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A mobile-based audio walk consists of a series of sound files designed to be listened to through 
headphones at specific points, or through walking specific sections, along a predefined route 
(Bradley, 2012). Like a museum audio guide, such walks can be understood as an early-emerging, 
low-tech form of augmented reality: they provide a mediatized layer of information that needn’t be 
physically installed, but which can only be experienced as intended when the experiencer is both 
present in a place and initiates a playback. In contrast to a museum audio guide, however, 
mobile-based audio walks are conventionally experienced outdoors, and often forego the voice of an 
authoritative curator or voice actor in favor of the real voices -- usually collected, edited and 
sequenced by a documentarian or oral historian -- of the people with lived connections to the place.

Mobile-based audio experiences often span more traditional documentary or public history aims with 
more experimental approaches, and the art world has produced some of the best-known mobile audio 
walks. Though her works typically merge fact and fiction, artist Janet Cardiff is regarded as a leading 
figure in the medium, and has summarized the aims of her work as “time travel,” and as “a step away 
from reality - consensus reality - in the interests of seeing it better” (Wray, 2012). More traditionally 
documentary walks seek to raise awareness of hidden histories or underappreciated cultural 
significances of places. Walks are produced for varied reasons: they may invite visitors to learn more 
about a neighborhood they might otherwise overlook, be framed as resistance against displacement, 
or posit themselves as memorialization after a displacement has already occurred (Termite TV, 2014)

While a mobile audio walk could be user-triggered (e.g. with a cassette or mp3 player, as Cardiff’s 
early works were), geolocative audio walks are a relatively new evolution, relying on smartphones’ 
GPS capabilities and mobile data streaming. Platforms like Detour (a startup recently acquired by 
Bose) and Echoes.xyz (the open-source platform we use) allow project creators to define regions or 
path segments on a map, and assign a sound file to each one. When a user accesses the walk 
through an app, their smartphone begins to monitor its GPS position, and once the device crosses a 
“geofence” into a map region with an audio clip assigned, it automatically starts playing. This makes 
possible a seamless, “eyes-up” experience, eliminating any need for the user to interact with their 
device screen, which we believe facilitates a deeper listening, characterized by greater immersion 
and engagement.

Histories of human habitation without obvious visual trace are easily overlooked or forgotten, and 
audio walks are one tactic for fighting this forgetting, a way of rendering audible life histories now 
invisible, or simply past. But while streets, buildings and neighborhoods testify to the existence of past 
humans, it may be obscure to visitors that “natural”-looking landscapes might have any human 
histories at all. Our two projects address this gap by surfacing the many and varied ways that human 
labor, habitation, and use can shape landscapes that appear, on their surface, to be “natural.”

Rural or wooded spaces also present logistical challenges to the structure of an audio guide, which 
would conventionally begin on one street corner and chart a linear path alongs the sidewalk -- a 
linearity that invites or demands a linear formal construction for the audio walk. Because the content 
of a geolocative walk can be experienced in any order, we avoid this formal construction and create a 
non-linear experience through which listeners are encouraged to wander, wondering what voice they 
will encounter next. Invoking this non-didactic, exploratory feeling of wandering/wondering  is our aim. 
We also are intent upon mixing together forms of knowledge that rarely share space; their shared 
fabric is the site itself. Thus, our projects intermix remembrance, musing, expert knowledge, 
instructional experiences, and experimental sound design. 

Both audio walks described here are collaborations between Skidmore College faculty and students. 
Both create immersive and intimate sonic experiences that convey how “natural” landscapes have 
been shaped by human labor, use, care, and habitation, over multiple scales of time. 
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In 2016, we began work on an audio walk for Skidmore College’s campus forest. We began by interviewing over 
a dozen individuals about their varied connections to the North Woods, a site which was an Indigenous 
migration route, a landscaped private estate and then a WWI-era logging clear-cut, before its current uses: as a 
living laboratory for Skidmore’s scientists and a place for recreation and rejuvenation for students and 
community members. Our goal was to create a representation of the site’s disparate cultural and natural 
histories, as well as its diverse current uses. Interviewees included science professors, campus sustainability 
staff, and outdoorsy students, as well as community members who walk the woods as naturalists, history tour 
guides, and holistic healers. 
Interviews all took place in the woods, and were conducted while walking. This way, interviewees could guide us 
to the places significant to them, and discuss them in situ. All interviews have been transcribed and several 
short audio pieces have been produced (several by students, as part of an advanced audio course in Fall 2016), 
Sequencing these into a coherent quasi-narrative experience remains a work-in-progress.

