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Capturing Urban Memory with Sentient Data,  
Counter Mapping and Digital Methods 

 
Simeona Petkova, Amsterdam University of Applied Science, Amsterdam School of 
International Business, Netherlands 
Radmila Radojevic, Utrecht University of Applied Science, Netherlands 
Nuria Arbones-Aran, Amsterdam University of Applied Science, Amsterdam 
School of International Business, Netherlands 
 
Keywords: urban memory, dynamic-mapping, digital methods, archival practices, 
sentient data 
Abstract: This paper puts forward a conceptual proposition that ties the discourses 
on ‘urban memory’ (Stillman and Johanson, 2009; Ringas, Christopoulou, 
Stefanidakis., 2011; Loughran, Fine & Hunter, 2015), sensory ethnography (Pink 
2017 ), and counter-mapping (Crampton and Krygier 2018; ) with digital methods 
(Rogers, Sánchez-Querubín, and Kil, 2015). As an ‘interventionist’ approach, we 
understand co-producing counter (dynamic) maps with local stakeholders (actors), 
coupled with sensory and sentient data as a way of capturing the memory of urban 
peripheral landscapes (through intervention and participation) and thus creating 
archival knowledge.  

Urban memory is often understood as a form of collective memory that is 
constituted by individual experiences within the place itself and through its history 
and social environment (Ringas et al., 2011). With rapid changes in digital 
technologies, digital and material have become “inseparate and entangled in 
environments people move and navigate their lives through'' (Pink and Fors, 2017). 
Memories are “evoked with material engagement with devices” which “opens up a 
field of sensory and affective engagement” research (ibid). While Pink and Fors 
propose to follow such engagement in a mundane and everyday setting, seen as a 
non-representational, phenomenological approach, we put forward a mixed 
methods approach that connects sensory and sentient data (as agents) with the larger 
environmental context. 

Urban areas are often conceptualized as sites of ‘creative destruction’, in between 
stability and change, space (that can be developed) and place (that is lived in), often 
subjected to planning, regulation, and economic forces (Batty, 2007). This is 
especially true for urban areas that are located outside of the ‘center’ or in the cities’ 
periphery. These areas have experienced an endless cycle of deconstruction and 
reconstruction often witnessed and captured by local inhabitants, creatives, and 
activists. Currently, many of the peripheral areas are emancipating, bringing 
forward and openly communicating their complexities, values, and engaging 
various stakeholders in their regeneration efforts (which happens in a broader 
context of many European cities repositioning themselves in more polycentric and 
polyphonic ways, (Scott, 2015).  
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To be able to capture the memory of ever-changing, ‘built a new’ urban places, 
we put forward counter (dynamic) mapping using digital methods as 
complemented with sensory and sentient data generated through interactions with 
digital technologies. Building on Crampton’s notion of maps (Crampton and 
Krygier, 2018), cartography is understood as existence (becoming) rather than 
essence (fixed ontology). Maps are therefore taken not as ‘objects’, but as 
performative practices. Digital methods, on the other hand, enable us to understand 
dynamic place-making, through ‘tracing’ the stakeholders (actors) and their 
relations overtime to capture the ways the urban environment gets performed. 

To clarify with an example, in Spinoza Imaginaries Lab & Cafe situated in 
Amsterdam Southeast we have been capturing the ever changing urban 
environment in partnership with local stakeholders (actors), mapping their evolving 
relationships (and grouping) using the IssueCrawler and sentient data co-gathered 
by researchers and students, with the clear understanding that to be able to capture 
a place, it is important to map the vernacular knowledge of that place (imaginaries, 
including art, movies, unrealized plans and initiatives, etc.). We propose this mixed 
methods approach as an epistemological practice geared towards archiving the 
dynamic state of urban peripheral landscapes.  

References: Batty, M. (2007). The creative destruction of cities. Environment and 
Planning B: Planning and Design, 34 (1), 2-5; Crampton, J. W., & Krygier, J. (2018). 
An introduction to critical cartography. ACME: An International E-journal for 
Critical Geographies. 4 (1), 11-33; Loughran, K., Fine, G. A., & Hunter, M. A. (2015). 
Urban spaces, city cultures, and collective memories. In Routledge International 
Handbook of Memory Studies (pp. 215-226). Routledge; Pink, S., & Fors, V. (2017). 
Self-tracking and mobile media: New digital materialities. Mobile Media & 
Communication, 5 (3), 219-238; Ringas, D., Christopoulou, E., & Stefanidakis, M. 
(2011). Urban memory in space and time. In Handbook of research on technologies 
and cultural heritage: applications and environments (pp. 325-340). IGI Global; 
Rogers, R., Sánchez-Querubín, N., & Kil, A. (2015). Issue mapping for an aging 
Europe. Amsterdam University Press; Scott, J., I. (2015). ‘Creative Cities: Conceptual 
Issues and Policy Questions’, Journal Of Urban Affairs, 28(1),1–7.  
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Abstract: In 1781 a book discussing the relationship between cats and dogs was 
published in Lisbon. Among the illustrations, there is a representation of a palace, 




