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Abstract
The way that humanity both inhabits and views its surroundings directly influences individual
and collective thoughts and emotions. Yet in a society that is constantly over-stimulated, taking in
the surroundings becomes secondary to consumerism, and the distractions inherent within the
spectacle. The spectacle, according to Guy Debord and the European revolutionary organization
Situationist International (SI), diverted the populace from the reality that surrounds it, and the SI
deemed themselves the correct ones to re-envision reality. Fifty years after the 1968 Paris riots, the
Situationists no longer exist, but new groups have risen from their ashes to explore and view the
world in new ways, groups such as those involved in Urban Exploration (UrbEx). UrbEx involves
small, often self-guided groups that investigate the ghosts of modernity, and the detritus of capital that remains in the wake of the spectacle. Utilizing the Situationist International’s concept of
the dérive, the ideas that fuel urban exploration, and conspiracist ideologies, this article explores
the urban world viewed through psychogeography: those who seek the new sacred in a gnostic
quest to gain a greater insight into what lurks in the shadows of the myth of modernity.
Keywords: psychogeography; sacred sites; Urban Exploration (UrbEx); history; new religious narratives; Situationist International; dérive.

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2020

196

Fieldwork in Religion

Introduction
This article focuses on concepts created by Guy Debord, French philosopher and
leader/creator of the Situationist International (SI), psychogeography, and the
spectacle. Guy Debord argued that “the spectacle”, a feature of advanced capitalism
in which things and acquisition are of greater importance than art and reality, had
replaced “the real” in the modern urban environment. The SI proposed a range of
techniques to break the stranglehold of the spectacle, including détournement (“rerouting” or “hijacking”), the dérive (“drift”), and psychogeography. These tools were
directed towards re-purposing aspects of the capitalist milieu for subversive purposes, “to recycle the detritus of official learning … to reinscribe texts, figures, and
artefacts … to empower them with new meanings, and … to make new products
out of the leftovers of the commodity economy” (Ball 1987: 25). Debord asserts that
the reality that people think they are viewing is simply an illusion, a deliberately
created spectacle that nonetheless functions to unify society (Debord 1983: Theses 1–5). Instead of investigating nature, human eyes are drawn down to flickering screens, all but cutting them off from the actual, physical world. Allegedly, the
spectacle benefits those who not only know of its existence, but also can control it.
Since the SI disbanded and Debord’s death by suicide in 1994, psychogeography
is the most often utilized tool from the SI’s particular repertoire. Psychogeography
is employed in disciplines including architecture, geography, and even aspects of
psychology. I argue that psychogeography is a tool lacking within the field of religious studies. Psychogeography states that participants must disconnect from their
own history and preconceptions, to allow for a personal investigation into how various locations are viewed and experienced, both actively and passively. While psychogeography is a valuable research method for the exploration and viewing of
religious sites and the crafting of new sacred sites and narratives, I disagree with the
SI claim that complete disconnection from an individual’s history and environment
is possible. I will demonstrate that by mixing a combination of factors (the hyperreal, popular culture and urban geography) with history, the dérive, urban exploration and the spectacle in city environments create ghost maps: layers of invisible
maps revealing urban “sacred” spaces. The maps and stories that emerge involve all
aspects of the urban environment, and identify spaces about which new narratives,
based on the interaction of factual or perceived history with viewers, can be developed. These narratives are then used, separately or in combination, to propound a
new understanding of the space or place, which is then adapted by a multitude of
seekers, questing for meaning and purpose (Attix 2002).
This article will explore the concepts behind the usage of the SI tools through
an investigation of Urban Explorers (Urbexers), a loose network of people who
explore abandoned buildings, tunnel systems, and other “hidden” parts of the
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built environment, linked to the SI by the core practice of psychogeography.
Urbexers may not acknowledge, or be aware of, their usage of psychogeography; however they are not content with the distractions of the contemporary
world, seeking to explore that which should not exist within modernity: buildings and areas that are decayed and broken. Peter Dendle questions the penchant
that humanity has for propagating empty and decaying places with unseen and
unknown figures in order to populate the space (Dendle 2006: 191), especially now
that the majority of Western city-dwelling denizens have access to technology
which distract them from these empty places (Rosa 2013: 105). Urban Exploration
(UrbEx) and the dérive seemingly offer an escape from the spectacle. By exploring
urban locations, narratives connected to these sites can be created, then attached
and built upon by others. Some narratives may involve religiosity or spirituality,
which makes psychogeography valuable.
