
Co-Inquiry #4 Surfaces

Field Guide

In-Common Sites 

Before you set off on a walk, take a look at an aerial image of your urban 
common. A simple way to do this is to search up your common on Google Earth. 
On the back page of this guide you will find advice on how to use Google Earth.

It is through surfaces that we come into contact with the material elements of an urban 
common. Whether is it ground under running feet or bark grabbed by climbing fingers, 
the surface marks the point of contact between the human body and the physical world. 
When touching a material surface, people tend to leave an impression behind them. Traces 
that may later be observed as evidence of past interactions. The tyre tracks of a bicycle 
rode through mud an hour ago, or a ditch dug out as a line of defence for a prehistoric 
settlement. Paying attention to surfaces in an urban common can help to put us in touch 
with the past and to think about how people use, share and manage natural resources now 
and in the future. 

In this next walk, we invite you to come into contact with the multitudinous surfaces of 
your urban common. As you travel, draw your attention to the ground beneath you and 
the surfaces at the end of your fingertips. Look out for echoes of the past inscribed in the 
landscape. Reflect on your relationship with the material environment and how it is used 
by others as a resource. 

Take a look at the surface of your common to observe trees, grassland, ponds and 
pathways. Zoom in to discover if lines are metalled tracks or trodden trails. Can 
you see any ghost impressions of past building on common land? Search for the 
other case study commons - how are they different, and how the same?  

West Jesmond and the Town Moor, 1978. Reproduced with thanks to Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums. 

Take a look into the history of your common. Can you find out the source 
of wealth that paid for the preservation of this urban green? Finance might 
connect to its natural resources, or not. In Newcastle, the cattle have supported 
the Freeman and their management of the Moor. But in other places, different 
commodities funded the creation of public parks. 



Find an object that represents the commodity or source of wealth. It may be 
a material you find in the common, but it could be any object that has an 
association with your commodity - a toy cow, a lump of coal, a stick of chalk.

Take a walk around your urban common and pay attention to the 
ground beneath your feet. Notice when the ground surface changes. 

As you move through the common you will be surrounded by surfaces. 
What surfaces are you drawn towards? What surfaces would you not 
normally touch? Pause now and again to touch, tap, poke, stroke and 
scratch the surface. 

Take your object with you on a walk in your urban common. Find a 
place to pause, with a view of the landscape. Hold the commodity in 
front of the landscape. Take a photograph so that one obscures the other. 

I found this piece of brick on 
Mousehold Heath. It connects 
to the nineteenth-century 
brick-making industry that 
led to many pits and dips, 
characterising its landscape. 
But a different source of wealth 
financed the relandscaping of the 
Heath into a public park. Can 
you find out what it was?  

Chart each surface change. Take a photograph of your feet on the 
ground. Or make a sound-recording of your walking feet on various 
textures. Take off your shoes to walk barefoot. Record how it feels. 

Ground Surface. Detecting the Commons. Aug 2021. Images by Siobhan O’Neill

Brick Form, Mousehold Heath. Wastes and Strays. Aug 2021. Images by Siobhan O’Neill

With thanks to performance-maker and researcher Phil Smith for this idea. 



Close your eyes to feel the shape and texture of the surface under your hands. Is 
it rough or smooth, hard or soft, warm or cool? Build up a textural image through 
your fingertips. 
Open your eyes and let them drift over the surface. Pay attention to the scale, 
form and patterns. 

Continue on your walk and keep an eye out for ghost traces in the 
landscape, impressions inscribed on the surface, remains from a near or 
distant pasts. Capture these specters on camera. 

Capture an image of the surface to accompany your text. Make a 
rubbing, create a sketch, capture a microphotograph.

Write a description. How does the texture feel? What emotions and associations 
does the surface evoke? 

Surfaces in Mousehold Heath. Wastes and Strays. June & Aug 2021. Selection of images by Siobhan O’Neill

Rough
Rough ridges
Rough like barnacles clinging 
to a rock
Or scales covering a dragon’s 
back
Mottled green brown
Russet tones
Finger-tips falling into crevices
Tapping
Hollow resonating echoes
Carvings of lover’s past
How many scrapped knees 
have scaled this trunk? 



Pause for a moment to view the landscape and speculate what might 
happen next. Looking at traces of the past can prompt us to think about 
what will remain in the future. What might happen here next - week, 
month, year or century from now. 

Back at home, create a collage of surfaces found in your urban common. Draw, 
print, cut and paste photographs, text, texture rubbing and sketches together. 
Make by hand or digitally. Think about what textures go well together or create a 
comic strip of the various surfaces you travelled through. 

What continues and what ceases to be, is linked to human interactions with surfaces 
and the resources they provide. The image below depicts recent work carried out by 
conservation volunteers on Mousehold Heath. Each year, the warden and volunteer 
group cut back the spring growth of bracken to enable the heathers of the Heath to grow. 
Without this interaction, the heathland would disappear into woodland.  

Mousehold Heath Mousketeer Volunteer works party clearing bracken. Wastes and Strays. Aug 2021. Image by Siobhan O’Neill

Collage of Mousehold Heath. Surfaces cut across a panoramic image. Wastes and Strays. Aug 2021. Image by Siobhan O’Neill



On your computer, follow this link to Google Earth:
https://www.google.co.uk/intl/en_uk/earth/ 

Click on “Launch Earth” to open the Google Earth map. 
This will open a page that should look like the image below. It will most likely open 
at your current location, so the first thing you will want to do is to locate your urban 
common.  

How to Share your Surfaces
Please send your photographs, text, scanned texture 
rubbings and collages, so we can collate them into a 
field guide of surfaces. If created audio recordings of 
your feet walking on various textures, 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. 

Find Out How to Use Google Earth

• Go to the menu bar on the 
left. 
• Click on the magnifying glass 
symbol. 
• Type the name of your 
common and city in the 
search box, e.g. Town Moor, 
Newcastle.
• Wait for your commons map 
to load. 
• To hide the side menu, click <

You can navigate around the map by using the tools in the bottom right corner of the 
page. 
• To zoom out and in, click on the - and + buttons. 
• Click between 2D and 3D views.  
• Use your mouse to drag to view different areas of the map. 

We hope you enjoy your #4 Surfaces co-inquiry

https://www.google.co.uk/intl/en_uk/earth/
https://forms.gle/n4ymuT5wPZUsDapC7
mailto:urbancommonsfutures%40port.ac.uk?subject=

