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ABSTRACT

Type Trails: Exploring the potential of typography
as a system for storytelling in urban wayfinding design

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 forimmersive 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.

vii
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TERMS

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.



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). Daniéle 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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