The following discussion will ascertain that history is never gone; it lingers
on the fringes of the world negating any attempt to build over it. Both the individual and the mass interpretation of history and the environment come from
a combined history, of the site being viewed and the viewer(s) own history. This
interpretation is intensely personal, and for some affords new sacred sites and
meanings, extracted from a plethora of stories in combination, thus showing that
psychogeography, when understood within a narrative created by history and
environment, is a tool usable by academics of religion. I will demonstrate that the
history behind the SI, and of the spectacle, offers opportunities to examine multiple narratives that define place and space today, thus allowing for investigations
into them. These investigations allow disciplines like religious studies to research
these sites, via the “back door” of urban legends and the paranormal. Thus space
and place will be explored via the ideological pursuit of subverting the spectacle
through the dérive, and the search for a new history and geography as undertaken
by UrbExers. The question of the motivations behind these attempts to uncover
or craft these new spaces, places and supra-empirical stories may be approached
by the consideration of these practices as gnostic rituals, directed to discern the
hidden knowledge embedded in the world around us. Seekers after new meanings
and narratives adapt the spectacle to suit their needs, permitting new interpretations of the city and the environment.
This article examines the history of urban ruins that is integral to the ruminations of UrbExers, and also places that are still lived and inhabited parts of the
environment. Narratives of the city incorporate dead and decayed buildings, but
continue through new phases of urban life, the mundane offices and apartment
blocks that people drift through daily, the places of commodity and capitalism;
these are the sites of the spectacle that the SI hijack to map differently (Bassett
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2004: 397). New narratives will be studied through three case studies: Barangaroo
and the Manly Quarantine Station (both in Sydney, Australia), and Rennes-leChâteau in southern France. Barangaroo and Manly both represent sites of multiple importance, to both the government and to those who inhabit the land. Mark
Fisher’s ideas of “the weird and the eerie” (Fisher 2016), and Tim Edensor’s work
on the aesthetics of ruins (Edensor 2005a), are applied to these sites to query the
power of these “new” locations in the modern urban environment. By contrasting these two sites with Rennes-le-Château, itself a site of multiplicity, the contestation that emerges is between those who view these sites as places of history,
and those who utilize them for profit; attempting to subvert or divert the history
(or myths and legends) embedded in the land. This links the geographical land
(space) to the constructed buildings sited there (place).

Psychogeography
Guy Debord, principal theorist of the SI, characterized the dérive (drift) as an unconscious and unplanned journey through an urban landscape. Debord stated that for
it to be done properly, the dérive should be undertaken by groups of like-minded
people,1 as groups are able to compare what each individual discovered on their
walks, and thus construct a new map of the urban environment from their collective experience (Debord 1958). The SI carved out its own part of Paris free from the
spectacle, the near-total capitalism and commodity fetishism that saturated modern society (Smith 2010: 104). Author Will Self posits that the original reasoning for
the SI2 use of the dérive was to destroy capitalism and transform the city (MenOfLetters n.d.). Thus dérives were about the creation and sustenance of spaces known only
to themselves, creating spaces of symbolic power through these new maps (Swyngedouw 2002: 157).
Psychogeography posits that the emotions and behaviour of an individual
within certain environments are caused and influenced directly by those environments (Debord 2008: 23; Coverley 2010: 10). Martin Coverley states that psychogeography can “usefully be viewed less as the product of a particular time and place
than as the meeting point of a number of ideas and traditions with interwoven histories” (Coverley 2010: 11). Debord viewed capitalism as multiple forms of consumerist enterprises and products vying to become “the one” that distracted and
captivated the most people, thus taking the form of the spectacle (Debord 1983:
65). The spectacle left society docile and unable to enjoy what should be held as
1. It is possible to do it alone, if that is your prerogative.
2. Will Self, in the same interview, describes the SI as “insufferable, pretentious Marxists”. He much prefers the ideas to the people (MenOfLetters n.d.).
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important: art, philosophy, and engagement with the real. To shatter the spectacle, the SI combined philosophy and art to create their own Paris, a city that existed
independently of the spectacle. This new landscape mapped by the SI existed in
concurrence with the spectacle-filled Paris, allowing for a new Paris to be built from
the collective SI worldview, members’ personal histories, and memories and qualities of the city itself. The spectacle was not able to co-opt these qualities, thus allowing the SI to layer new narratives on top of the old history (Certeau, Giard and Mayol
1998: 135). Warren Ellis refers to these layers as “ghost maps”, in that they exist on
top of maps of history, layers that are invisible to all, except those who seek them
out (Ellis 2016: 67).
To modern psychogeographers like Iain Sinclair, history is central to the
exploration of urban environments (Sinclair 2013). For Sinclair, history informs
the psychogeographer of stories within the landscape, and how those narratives
shape the contemporary landscape surrounding them, in a continuous feedback
loop. As a contemporary dériveist, Sinclair’s personal history rewrites other histories of the sites he explores. When considering our place in history and the
world, Ellis reminds us that we should “understand that you are part of something
very old and yet constantly renewed. And you may think you can forget history,
but history will certainly not forget you” (Ellis 2015: 52). This disconnection or
detachment from the environment and history enables a singular participant or a
group of people to explore, free from constraints, and permits a new and radically
different interpretation of the environment to be formed (Debord 1958).
