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			Preface

			In Search of the North-West Passage

		

		
			The journeys and meanderings mapped out in these pages have sprung from a number of different wellsprings. As I prepare to embark on another excursion, it occurs to me that one of these starting points has been a desire to get lost. A journey out of knowledge, to paraphrase the poet John Clare, might be one way of looking at it. Another is to embark on a quest for landscapes that refuse to fit neatly into a frame, that bleed and flow with intentionality born of an urge to unmake the boundaries that hold things in place. Projection – whether in the cartographic or psychoanalytic senses of the word – always casts something of a relief map of the Self. To acknowledge the same is to step into a space that shimmers and buckles underfoot, terrain that fashions a tentative, provisional and less coordinated sense of being-in-the-world. A map is only ever as good as the mappings it sets in train. This book is a compendium of certain such mappings; the ‘map’, for its part, is a device to be squinted at when absolutely necessary but otherwise best left crumpled in the back pocket, the better to assist in the task of getting lost.

			Skirting and progressively drifting into a field that some have begun to label ‘spatial humanities’ – but which, for reasons that I will expound further below, I am preferring to designate spatial anthropology – my modus operandi (as a spatial humanist, spatial anthropologist, whatever) has been to confound an idea and practice of space that renders transparent its inherent inscrutability, or presumes to. If anything, opacity (of reason, knowledge, vision, instrumentality) may be taken as a quality that conveys certain merit insofar as it goes against the grain of what Henri Lefebvre dubbed ‘the illusion of transparency’ (1991: 27), the epistemological fallacy that defines space as something that ‘contains’ or that serves merely as a platform upon which social life, under the irradiating glare of rational perception, is transacted and rehearsed. To stumble, with disoriented but purposeful vision, into a nonsensical world where ‘I’ am no more solid than the earth upon which I tread is to go some way towards buttressing a performative and embodied ontology of everyday spatiality. The idea of spatial anthropology that is explored in this book is, therefore, one that goes hand in hand with an experiential liminality that places selfhood, intersubjectivity and affectivity at the core of how we approach and think about the cultural production and consumption of space.

			Moreover, in the spirit of dialectical enquiry, the intention of getting lost – of attaining a state of productive spatial disorientation – needs also to be recognised for what it really is: the intention to orientate anew. To secure, once more, a navigable passage after time spent ‘all at sea’ is to reclaim or regain a semblance of structure from what anthropologist Victor Turner (1969) refers to as ‘anti-structure’: a liminal, flux-ridden state of betwixt-and-betweenness. To look upon everyday landscapes in terms of liminality and transitional phenomena is not to imbue them with fixed affordances or properties but rather to make explicit the phenomenological intensity of the spatially immersive world that informs who and what we are as embodied subjects, both adrift and tethered in equal measure. Getting lost in order to find oneself once more may have an air of cliché about it, but in the context of what has become, in the academy at least, an increasingly audit-driven and instrumental culture of intellectual enquiry it is no less instructive. In her book Little Madnesses, Annette Kuhn quotes the psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott as saying, ‘[i]f I knew what I was doing it wouldn’t be research’ (2013a: 2). A front-loaded research strategy that knows where it is going before it gets there, or which valorises ‘impacts’ over fine-grained detail that builds and grows until such time as any given impact reveals itself as ‘impactful’, is one that is hard to reconcile with an approach which embraces an ambulant spirit of uncertainty, confusion, speculation, curiosity, serendipity, happenstance or simply disorientation.

			With these preliminary thoughts in mind, what I wish to explore by way of some brief introductory remarks is the mechanics of orientation and disorientation as refracted through the ruminative prism of the ‘north-west passage’. For current purposes, this concept serves as a metaphor that allows a number of key positionings that speak to the wider aims and scope of this book to be set out. These coalesce loosely around three categorical headings that are worked through below: geography, psychogeography, and (inter)disciplinarity.