 

Skidmore Northwoods audio walkMobile-based & geolocative audio walks
Listening Through the Land is a geolocative audio documentary project based in oral history 
interviews. It was produced in 2016 through a partnership with the Park McCullough Historic House 
in North Bennington, VT, a Victorian house on a site known since the late 1700s as the Hall Farm. 
The Historic House’s interpretive strategy tends to focus on the home’s design and furnishing, as 
well as the wealth and biographical stories of the family that built and inhabited it. 

In this project, we seek to shift the conversation towards a wider social and environmental history, 
with emphasis on the labor and agricultural uses of the surrounding property, which was a working 
farm for over two centuries. We recorded audio interviews with the people who worked on the land 
(maple sugaring, gardening, raising livestock, environmental education, etc) as well as individuals 
intimately connected to the site’s familial, archival, material, and built histories, who provided context 
for the site’s continuities and transformations.

The project may be experienced for free, in situ or not, through the Echoes.xyz app.

Listening Through the Land

For further information, please contact: Prof. Adam Tinkle (atinkle@skidmore.edu ) or 
Emily Rizzo (erizzo@skidmore.edu).

Supported by the Vermont Humanities Council, the John G. McCullough Free Library, 
Skidmore College’s Student Opportunity Funds, Student-Faculty Summer Collaborative 
Research, and John B. Moore Documentary Studies Collaborative.

“Just knowing what type of rock this 
is, our students can uncover a lot 

about the history of this area. These 
kinds of rocks, dolomites, really only 

form in warm tropical oceans. So 
when we're out here with students 
we have to think about, how do we 

get rocks here that formed in a 
warm tropical ocean?” - geologist 

Kim Marsella, PhD.

“I guess you could say that 
I probably know the name 
of everything that grows in 

the woods.” - naturalist 
Jackie Donnelly

“You have to feel the air, 
you have to feel the 
presence of trees.” 

- poet/ mindfulness teacher 
Suzanne Rancourt 

Oral histories of rural/natural landscapes

The blue line represents 
the envisioned project 

output: a path a listener 
would follow through 

the woods which would 
allow them to encounter 

the voices of the 
project’s interviewees 

along the way, and 
thereby synthesizing 
and digesting the 20+ 

hours of interview audio 
into an experience 
meant for listening 

during a single walk.

Walk a trail through the woods 
that was cut by Angus 

McCullough’s 19th century 
ancestor: “All of these stories 

have multiple versions, 
depending on who’s telling it 
and how many times they’ve 

told it. He had blinding 
headaches and had a nervous 

breakdown. That’s why he 
developed the Mile Around 

Woods.”

Enter the grape arbor to hear the 
voice of  Maurice Kahn, who 

renovated this structure: “I read that 
you can resuscitate grape vines by 

cutting them back.” 

Walk through the garden 
as you listen to JJ Beck, 
the farmer who cultivated 

it: “You can throw a rock in 
the soil and it will grow a 

sunflower.”

These three lines represent 
the paths we walked with 

three different interviewees, 
while we interviewed them. 
As we walked, in order to 
keep track of the specific 

locations they referenced in 
their interviews, we took 

photos and used a GPS unit 
to record coordinates, 

represented here by the 
dropped pins, with each color 

representing a different 
interviewee/walk. 

Adam Tinkle interviewing Yesenia 
Olivares, Skidmore College 

North Woods Steward

Emily Rizzo interviewing Bob Jones, 
emeritus professor of Economics 

and local historian