Drifting through any large city reminds people that not all history is known; the
past lingers in abandoned buildings and shells of closed-down factories, and history that lies unexplored can create the impression of an unknown and ultimately
strange city (Certeau, Giard and Mayol 1998: 133). There are affinities between the
SI method and the elements employed in the phenomenology of religion that was
dominant in religious studies until the 1980s. This approach required the observer
of religious phenomena to first “bracket” preconceived ideas (especially regarding
the truth status of religions), to put aside what Edmund Husserl called “the natural standpoint” (epoché), which permits the holistic assessment of the phenomenon
in question, and moreover welcomes “the arrival of the other” (Mickey 2008: 71).
When prejudices are suspended the phenomenon in itself can be apprehended in
its true, real, form (Mickey 2008: 78). However, the resemblances (and perhaps deep
coherence) between psychogeography and phenomenology of religion are beyond
the scope of this article. Practising psychogeography in (or on) a place of power,
such as Rennes-le-Château, with accumulated histories and narratives, will indirectly influence a person’s thoughts and emotions, attributing greater attractants
to the narrative. This article shall now focus on the creation of new narratives amid
place, space and the urban.
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Urban Space and Place
The concepts of space and place are crucial for my argument, as both permit the
attachment of religious importance to locations that are significant for believers
(Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2004: 386). Place is a designated area, in which a religious context has social meaning, allowing for a “gathering” of special meanings
to constructed sites that are differentiated from the surrounding environment
(Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2004: 387). Place becomes important in religious studies in regards to sacred sites that draw pilgrims at special times of the year: tombs
of saints, great temples and holy cities (Turner 1972: 191–92). There are also
sites of power that are places that have meanings attached to them by seekers.
Rennes-le-Château is an example of this: the town exists, but the meanings that
are attached to it are dependent on those who view the town as an esoteric magnet, not those who live there or who study its public history (Digance 2006: 46).
Space surrounds society: it is the constant area occupied by living beings, and is
easily considered unoccupied until an occupant (usually a human agent) accords
it meaning or reason with their existence (Certeau, Giard and Mayol 1998: 141).
Disused space attracts the non-human, and animals and wild plant life make
their homes readily in disused buildings. Amongst the ruins and abandoned
places, spectres of the past manifest: spirits of the environment itself; ghosts of
deceased former occupants; and tricks of light and dark that haunt the edges of
the viewer’s field of vision (Muslim 2016: 92; Edensor 2005a: 115). Space, place and
history meld together from multiple viewpoints of the actors viewing “special”
places. Fisher suggests that what we find monstrous is also easily recognizable;
society attaches identifiers to the stories of such beings to classify and interpret
these beings (Fisher 2016: 15). Yet he concedes “the very fact that they are supernatural entities means that any strangeness they possess is now attributed to a
‘realm beyond nature’” (Fisher 2016: 15). This realm beyond nature connects to
popular culture references (vampires, ghosts, zombies and so on); the hyper-real
qualities of both engender new narratives but also reinforce viewers’ existing
beliefs (Possamai 2012: 4–6). Fisher uses traditional horror icons, such as vampires and werewolves, as examples of things that do not have to be considered
as “weird”3 since they are crafted from elements of the natural world, and thus
belong both to a realm beyond nature but also to reality (Fisher 2016: 15).
It can be argued that the conspiracy theory is the new twenty-first-century
ghost story, as what once caused fear among the people (hauntings, the living
3. Fisher adds that what he finds more frightening than his examples of horror icons
are natural phenomena, such as black holes, things that exist in the cosmos, and yet are not
well-understood (see Fisher 2016: 15).
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dead, vampires, werewolves and so on) has ceased to be frightening. What now
provokes anxiety and fear are the shadowy figures “controlling” society and
humanity such as the Illuminati or the reptilian overlords of David Icke (Keeley
2007: 140; Robertson 2016). Combining investigations into “monstrous” places
and sites of conspiracy theories allows the exploration of how ideas originate and
develop in urban environments. The combination of models of the conspiracist
milieu, urban environments and the SI dérive is a fruitful melting pot from which
new myths can be crafted, and then attached to specific historical and geographical locations in urban spaces. The attractions of these new narratives for specific
subcultures will be explored below.