			Taking the first of these, the idea of a north-west passage is geographically significant in that the empirical work from which individual chapters are drawn is, with only minor deviation, specific to the North West region of the United Kingdom. Research conducted in the negative spaces of the M53 Mid-Wirral Motorway or the north Liverpool streetscapes of Bootle and Walton sit alongside studies that take in the full canvas of the Merseyside metropolitan area as well as the sprawling estuarine spaces of the rivers Mersey and Dee (the latter occupying the border region between England and North Wales). The idea that the everyday geography of the North West might provide the basis for some sort of ‘passage’ alludes to the capacity of its landscapes to give up something of themselves that transcends the mundane or prosaic characterisations routinely conferred on them. Figuratively, this may constitute a process of ‘going beyond’ in the sense of securing a transformative passage to qualitatively new spaces of affectivity and dwelling. The ‘questing’ element here is not tied to any intrinsic locative properties of the spaces in question (although it certainly can be); it is more a recognition of the autoethnographic and psychogeographic dispositions that bring about the alignment of circumstances whereby space and time are skewed such as to throw up a very particular (although by no means transparent) sense of place. The transitional ‘passages’ that journeys around the North West are designed to open up are, then, invocations of place: soundings and ghostings that cannot be neatly disentangled from the performative practices that have conjured them into presence.

			The journeys and excursions that are being sifted and picked over in this book have come about as a result of a myriad of reasons, some practical, some recreational, some intellectually purposeful, some entirely coincidental, some emotionally purgative, others despairing, joyful, inspirational, unexceptional, quizzical, rational, irrational, procedural – in short, a whole host of excuses that collectively dispel any suggestion of an overly instrumental purpose underpinning these various meanderings. However, that said, there are two important ‘hubs’ that need mentioning: Home, which is situated in the county of Flintshire, just across the national border in North East Wales; and Work, which, since 2006, has been based in what is now the School of the Arts at the University of Liverpool. The focus of much of my research activities at Liverpool has been locally and regionally specific chiefly on account of two back-to-back projects I worked on in the late 2000s: City in Film: Liverpool’s Urban Landscape and the Moving Image (2006–2008) and Mapping the City in Film: A Geo-historical Analysis (2008–2010). Having arrived fresh-faced to Merseyside (from London and the South East) when embarking on the first of these projects, my induction into the geography and landscape of the region was in no small way expedited by the research I was closely engaged with at the time. A subsequent project, Popular Music Heritage, Cultural Memory and Cultural Identity (2010–2013), while not peculiar to Liverpool, was nevertheless in part concerned with questions of place, landscape and memory that involved fieldwork and site-specific activity that took me across Merseyside, the North West region, and beyond. My north-west passage has, in the first instance therefore, been firmly rooted (and routed) in the North West region of the UK.

			My second application of the north-west passage metaphor, already partly intimated in the first, concerns itself with more psychogeographical matters. The rich melee of ideas that cluster around this term will be elaborated far more expansively and probingly throughout the subsequent chapters. But for now it is sufficient to shuffle our way obliquely towards what is often a necessarily subjective, haphazard and abrasive approach to the anthropology of space and place. What better way to do this than via the opium-addled reflections of the Romantic writer, Thomas De Quincey?

			[S]ometimes, in my attempts to steer homewards, upon nautical principles, by fixing my eye on the pole-star, and seeking ambitiously for a north-west passage, instead of circumnavigating all the capes and head-lands I had doubled in my outward voyage, I came suddenly upon such knotty problems of alleys, alleys without soundings, such enigmatical entries, and such sphynx’s riddles of streets without obvious outlets or thoroughfares, as must baffle the audacity of porters, and confound the intellects of hackney coachmen. I could almost have believed, at times, that I must be the first discoverer of some of these terrae incognitae, and doubted whether they had yet been laid down in the modern charts of London. (1994: 152)

			The literary effect of De Quincey’s use of ‘north-west passage’ – a well-known nautical reference linked to the fabled search for a navigable sea route connecting the North Atlantic and Pacific oceans – is to re-envision the opium addict’s labyrinthine progress through the knotted streets of London in the form of a sea voyage; the urban landscape akin to a psychogeographic ocean, ‘pushing and pulling the sensitive soul along its eddies and currents’ (Sadler 1998: 88; see also Ingold 2017). Looked upon in this way, the phrase ‘alleys without soundings’ appears particularly suggestive, as if to convey the notion that these otherwise unremarkable urban topographies lay uncharted, their passage potentially hazardous. For the anxious wayfarer, the experiential uncertainty that comes with the territory – these terrae incognitae in the heart of a bustling metropolis – transforms not only the way the spaces are imagined but also how they are practised. Crucially, De Quincey does not so much discover these terrae incognitae as invoke them. For this reason, were we to dismiss his drug-induced ravings as merely the product of solipsistic reverie we would be overlooking the socially and culturally infusive impact of the writer’s vision. In other words, the ways and extent to which it feeds productively and persuasively into a broader urban cultural imaginary (for example: Debord n.d.). De Quincey’s north-west passage is as much ours as it was his if we want and allow it to be. Accordingly, for the writer Iain Sinclair, the north-west passage works as both ‘a metaphor and a practical solution’ (2011: 203), and it is this spirit of applied psychogeography – a methodological response to an urban spatial hermeneutics that dispenses with notions of transparency and rationalism – that has shaped and infused the discussion herein.

