.  

 Ultimately, as McCullough argues, it is about urban media infrastructure that 

encourages people to "tune in" rather than "tune out" (2012) that will indicate whether this 

infrastructure has evolved beyond televisual and cinematic influences towards an aesthetic 

and communicative form in its own right.    
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