UrbEx adds a further dimension to the study of emergent narratives, as it is
the art of exploring abandoned buildings, walking in the footsteps of the past
and wandering where others no longer go (see Garrett 2014: 1). A founder of the
online UrbEx community, Jeff “Ninjalicious” Chapman (1973–2005), wrote:
I find it sad that most people go through life oblivious to the countless—free—
wonders around them. Too many of us think the only things worth looking at
in our cities and towns are those safe and sanitized attractions that require an
admission fee. It’s no wonder people feel unfulfilled as they shuffle through the
maze of velvet ropes on their way out through the gift shop. (Ninjalicious 2005)

The SI did not seek out these abandoned and decaying places, but they did search
for new meanings in their surroundings; thus, the SI and the UrbEx community
are exploring the city in similar, yet different ways. Utilizing the SI notions of
dérive and détournement, the way that the city is viewed is the focal point for the
exploration of space and place and breaking the power of the spectacle is the aim.
These ruins become part of what Mark Fisher refers to as aspects of “the weird”,
in that a building or a site that defies norms has a “wrongness” about it (Fisher
2016: 15). This incongruity may constitute liberation: Jason Prior and Carole M.
Cusack argue that ruins have potential “in relation to more ordered and regulated
urban spaces” and that “confrontation with their materiality promotes possibilities that are distinct from the more regulated and streamlined everyday spaces
of the city” and most importantly, “their blurred boundaries and excess matter
allows memory to exist in multiple, vague, and more imaginative senses” (Prior
and Cusack 2012: 162). This sensation of the weird emerges from that which defies
what is known about how the world should work; within weird places, the atmosphere has become eerie. If the weird is about a presence of a thing that does
not belong, the eerie is a failure of presence, or as Fisher puts it, “there is nothing present when there should be something” (Fisher 2016: 61). Michael Mayerfeld Bell suggests that a ghost is more of a presence that “gives social aliveness
to a place” (Bell 1997: 815), and thus perhaps a better term is “haunted”. A sense
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of the haunted can involve anything from uneasiness, to a narrative history that
is rooted in death, to those things that go bump in the night. Haunting as a metaphor is used by those studying places and memory as an identity marker for
unnamed influences of the past on a contemporary present (Cameron 2008: 384).
These haunted buildings and places are regarded as part of the weird and
the eerie, in that buildings need to have a function or purpose (a key trope of
modernity is that efficiency and productiveness are obligatory), and yet these
are empty, creating concern that either something should be there, or due to a
sense that something is hiding within the location (Fisher 2016: 12). Fisher argues
that society knows what purpose buildings are intended for, thus society is capable of identifying old warehouses, factories or power plants. Their enigmatic
status comes from the consternation of not knowing why these places are no longer functional (Fisher 2016: 62). Humans interpret the environment empirically
through their senses, and people seek to rationalize their place in the world. Fisher’s use of “weird” and “eerie” fits the realms of abandoned geography; why are
buildings there if they no longer have use or purpose? (Edensor 2005b: 833). This
sort of mentality and aesthetic was essential to the stories of the influential horror author H. P. Lovecraft (1890–1937). Lovecraft utilized urban environments and
the spectacle (before the SI identified it as the spectacle) to birth new mythologies of fear, unease and profound discomfort for his readers. For Lovecraft, these
spaces existed in a borderland of the real and the unreal, in places that were built
upon the spilled blood and crushed bones of history (Haden 2013).
The mentality behind psychogeography, of clearing the mind and finding new
meanings in the world, fits UrbEx too. When someone is in a pitch-dark building, desolate and silent, the mind cannot help but wander to those weird and
eerie places that open a connection between the everyday world and a different
reality (Fisher 2016: 19). Members of certain subcultures seek these openings and
encounters, hoping to discover if there is more to this world than it seems. An
actor who believes they have a completely rational mind may be discomfited by
irrational thoughts, due to violation of Enlightenment expectations in the search
for enigmas in the shadows (Fisher 2016: 62). The question remains as to why the
majority of people are content to ignore their surroundings and accept the spectacle, and why a certain subgroup is so intent on reclaiming the outskirts of place,
the peripheries of the urban? Perhaps, as Ellis claims, “when the magic goes away,
crushed out by the grim mechanical march of reason and science” (Ellis 2015:
43–44), there is simply no reason to incorporate such spaces and places into comfortable daily life; the spectacle is, after all, entertaining and materially rewarding. Whatever ruined buildings were once known for, they have now ceased all
prior connotations; their function now is simply to exist in a dormant state that
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belies functionality and reason, to be witness to the doom of the urban world
(which makes “devotion” to them functionally similar to the medieval Christian
focus on life after death, a goal that rendered the attractions of this-worldly life
null and void) (Brown 1981). This new function of the environment runs contrary to what is expected in modernity; ruins and abandoned buildings operate
as places in which the human element is removed, and this absence provokes a
haunted sense, that something is there which does not belong, ultimately causing
the distraction of society (Fisher 2016: 10–11).