			In my third and final reworking of the north-west passage metaphor, I preface these discussions in terms of their peripatetic movement through variant disciplinary dispositions. The idea, now well-entrenched, of a ‘spatial turn’ wending its way across the humanities and social sciences has brought with it the testing task of imagining some kind of (inter)disciplinary contact zone within which ‘space’ and ‘spatiality’ are afforded common intellectual currency. Putting aside the question of whether such a task is even possible (or, indeed, desirable), when we attempt to stake out a field as nebulous as ‘spatial humanities’, we are quickly confronted with a pressing epistemological conundrum. What does it mean to ‘know’, to generate reservoirs of knowledge as to how space and place are variously thought about, experienced, represented, inhabited, contested, imagined, constructed, practised, performed, produced, consumed, projected or simply felt – the fundamental affective underpinnings that render space and place as intrinsically human phenomena and thus connotative of an expressly anthropological disposition? And, by corollary, does spatial anthropology then step up as the cognate ‘science’ best equipped to make sense of such a disposition?

			The very ascription of the label ‘science’ here immediately poses the question ‘whither the spatial humanities?’, as if the so-called ‘two cultures’ of C. P. Snow (1998) had any credible purchase when it comes to thinking about spatiality from an anthropological and more holistically oriented vantage point. But, this notwithstanding, the disciplinary baggage brought to the table clearly has bearing on any given iteration of space and place in studies that adopt a broadly sociocultural approach. Not quite a case of ‘film scholars are from Mars, GIScientists are from Venus’ as Julia Hallam and I sketched out in our overview of emerging scholarship on spatiality and film (Roberts and Hallam 2014: 10). But, as we went on to argue, it is important ‘to highlight [those] areas where conceptual language can sometimes hit the buffers of interpretative meaning’, and to be critically observant of the inter- and multidisciplinary contact zones that define a spatial humanities field of practice where ‘there are [often] multiple and overlapping meanings being traded’ (10). Part of what the project of spatial anthropology (not humanities) is proposing to address, therefore, are the challenges posed by the nomadic and fugitive nature of a mode of critical spatial practice that does not sit squarely within any one disciplinary or discursive encampment, but is manifested in and through the restlessness of the wayfarer: the production of knowledge on the go (Ingold 2000: 229).

			To these ends, our third north-west passage stems from the philosopher Michel Serres’s usage of the metaphor in his description of the indeterminate spaces ‘in between’ the humanities and sciences:

			Have you noticed the popularity among scientists of the word interface – which supposes that the junction between two sciences or two concepts is perfectly under control, or seamless, and poses no problems? On the contrary, I believe that these spaces between are more complicated than one thinks. This is why I have compared them to the Northwest Passage . . . with shores, islands, and fractal ice floes. Between the hard sciences and the so-called human sciences the passage resembles a jagged shore, sprinkled with ice, and variable. (1995: 70, emphasis in original)

			For Serres, as Kathryn Yusoff remarks, the aim of navigating these passages (or at least recognising that such terrain is there to be navigated at all) is ‘to reinsert the subjective domain into scientific discourse and to challenge the abandonment of the humanities’ (2011: 300, emphasis added). In the neoliberal academy where the humanities are all-too-often straitjacketed and under assault from many fronts, these sentiments certainly seem resonant. In its own small way, spatial anthropology, viewed from this perspective at least, works as a means by which the soundings of these in-between spaces may be taken, not with the intent of territorialising – or disciplining – them but rather to permit them space to breathe more freely, to sing, to conduct, to listen, to intuit – to expand and contract in their responsiveness to those passing through.
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			Chapter 1

			Spatial Anthropology

			An Introduction

			Space, vast space, is the friend of being.

