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This thesis comprises two components:

1 The written thesis:

This document combines pages of my critical documentation 

or research diary with my written thesis.  

2 The practice-based component:

www.typetrails.com.au

Photography by the author unless otherwise noted.
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acknowledgement of country
I acknowledge the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples of this country and 
their continuing connection to culture, community, land, sea and sky. I pay my respects 
to the Elders past, present and future. I would like to acknowledge the Gadigal 
people as the traditional custodians of the land where I live and work, and of the 
land where this research is situated, in the inner city of Sydney. I acknowledge that 
sovereignty has never been ceded. This research acknowledges the living culture of 
Aboriginal Australians that carries a continued spiritual, cultural, political and physical 
connection to this land today. This always was and always will be Aboriginal land.

acknowledgement of songlines
The songlines of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people connected clans 

from one side of the country to another. The cultural, economic, genetic and 

artistic conduits of the songlines brought goods, art, news, ideas, technology 

and marriage partners to centres of exchange.

The Brewarrina fish traps were one such centre, the Lake Condah eel fishery 

another, Sturt’s grain fields of the Warburton River region another and 

Melbourne’s Botanical Gardens were the point of dispatch for the great 

Dreaming corroborees brought from the Australian Alps by such important 

philosophers as Kuller Kullup. (Pascoe, 2014, pp.129–130) 

In many ways it seems redundant to be researching in the field of wayfinding design 
in a country/continent that has songlines and a history of impeccable individual 
ability in tracking and wayfinding. Songlines are one of the most intricate, highly 
structured and successful systems of navigation and wayfinding–an intricate web 
of storylines as pathways across this country that are sung. 

There are numerous epical stories that travel in storylines, some over long 

distances in the country. One of the longest known continuous songlines 

extends approximately two thousand kilometres from Port Augusta to the Gulf 

of Carpentaria. These sacred texts–their stories and songs containing a great 

depth of knowledge–are honored and preserved through ceremonies and sacred 

practices which recognize that the ancestral beings are alive in the country, 

though they may be sleeping or resting. (Wright, 2021, para. 23)

These storylines linked trade and economic, marriage and spiritual ties (Pascoe, 2014), 
and connected the Law across this vast land (Wright, 2021), lines of knowledge of 
story that were sung and passed down generation to generation, including stories 
that were passed on only to those who were allowed to learn (Wright, 2021). The 
experience of wayfinding in this context is a cultural story that is sung over time 
and distance, is intergenerational, performative and passes down knowledge.

v



vi

To reduce songlines to a system of wayfinding and navigation simplifies what 
songlines are. They are something that I, as a non-Indigenous person, can only just 
begin to understand when listening, reading and watching guidance from Aboriginal 
researchers, designers, artists and authors. In this Acknowledgement to songlines 
I am quoting only Aboriginal authors and designers; they are: author Bruce Pascoe 
(Bunurong), author Alexis Wright (Waanji) and scholar and spatial designer Danièle 
Hromek (Budawang/Yuin).

Songlines link sites to people, landscape and ecosystems, to sky, water and 

languages. They connect Countrys and groups, creating lines of knowing, 

interchange and movement, often across vast distances. (Hromek, 2019, p.81)

As I am a non-Indigenous researcher, songlines are not my story to tell or my area 
to research and I prefer to learn and contribute to the area of cultural storytelling 
in wayfinding post-PhD collaboratively and under the guidance of Indigenous-led 
research projects. I would therefore like to acknowledge that any form of wayfinding 
I am experimenting with here will not come close to the intricate, cultural, spiritual 
and political connection songlines have to this place, Australia, that has never 
ceded sovereignty and I would also like to acknowledge that songlines show us that 
wayfinding can be intricately connected to story. 
As I am a non-Indigenous person, this research is also acknowledging that we are 
all always “On Country”, and with this research I am on Gadigal Country, here in the 
concrete and tar-sealed centre of the central business district (CBD), in the heart of 
the city of Sydney.
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This research proposes that a storytelling approach to urban wayfinding design 
opens up an opportunity to critically examine existing wayfinding design systems 
based on ecological, cultural and historical information and inform the wayfinding 
experience in a city. Urban wayfinding design plays an integral role in making cities 
legible, connected, accessible and functional. Navigational technologies and digital 
wayfinding have produced new methods to navigate and experience cities that 
impact new wayfinding systems design.

Digital technologies extend opportunities for immersive and experiential approaches 
to narrative strategies of wayfinding design. This research poses the questions: 
 1  how might a storytelling approach to urban wayfinding design be a 

critical probe? 
 2  how might we design local wayfinding systems for cities that provide 

a deeper and richer orientation to place?