The SI was endeavouring to neutralize that which distracts individuals from
the freedom that exists but passes unnoticed. Subverting the spectacle for the SI
involved informing citizens about what their environment really was, and hijacking it to transform it into a desired form (Swyngedouw 2002: 153). The “society of
the spectacle” is too distracted by the multitude of commodities that are available
that it never takes the time to look around the urban environment with a view to
its hidden possibilities (Bonnett 2006: 30). UrbEx, however, uses those commodities (mobile phones, expensive digital cameras and so on), to capture the essence
of, and share, mysterious places that exist off grid with those people who are less
likely to explore them, or to interact with them in liberation and pleasure as UrbEx
does. There is an adage, “nobody ever looks up” (put simply, individuals never
really take in their surroundings); too often people are focused on the ground, on
themselves, or on electronic distractions. For those involved with groups like the
SI and UrbEx, looking up, or at least looking around, is a vital part of the search
for points of determination and hidden knowledge that abound in the city. UrbEx
takes advantage of the spectacle; they explore what the spectacle has left behind,
what Bradley L. Garrett calls “the flotsam of capital” (Garrett 2011: 1049). The spectre of history, be it employed to develop new tourist markets, or to explore abandoned factories, remains crucial. Adopting a psychogeographic mindset, we can
never fully separate from the past, though with clear minds and our own emotions,
humanity can influence what is interpreted, and devise new maps and meanings.
If we consider that these activities are attempts to achieve new experiences
within the confines of the everyday world, and the liminal environments that lie
within the city, each activity can be understood as a type of gnostic ritual. Emptying the mind only to fill it with new and hidden knowledge, known only to
those who have become a part of an inner circle, permits seeing the world from a
new perspective. Garrett suggests that those UrbExers who have the knowledge,
position themselves as self-appointed guardians and gatekeepers of this intimate
spatial knowledge that others outside the community of wisdom simply ignore
(Garrett 2014: 8). Jeffrey Kripal states that these actors who act as threshold guardians are seeking “a liberation from the limitations of an illusory world” (Kripal
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2010: 31), as they seek to find what really exists within the world surrounding
them. There does indeed seem to be a gnostic element to these groups and their
philosophies, a secret knowledge and hidden meanings known only to those who
know the correct paths and the right words to gain (Kripal 2010: 31). Rather than
simply a gnostic reasoning, for Kripal, those involved within the UrbEx, conspiracist and dériveist camps could fall under the banner of occultism, in that the term
carries with it secrets of a spiritual tradition that are only ever accessed by those
who are initiated into the order by spiritual guides who have received the knowledge before them (Kripal 2010: 27).

Viewing Old Sites in New Lights
According to Brian L. Keeley, the contemporary West understands the world
through an extremely large number of interacting agents. These agents interact
separately and collectively, and the pluralist cultural environment permits each
individual a different view of the world (Keeley 1999: 124). Taking for instance
an Australian example, the viewpoint of a descendant from the First Fleet and a
descendant of a First Nations people will vary in relation to the location in question. For both sets of descendants the ability to view the other as being “out of
place” (Gelder and Jacobs 1998: 24) admits the sense of the eerie into the equation
(Fisher 2016: 11). Fisher’s statement that “the weird is that which does not belong,
it brings to the familiar something which ordinarily lies beyond it, and which cannot be reconciled with the homely” (Fisher 2016: 10) is relevant for Indigenous
Australians. The weird is the existence of these structures on their ancient lands,
and the colonial claim that Indigenous people do not belong in these locations;
even as their heritage is being utilized to promote the area (Lo 2013: 346). However, before exploring this further, first this article shall discuss myth, narrative
and conspiracist attachment in the south of France.
Rennes-le-Chateau became part of mainstream consciousness due to the
actions, alleged secrets and dealings of the former priest, Abbé Bérenger Saunière
(1852–1917). Saunière in his time in the township, built and maintained a lavish
lifestyle and rebuilt the town church; the conspiracy theories that concern the
town are related to how the Abbé funded these lavish renovations as a poor man
of God (Baigent, Leigh and Lincoln 2006: 26–32). The surrounding area became a
hotbed of conspiracist thought through its association with both a religious and
a conspiracist narrative attached to the site. For many, the town, its church, and
even the surrounding lands, have long harboured a secret that Saunière took to his
grave. Rennes-le-Château has rebranded itself as a destination for esoteric truth
seekers, adapting and changing the narrative of the village and its surroundings,
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overlaying its history with a new identity as a place of hidden secrets waiting to
be found (Rennes Le Chateau n.d.).