			– Gaston Bachelard, 1969

			‘Spatial anthropology’, according to the architectural historian Jinnai Hidenobu, is an ‘odd-sounding phrase’ (1995: xi). Writing in the early 1990s, and pitching his ideas to a readership comprised, in the main, of architects and urbanists, Hidenobu’s caution with regard to his coinage of the phrase is perhaps understandable. After all, were it part of the standard lexicon of his urban-architectural cohort, a method that consisted of ‘placing oneself within the urban space of contemporary Tokyo, replete with the meanings and memories that are the accumulation of human activities’ would be taken as read. Indeed, Hidenobu’s desire to ‘grasp Tokyo from a new perspective’(xi, emphasis added) alludes both to a recognition of the apparent novelty of the approach he was bringing to the study of the city and to the very tactile and ‘hands-on’ nature of what was, crucially, an embodied mode of urban spatial enquiry. For Hidenobu, the placing of the researcher, bodily and materially, within the urban landscape was a sufficient enough factor to lend an important anthropological dimension to the proceedings. And in this, of course, he was right. But at the same time, the fact that he felt this needed saying at all does raise the question as to why an ‘anthropological’ perspective to the study of the historic urban environment did – or does – seem novel in the first place.

			If we were to pursue such a question, it is not the dearth of anthropologically oriented insights or methods that we would find ourselves running up against but the lack of a sufficiently capacious field of practice whereby such insights or methods are permitted to roam unencumbered by disciplinary boundaries. Taking this at face value, does that, one might ask, make spatial anthropology, by comparison, a ‘free-range’ rather than ‘battery’ mode of interdisciplinary scholarship? A corrective response to a perceived sense of enclosure? However suggestive a ‘cage-like’ production of urban spatial knowledge might seem in the context of the progressively marketised and bureaucratic higher education system, it is perhaps more accurate to speak of a relative porosity of thinking and practice that is not always in sync with the structures and disciplinary frameworks through which these thoughts and practices are having to be channelled. It is this mismatch between dispositional practice and disciplinary branding that makes a phrase such as ‘spatial anthropology’ potentially sound odd in some quarters. It is not that scholars are not already engaged in something to which the label ‘spatial anthropology’ might productively (if not of necessity) be attached. But rather that they are.

			Spatial = Anthropology

			For introductory purposes, we could, then, after the fashion of Hidenobu, offer a rudimentary definition of spatial anthropology as the placing of oneself, critically and reflexively, within the space of contemporary landscapes (urban or otherwise), replete with the meanings and memories that are the accumulation of human activities. Importantly, such a definition, however broad-brushed by way of initial exposition, does not presuppose a discursive affiliation to (or dialogic relationship with) anthropology or the anthropologist in a strict disciplinary sense. Spatial anthropology, in other words, is not merely analogous to something we might alternatively choose to label ‘the anthropology of space’. Insofar as the brief of the latter ranges across broadly epistemological terrain, the former speaks to orientations that are more explicitly performative in their intent and scope. As with Hidenobu’s desire to grasp the city in which he was at the same time placing himself, it is the doingness that is key here; the spatial intentionality of a practice that propels self and body into what Merleau-Ponty (1968: 248) evocatively describes as ‘the flesh of the world’.

			The doingness of space. This, I concede, requires considerably more unpacking before we can begin to get a firmer sense of what it is that binds together the ideas and interventions that are explored throughout these chapters. Likewise: the intentionality of space. If pressing the self and body into the everyday flesh of the world is what we are concerning ourselves with, then what is it that distinguishes this – as a method, practice, or critical orientation – from what is routinely rehearsed as part of social lives that are lived and practised spatially? This is a question that in part cuts across some of the formative methodological modalities at play in Spatial Anthropology, not least those that fall under the banner of ‘autoethnography’. In many ways the ‘spaces’ explored herein are distinctly unremarkable: humdrum, prosaic, impressionistically fleeting, vapourous, perhaps even spectral. There is nothing that marks them out for special attention other than that to which they owe their form. And what it is that confers on them form is not something that is easily represented, delineated or ‘mapped’. But then that is the point. A tacit recognition that what we understand as ‘spatial’, by definition, cannot (or should not) be easily disentangled from what we understand as ‘anthropological’. The mundanity of everyday spaces – their ‘ordinary’ affectivity (Stewart 2007) – is what makes them so compelling, but no less elusive for that. How else to get to grips with our spatial worlds than to plunge headlong into them? After all, the flesh of the world is only as ‘fleshy’ as the bodies immersed in it.

