
Co-Inquiry #2 Signs
We invite you to create a field guide of urban common signs. Visual instructions are often 
so prolific on our streets and in our parks that it seems as though we adopt the rules on an 
almost unconscious level. Is this the same in our urban commons? We want to draw your 
attention back to the signposts you walk, run and cycle past to think about the ways our 
engagement with urban commons is directed. 

Take a walk around the area and record any signage you encounter that guides how 
people behave in this shared public space. Your observations might include instructions 
on how to interact with the environment or with other users. Alternatively, notices might 
encourage visitors to pay attention to a specific history or ecology in the site. Question 
whether people are playing by the rules. Can you find traces of past infringements? What 
would your guidance be if you were a maker of signs? 

Field Guide
Take a walk around your urban common and look out for visual 
instructions that advise you on what you can and cannot do. There may 
be different rules for different designated areas of the common.

Find a spot to stop and take time to observe what is going on around you. 

In-Common Sites 

Images 1 & 4 - The Level Playground, Valley Gardens, Brighton. Wastes and Strays. Aug 2020. Image by Siobhan O’Neill. 
Image 2 - Sketch by student Martin Jolly. Wastes and Strays. May 2021. Image reproduced with thanks to the Newcastle School of Architecture. 
Images 3 & 6 - Mousehold Heath, Norwich. Wastes and Strays. May 2021. Images by Alex Zambelli and Siobhan O’Neill.
Image 5 - Hanging Dog Poo Bag, Hackney Marshes. Detecting the Commons. May 2021. Image by Siobhan O’Neill. 

Make an image of each sign, a photograph or a sketch.

What signs or traces 
of past activity can 
you see that indicate 
how people relate to 
the rules? 



White tissue paper cat’s eyes mark out 
the route to hidden relief

Spray can zigzags blend with cows 
herded in an underpass mural

Discarded polystyrene coffee cup lurks 
at path edge

“Morning”, passers-by abide by 
customary code to bid a greeting – a 
rarity, surprise

“Kill the Bill” tag protests against the 
curtailment of  citizens’ rights in public 
open space

The pumping drone vibrates decibels 
above the noise nuisance level as 
construction workers porta-loos are 
emptied

Note down your observations, make a list or write a list poem. If you want to 
record yourself speaking your poem, do so on your phone.  

Continue walking with an eye out for signposts that you think other 
commoners might be leaving. 

I liked this invitation not to hurry on through the underpass here but to take time to stop 
and to pay careful attention. I discovered a deep hidden pool of water under the railway 
bridge, which I’d never noticed before. 

Participatory Mapping Activities on the Town Moor, Newcastle created by students at the Newcastle School of Architecture with regular 
Moor visitors. Wastes and Strays April 2021. Image reproduced with thanks to the Newcastle School of Architecture. 
Disobedient Signs by Siobhan O’Neill. Wastes and Strays. May 2021. 
Railway Underpass, Walthamstow Marshes. Tales from the March. April 2016. Image by Siobhan O’Neill.



Find another place to settle, somewhere you feel could benefit from 
your careful attention. If you had the power to create the rules, what 
guidance might you suggest here? Think about what form this directive 
might take. 

Create a sign to illustrate your directive. You can use art materials, 
natural materials on-site or your own body sculpted into a sign. If it’s 
more comfortable to make at home, then go home to make.

 

Find a place in your urban common where your sign makes sense. 
Perhaps it replaces another sign or draws attention to something else. 
Take a photograph of your sign in place. 

If you want, you can leave it there for a while and observe. Does anyone notice 
your sign? Does it change their behaviour?

You can view some example signs created for the Town Moor by students at the Newcastle 
School of Architecture on the next page.

Be 
playful 

provocative 
thoughtful

A camera or smartphone with a camera function.
Drawing materials.
A notebook to write in. 
Sign making materials - card, colours, stencils, glue, and a post or tie to attach it 
in place or gather natural materials as you journey. 
A snack and a drink of water.
A provocative imagination. 

Things to Take with You

No entry sign in St Agnes decorated by Cornish graffiti artist. Aug 2014. Image Siobhan O’Neill
Heart-shaped stone with a heart-warming message. Found in Epping Forest. Dec 2020. Image by Siobhan O’Neill.

Remember to only collect flora that has fallen to the ground or is in abundance and to 
return materials before you leave.  



Signs

An invitation to passers-by to draw back the 
curtain of litter and view the Town Moor. A 
response to a common concern voiced by Moor 
visitors, created by student Changrui Li. 

Mathematical calculations on the 
amount of Sunday roasts that could 
be served up from the number of 
cows grazed on the Town Moor. A 
humourous reflection on common

A prompt to think about alternative 
forms of governance in urban 
commons. What if a council of cows 
made up the rules? Designed by 
student Mindaugas Rybakovas. 

How to Share your Signs
Please photograph your sign in place and share a digital 
copy with us. You can also send your photographs or 
scanned sketches of signage and your list or poem, and 
we will collate them into a field guide of signs. If you 
audio record your list poem, send us the sound file. 

You can use the file upload function in our online form 
to send us your digital images and recordings. It can be 
accessed here or by scanning the QR code. 

Alternatively, email your work to Siobhan at 
urbancommonsfutures@port.ac.uk. 

grazing rights still exercised on the Town Moor, Newcastle, by student Sunny Howd. 
All signs were created by students at the Newcastle School of Architecture in response to Participatory Mapping Activities carried out with 
regular visitors to the Town Moor. Wastes and Strays. May 2021. Images reproduced with thanks to the Newcastle School of Architecture. 

https://forms.gle/M3ZxoQCvvFCGTBXo9
mailto:urbancommonsfutures%40port.ac.uk?subject=