The primary conspiracy and subsequent narrative surrounding the area argue
that after the crucifixion and subsequent resurrection of Jesus, Mary Magdalene
moved to the south of France, and either she or the Knights Templar brought the
Holy Grail, the cup that collected the blood of Jesus (Baigent, Leigh and Lincoln
2006: 334). Some conspiracy theories also include hidden Templar treasure, and
others posit that the real treasure is the bloodline of Jesus and Mary, who were
married, which is the sang real or the true blood of Christ (Baigent, Leigh and
Lincoln 2006: 331). The most common (non-conspiracy) theory about Sauniére’s
wealth was that he was a conman selling blessings and indulgences.4 Whichever category a believer falls into, the story of Rennes-le-Château became part of
mainstream consciousness with the release of Dan Brown’s bestselling novel The
Da Vinci Code (Brown 2003)5 which, along with the film version, became the most
influential popular disseminator of the sacred site narrative of Rennes-le-Château.
The Quarantine Station on the North Head of Manly in the Sydney Harbour
sells itself as both a place of history, but also as a place in which history is hijacked
by the supernatural, a truly “weird” location (QStation n.d.b). The history of the
station states that the Indigenous clan whose lands were seized to build the complex was one of the first to succumb to the smallpox epidemic that decimated
the Indigenous population of what would become Sydney (QStation n.d.a). This
invokes two senses of the weird and eerie, as does the harbour site of Barangaroo, near the Sydney CBD. The land on which the Quarantine Station sits has
gathered the ghosts of the Indigenous population, convicts and early European
immigrants. Yet for the Indigenous people their ghosts are also the ghosts of a
missing heritage and land; the sense of at once being emplaced and yet also out
of place simultaneously (Gelder and Jacobs 1998: 23). Ellis states “There’s barely a
city in this country that isn’t built on bones. It’s a way to understand how we got
here, and a way to be mindful of wherever the hell we’re standing today, and a way
to be aware of the landscapes we’re in” (Ellis 2015: 82). Australia is a country that
has been occupied for approximately 60,000 years, only 200 which involve Western modernity. It is these millennia of Indigenous settlement that has led some
to assert that Barangaroo is haunted, or possibly even cursed. Several fatalities
4. See for instance the Channel 4 documentary about the conspiracies that surround
the Grail legend (Chaudhry 2005).
5. The 2006 film version, directed by Ron Howard and starring Tom Hanks as Robert
Langdon and Audrey Tautou as Sophie Neveu, almost certainly contributed to the tourism
boom in the following years, not merely at Rennes-le-Château, but at other sites that featured in Brown’s novel, including Rosslyn Chapel, Edinburgh and Temple Church, London.
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on site, asbestos being dug up and removed, and mysterious fires halting construction work, encourage the somewhat conspiracist and definitely supernatural explanation that the spirits of the land are actively revolting against the new
buildings, and that a colonialist government has misrepresented the name Barangaroo (Howden 2014; Benjamin 2014).
Barangaroo becomes a perfect example of how places are repurposed and history is overlaid. The precinct is a $6bn enterprise, undertaken in part by James
Packer in order to utilize the space to build a second casino in Sydney (Jabour
2015). This becomes a destination for tourists and Sydney-siders alike, as the
development grows and takes its place among contemporary Sydney attractions.
Before the parklands and the casinos it was industrial shipping wharves, the
first built in 1820; prior to that it was the land of the Gadigal people for anything
from 6,000–14,000 years. The name Barangaroo comes from Indigenous history,
honouring a local warrior woman who lived on the site (NSW Government n.d.).
Barangaroo was a member of the Cammeraygal tribe, a fisherwoman and a resistance leader to the colonization of her tribal land (Arnall 2016). She was the wife
of Bennelong, after whom Bennelong Point is named, which most Australians now
know only as the location of Jørn Utzon’s (b. 1918) iconic Sydney Opera House.
Bennelong is also famed for being one of the first Indigenous Australians taken to
England by Governor Arthur Phillip in 1792 (Hughes 1987: 108).
Barangaroo has been described as a woman who was resilient to European
invasion, constantly fighting to keep traditional heritage alive amongst her people, against the forces of colonization (Shield 2017). Members of the local Indigenous communities view the site as a tribute to the strength and resilience of
Indigenous women, with Metropolitan Aboriginal Land Council member Ann Weldon, of the Wiradjuri Nation, stating that “Barangaroo was a protector, a keeper of
our culture along with the warriors … She was an incredible woman who stood up
for her rights and her culture, she defied the authority of the day” (McDonald and
Krishnan 2015). Thus, modern Barangaroo has become a “sacred” site for Indigenous women, in that it celebrates a woman who was resilient and resolute in the
face of colonial oppression. This celebration of the feminine caused consternation
when the government erected a series of stone blocks, which when viewed from
a certain angle, appeared phallic, leading many to decry them as an affront to the
Indigenous female sacredness (Hutchinson 2014). The site has recently opened a
new feature, with interactive Indigenous artworks carved into rocks surrounding
the area; these artworks in turn work with the spectacle, becoming an interactive part of the world (Munro 2017). Edensor refers to these as “sites of memory”,
where specific memories and culturally-based knowledge continue to pervade
the area; however, layered on top of these memories is the historical past, which
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has contemporary impact through social and political avenues relating to the
urban environment (Edensor 2005b: 830).