The research initiates a critical enquiry into existing wayfinding design mechanisms 
within the city centre of Sydney. It classifies the global, local and historical influences 
on Sydney’s wayfinding systems and catalogues areas where a “local” identity could 
be developed from typographic and other perspectives.

Identifying the disjunct between articulating the ecological history of the area 
and contemporary digital wayfinding and physical signage led to the development 
of a prototype titled Type Trails, which forms the practice component of this PhD. 
Type Trails is a locative, immersive, digital, wayfinding experience that prompts users 
to consider the ecological and cultural history of inner-city Sydney and its influence 
on how we find our way. As a discursive object, it contributes to the possibilities of 
geospatial explorations using typography as a system for storytelling within digital 
mapping and it works in a non-linear format with different literary sources that 
converge, wayfind and drift through multiple layered stories that connect 
with physical signage in place.

abstract
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Digital Wayfinding
The act of finding your way and orientating oneself with the use of digital wayfinding technologies. 

Digital wayfinding in the urban environment encompasses a whole range of possibilities including: 

digital mapping systems (GIS) and GPS navigation in combination with location aware devices; 

applications or websites that are activated through QR codes; notifications on location-aware devices 

triggered by beacons or NFC/RFID tags in the environment; digital mobile storytelling experiences; 

and digital signage that is connected to personalised systems or other online social network 

connectivity. AR (augmented reality) can be built into most of these experiences.

Legible Sydney
Legible Sydney is a pedestrian wayfinding system in the city of Sydney which has been steadily rolled 

out across the suburbs that the City of Sydney Council govern. The wayfinding system was designed 

by Minale Tattersfield in partnership with the City of Sydney Council and is based on a larger global 

series of Legible wayfinding schemes, namely Legible London.

Mapbox
Mapbox is a mapping platform for location based services.

Navigation
'Some researchers differentiate navigation from wayfinding as the process of traveling along a pre-

determined route such as established roads, routes, waterways or pathways.' (Golledge and Garling 

cited in Melzer & Madison, 2020). Ingold also describes the role of navigation as a “cognitive task” 

in which one follows a set of instructions to reach a set location that has geographical co-ordinates 

(Ingold, 2000, p. 236).

Typography
Historically, typography was a term specifically used to describe type design and typographic 

principles that derived from a mechanical process or had an element of a mechanical system at its 

base. According to Ellen Lupton, who as an academic researcher and educator has written extensively 

on the field of typography, “Typography is what language looks like” (Lupton, 2010). The role of the 

typographer emerged in the early 20th century, when independent designers started taking control  

of publication design and publishing from master printers (Kinross, 2004, p. 68). At its core, typography 

is infinite variations of an alphabet, a way of visualising language and an investigation into verbal and 

visual relationships; it is visible language. 

terms

viii



Wayfinding
Wayfinding is a performative act of finding your way and orientating oneself in an environment. Lynch 

defines wayfinding as “the consistent use and organisation of definite sensory cues from the external 

environment” (Lynch, 1960, p. 3). Taking this further, Ingold describes wayfinding as a performative act 

over time and place in which wayfinders gain their knowledge of place or pathways “as they go” and 

that “people’s knowledge of the environment undergoes continuous formation in the very course of 

their moving about in it” (Ingold, 2000, p. 230).

Wayshowing
Passini argues that the area of wayfinding in which visual communication design can play a 

significant role is “the execution of plans and the transformation of decisions into behavioral actions.” 

(1981, p. 17). Mollerup coined the product of this practice as “wayshowing”, “the professional activity of 

planning and implementing orientation systems in buildings and outdoor areas” that “precedes and 

enables wayfinding” (2013, p. 6). Wayshowing is made up not only from wayfinding design or urban 

design but by architectural, urban and natural devices in the environment (Mollerup, 2005).

Wayfinding as storytelling
Ingold positions the role of wayfinding as more akin to storytelling, because “places do not have 

locations but histories” (2000, p. 219) and comes to this position through his research into many 

Indigenous forms of wayfinding and through the influence of an ecological approach to the 

perception of the environment by James Gibson (1979).  Danièle Hromek, explains how from an 

Aboriginal perspective, storytelling, mapping and walking Country are deeply entwined: 

Mapping Country through walking creates a map of the lived experience of

places, in a way, a true knowledge of place. Mapping lived experience enables a

knowing of places through the senses, which interact with our emotions; it is an

embodied learning of the relational narratives of that place through space and

time. Navigating using Country as a means for movement embeds encountered

stories into made objects. The route “drawn” into the landscape links, and at

times follows, the narratives of places; this is meaningful movement that not

only retells stories but writes them anew. (Hromek, 2019, pp. 196–7)

.
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