			As a phrase, therefore, ‘spatial anthropology’, whether odd-sounding or not, performs better if not seen as rigidly shackled to a formalised disciplinary framework or as an activity that comes with an attendant suite of methodological practices (which are then prescriptively observed by a spatial anthropologist). What it less rigidly points to is a dispositional orientation towards an idea and practice of space that recognises, by default, its pliable, shape-shifting and pluridimensional form. Spatiality as a condition and affect. Spatiality as a humanism, to misquote Sartre. Spatiality as a posthumanism, even, when considered in response to a digital phenomenology and ‘new materialist’ ontology (Coole and Frost 2010) where the self is increasingly seen as ‘plugged in’ to mediascapes and technoscapes that are themselves inhabited (and inhabitable) ‘worlds’. Spatiality as a material and immaterial facet of our everyday being-in-the-world.

			Outside of my own appropriation of the phrase in recent years (as an approximation of a descriptor that seems to have gradually stuck), to date the only concerted attempt to work it into something that more or less coheres is that sketched out in Hidenobu’s book on Tokyo. This was the first time I chanced upon the phrase (as an anthropology undergraduate in the mid-to-late 1990s) and while Hidenobu does not do much in the way of wider theoretical or methodological exposition, what his book does do is set up some useful jumping-off points that allow us to initiate a process by which we can think through more carefully the relationship between questions of space and spatiality and those that stem from a more anthropological disposition.

			A core part of Hidenobu’s project is a search for what could best be described as the city-within-the-city. Strip away the architectural and geographical detail that gives the book its substance (Tokyo) and what we are left with is a performative response to a city perceived to be holding back in some way, an urban landscape that has lost some of its affective and symbolic layers of meaning beneath the carapace of modernity. The intentionality of urban spatial practice that we glean from the book is a desire to see beyond the surface form of the modern city and to gain some insight into the anthropological structures that have marked key points (spaces) and moments (temporalities) in the city’s becoming. The city-in-the-city which so engages Hidenobu is Edo-Tokyo, Edo being the former name of modern-day Tokyo before the Meiji Restoration and the collapse of the Tokugawa government in 1868. A key objective was therefore to try to re-glimpse contemporary Tokyo through the cartographic gauze of nineteenth-century Edo:

			Suppose we pick up a city map from the Edo period and set out on a walk in today’s Tokyo. Late Tokugawa drawings depicting each of the city’s districts provide a perfect view of the structure of Edo. On a modern map, crammed with all manner of information, this structure completely escapes our attention. But on the older one, the framework of the city of Tokyo emerges vividly from underneath the jumbled surface created by the buildings and elevated highways of the modern city. It is an uncanny experience to walk along streets with the fresh perspective that such maps provide. (Hidenobu 1995: 8)

			From an urban cultural studies or urban anthropological perspective, what is particularly striking about Tokyo: A Spatial Anthropology is its almost hermetic insulation from a wider academic discourse on spatiality and urbanism. While this is unquestionably a serious weakness in terms of the book’s capacity to meaningfully engage a further-flung audience grappling with themes and concerns it touches on, at the same time, stripped down and unburdened by cumbersome theoretical baggage, it is able to offer an instructive lens through which to observe a praxis at play. It is not so much what Hidenobu is ‘mapping’ that is of note (although for those with a specific interest in Tokyo’s urban landscape it has much to offer). What is revealing about the book is what it tells us about Hidenobu’s intuitional approach to his object of study and a habitus of place and space (Hillier and Rooksby 2005) that is brought critically into play. In short, what the book gives us a sense of – however pared down this might be conceptually – is spatial anthropology as a practical orientation towards the lived and representational spaces of cities.

			For a start, Hidenobu makes much of the idea of ‘reading’ the city. Nothing too remarkable about this of course when considered alongside an already well-established literature on urban semiotics and the city-as-text (cf Barthes 1997; Lynch 1960, Certeau 1984, for example). But interesting nonetheless in what it reveals of the way the author goes about the task of making the landscapes of Tokyo legible – a functional prerequisite of the urban semiotician. ‘Reading the city’, Hidenobu remarks, entails ‘walking the streets and experiencing firsthand the topography and the historical development of land-use patterns’ (1995: 10). Teasing out and identifying ‘an established grammar’ (10) is a process of seeking consonance between the cartographic spaces of Edo and the topography experienced ‘firsthand’ in the simple act of walking. This spatially intertextual mode of urban grammatology consists of not so much a translation (ie movement from one ‘text’ to the legibility of another) as a performance. The Edo maps
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