New narratives are being attached to Barangaroo; it is no longer a site of derelict warehouses: the new vision of the area is being built for the express purpose of being a space that people move through. The repurposing of old industrial
land can be understood as the city of Sydney retrospectively attempting to clean
up a space that had fallen into disrepair, as the city at one point had these areas
fenced off, and adrift from the regular society as a “scar on the landscape” (Edensor 2005a: 25). The city of Sydney keeps the memory of the past alive, through
plaques and signage that marks the spot something different once stood on the
land, imprinting new memories on top of old memories (Edensor 2005b: 830; Garrett 2011: 1051). While the Sydney government has demolished the decayed and
abandoned buildings, replacing them with parklands, restaurants and a future
casino, the ghosts of the past linger. These ghosts are unable to be reconciled with
the present, as once again the Indigenous population and the colonialist viewpoints are diametrically opposed (Fisher 2016: 10). Whereas Rennes-le-Château
sells itself on weirdness, and the esoteric mysteries that may be hidden behind it,
Barangaroo does not attach this meaning to itself. Rather, becoming a narrative
entwined with the myth of modernity in that what is old and obsolete becomes
something new and economically useful.

The Spectacle of Place and Space
Whether explored through Ellis’s “ghost maps” or Edensor’s “sites of memory”,
place and space are linked intrinsically with history and memory. David R. Loy
argues that those parts of religion that inform us of the world and our place in
it are failing in late modernity, and will be usurped by other belief and value systems, the most attractive of which is consumerism (Loy 1997: 275). Sites of memory such as Barangaroo are commodified and participate in this new value system,
and are most definitely bound by the spectacle, as the land itself is exploited for
gain, and the people who frequent it are part of the spectacle, too; they “work,
consume, die” (Loy 1997: 285). While governments attempt to create new sites of
memory, layering their new narrative over sites to market a new commodity, those
engaged in UrbEx simply view these places as somewhere interesting in which
exploration can take place. This eagerness is a trait of UrbEx, in that to those who
engage in such activities gain just as much from exploring something as mundane
as an abandoned house, to something as extreme as a turn-of-the-century abandoned hospital, for example (Garrett 2011: 1050). History becomes secondary to
the experience, in that the thrill comes from stepping into places that may not
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have heard footsteps for decades (Garrett 2011: 1055). Although it could be argued
that UrbEx circles benefit from the spectacle, they adapt and explore those spaces
created solely in order to profit the spectacle, places in which commodities are
made, or exploited in order to further the goals of consumer capitalism (Garrett
2014: 8–9). Those places of ruins, decayed and abandoned, that the governments
of the world do not see fit to build over, are uncomfortable spectres in the urban
environment (Fraser 2012: 127). They are explored simply because they are there.
There is an element of challenge and danger involved that spurs some, and as previously mentioned, UrbExers seek sites that have not had visitors for a long time.
Locations such as Rennes-le-Château base themselves upon history; but where
many small French towns date to the pre-Roman era, few are viewed with the eyes
of people seeking to answer hidden mysteries. These rare sites become sacred as
either places of power, or of devotion, functioning in the same fashion that a church
does, and physically embodying the essence of a worshipper’s belief (Francke 2007;
Dubisch 2016). These new places of sacredness may not reference an omniscient
higher power or God, but they are inhabited by “something” that exists that is
“other” to humanity, and most importantly plays a role in an adherent’s dedicated
beliefs. These sites evoke new emotions through these combined narratives, and
these emotions in turn attach themselves to structures of concrete and glass. These
new sacred sites now influence believers, just as a medieval church could influence
the emotions of a Christian peasant. Sites such as Rennes-le-Château embrace the
concept of the weird, and actively market that to interested tourists who wish to
explore the mysterious village. This consumerist culture of tourism is part of the
spectacle, so aggressively critiqued by the SI, and that is attached to tourist-driven
constructed sites like Barangaroo, regardless of the history embedded in the land.
However, also of interest for this discussion are those places and spaces that are
devoid of life, those places that are not on maps, and the legends that emerge
from these places. The eerie is what attracts people into the cold and the dark,
to explore and penetrate what lies behind the veil. Places such as the Quarantine
Station on Sydney’s North Head sell the eerie through their ghost tours, allowing
the eerie to also become a part of the spectacle, to become commodified. By contrast, UrbExers seek those ruined and decayed ex-spectacle laden places, in which
to locate the eerie. The narratives that are found within and attached to these sites
are all dependent on the mentalities of those viewing the site.
These practices allow individuals to build their own worldview; they create
new myths attaching them to places. Viewing the creation of these myths as a
gnostic ritual can allow for the hidden meanings to be viewed in a religious, and
as Kripal suggests, an occult worldview (Kripal 2010: 27). It is likely too late to
view the origin of the narratives surrounding Rennes-le-Château, but sites like
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Barangaroo afford scholars a viewpoint on how new legends and myths are created in relation to conspiracist narratives (Kripal 2010: 252). Michael Barkun
states of such historically unsupported beliefs, “failing to analyse them will not
keep some people from believing in them” (Barkun 2006: x). For most conspiracists these beliefs are deeply held, and are not only real but are the ultimate
expression of what they believe, and any attempt to dissuade them only drives
them deeper into holding it as truth (Barkun 2006: 24).
A possible disparity in relation to tourism is that Australia does not have the
same lengthy history of Western culture to overlay the land, meaning that the
Indigenous history rises to the surface in the new narratives that emerge. Europe
has centuries of mysteries inspiring legends through the ages, but Australia does
not have the luxury of hidden Templar treasures or medieval legends. It does have
60,000 years of Indigenous history, and more than 200 years of colonialism; emergent narratives may be an attempt to reconcile past and present, and to build
upon the blood-soaked and tragic past of both Indigenous and colonial Australia
(Gelder and Jacobs 1998: 24). Urban environments are polyvalent, despite the fact
that “they’re nothing but dead people all the way down” (Ellis 2015: 70).
Comparing Barangaroo to Rennes-le-Château shows similarities in that both
sites rely on the tourist trade to allow bodies to flow through the environment;
however, both deal with the weird very differently. Rennes-le-Château could be
any quaint, pretty southern French town, but the layers of narrative history and
legend single out the town and the environment from the rest, becoming significant to seekers (Fraser 2012: 126). The town actively markets itself as a place of
mystery and wonder whereas Barangaroo does not market itself with the same
esoteric aplomb; instead, as Edensor puts it, it exemplifies the appropriation of an
area for “the inevitable result of capitalist developments and the relentless search
for profits” (Edensor 2005a: 4). Both places exist for tourists and leisure-seekers
to explore, just within different emphases. One promotes its mysteries as a selling point; the other suppresses (but at the same time utilizes) Indigenous history, existing solely as a money-making endeavour. For some, including Keeley, it
is interesting to observe how the secular and the supernatural still feed off each
other, regardless of intention (Keeley 2007: 140).

Conclusion
History remains entwined with the present, mutually influencing one another in
the formation of individual and community understandings of the past. This article focused attention on those who are interacting with, and interpreting, sites
at which the past and present overlap, and are devising new narratives regarding
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urbanity, and new visual and spatial images and maps of the environment used to
defeat the spectacle. The SI originated in 1950s Paris, and the history of the city
(in which the destruction and trauma of World War II still loomed large) and the
personal biographies of those who created the movement entwined to produce
the scathing critique of consumer capitalism in Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle. UrbEx does not seek to create a new map of the city, rather seeking out the
history that is inherent, whether they know the factual history of the site or not.
UrbEx becomes about finding places devoid of human experience, whereas the SI
seek to uncover human experience. Yet both groups seek something more from
human existence in urban environments.
The SI and UrbEx are also communities of seekers, searching for new meaning, new places and new communities that they can belong to and exist freely
within, and with narratives they can share amongst each other. This “seeker” orientation links them to those who are attracted to groups and worldviews that
are discernible as new religions and/or spiritualities (Lyon 2000: 54). Humanity
builds upon history, soaked with narratives and blood, each location has a story,
and these narratives combine to form the mythology of modern urban life. New
meanings for old sites emerge, be they places of capitalist power (such as Barangaroo), sites of historical narrative (the Quarantine Station) or places of mystery
and legend (Rennes-le-Château). The spectacle keeps the majority of people distracted, through consumer culture and the marketing of new products; but the SI
and UrbExers are continually disrupting the spectacle to craft their own maps and
narratives of the city.
Our school of thought permeates the world; it is a writhing mass of history
built upon history, and with narratives entwined amongst other narratives it
becomes hard to discern the starting point. Psychogeography may not help with
the resolving of these established issues; it may, however, allow for our field to
view how narratives are created now, through a combination of history, environmental factors, and emotions leading the participant through urban wanderings.
The SI as they were may be long gone, but their legacy remains, just as the decayed
remains of buildings that were once a part of the spectacle remains. This legacy
has now been picked up by Urbexers and those who seek pleasure in finding new
places, but also amongst the conspiracist crowds who attach their feelings and
emotions to established places. These connections with established places allow
for new narratives to emerge and grow and spread. Psychogeography becomes a
part of that creation; whether the participant knows it or not, their entire history
dictates what they experience, how they interpret, and ultimately the narratives
entwined between history, space, and themselves.
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