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Juliana Engberg is an award-winning and internationally recognised curator, cultural producer and writer. Most recently she was the program director for European Capital of Culture Aarhus 2017 in Denmark. She has a reputation for creating groundbreaking, compelling and engaging multi-form festivals, visual arts projects, commissions, events and public engagement programs. Engberg is a professorial fellow at Monash University in the Faculty of Art, Design and Architecture, and an adjunct professor at RMIT in the Faculty of Architecture and Design.
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For Kay, the real-life navigator









‘Evading the tyranny of the GPS, Engberg leads us off the beaten cyber-path on a delightful, thought-provoking—and at times very moving—analogue mystery tour of everything from Viking pilgrims to ancient orreries to the Vietnam War and the incipient perils of AI. Along the way, like some genius bowerbird, she lovingly curates a treasure-trove of eccentric historical, personal and sociological gems to reveal deep, enduring truths about the unholy union of the human soul and machines as well as the rich fruits to be had from losing one’s way. Engberg is a humane, generous guide. Most importantly, she reveals the real meaning of hygge.’


Magda Szubanski









GPS navigation systems are mostly useful. But not nearly as engaging and anthropologically interesting as the way we used to navigate. For instance, a while ago, when we were visiting a friend at the outer tip of the south-west corner of Ireland, a place so small it has no name except the appellation ‘near’, our helpful driving directions were heaven-sent, to say the least.


Our route was not navigated by the use of stars, but described in statues and grottos. ‘Turn left,’ wrote our friend, ‘at the blue Virgin Mary, then go a few miles until you come to a white Virgin Mary, then turn right, go along a while more and then when you come to the Virgin Mary in the grotto turn left …’ In the end, and some fifteen Virgin Marys later, we entered a dirt track that led to our final manger. Hallelujah! as Leonard would say.


If we had used the GPS it no doubt would have sent us along a magenta-highlighted route and occasionally picked out a McDonald’s or the nearest petrol station, but it would not have given rise to the amazing revelation of the immaculate Mary route; which, of course, says a great deal about Ireland, and our host, as well as allowing us to imagine the probable assistance the divine provided to toddling tipplers who, perchance, stared in amazement at the glowing mother as they swayed in an Irish night breeze over many millennia.


Well, I say millennia, but that is perhaps a poetic concoction. The Marys situated on corners, in grottos, and on pedestals, popping up here, there and everywhere, dotting the Irish highways and byways, are more generally modern Marys than religious relics of times past. Most of these Marys materialised as a result of Ireland embracing, with a fervour unmatched by most nations, the Vatican’s year of the Marian. Marys galore were sculpted, ordered, painted and deposited by roadsides, on corners, in parks and randomly about to help keep the goodly folk of Ireland focused upon the divine and practise their faith.


Of course, there was also an unfocused moment when in the 1980s reports of visions, movement and talking from the Mary statues grabbed the ardent in a grip of hysteria that attracted worldwide attention. Perhaps a little too much. ‘Visions schmizzons,’ said the Vatican, ‘we’ll be having none of that Irish jiggin’ and such. Cease and desist immediately with the miracle malarkey; people will be tinkin’ we’re raving lunatics.’ Or edicts to that effect.


So perturbing was this situation that scientists were enlisted to find a reason for this misapparition; to wit, they suggested dramatic backlighting and optical blurring from staring too long at the divine representation had caused an optic oscillation in some folk’s eyes, which created the impression of movement. Whether a tipple or two was involved or not is but conjecture; however, my imagining is not too far off the plot—only fanciful in a calendar sense by a few millennia or so.


Although, it should be mentioned, such sightings in Ireland are not entirely modern. The apparition at Our Lady of Knock shrine in County Mayo, back in 1879, displayed not only a gleaming, incandescent vision of the Blessed Virgin, but a good gathering of appearances in the forms of St John, St Joseph, attending angels and the Lord Jesus Christ. At that time the sightings were considered genuine and trustworthy, and were embraced somewhat enthusiastically by the powers that be for their mystical pull upon the population post–potato famine.


You’re probably wondering if it was this phenomenon that gave rise to ‘knock knock’ jokes, but that was more likely attributable to the porter in Shakespeare’s Macbeth—‘Knock, knock! Who’s there, in the other devil’s name’—another apparitional turn altogether.


By the by, if you were female, Catholic, Irish (or even not) and born in the Marian year—1954—you probably had a pretty good chance of being named Mary or Marian, and if your parents were super devout, a combo Mary Marian or Marian Mary, even the holy trifecta, Mary Marion Margaret. The year 1954 was dedicated to all things Mariological and included pilgrimages (no doubt assisted by statues), cultural events and many sermons. A big hello! to all the MMs out there.
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But where was I? Ah yes (as Beckett would say), that’s right. The GPS. It’s good at getting you there, but not necessarily at letting you enjoy the trip. It is hell-bent on taking you on the most expedient route, assuming you are in some desperate post-modernist rush to the end game. The GPS, I am convinced, is in cahoots with the freeway systems, tollways and autobahns, but not so much the byways and side ways that make travelling seem like journeying.


Personally, I like to meander. While not intrepid in a Man vs Wild way (although I am a sucker for a survivor program, since you never know when you might need to notice broken twigs as a sign of the presence of person-eating animals, or how to fashion a water-catching vessel from a leaf), I am nevertheless a curious sojourner. Even in the hugely urbanised, well-trodden tracks of an inner metropolis or on the genteel routes of picturesque destinations, there are discoveries to be made and questions to be answered about things happened upon by chance.


It’s not just about finding new places. It’s about thinking new thoughts and discovering things. Meandering is both a physical and mental wandering—a reverie of sorts, that takes you on unexpected twists and turns and opens the gateway to many musings.


While I am comforted by the precision of the GPS, when I can, I also embrace the detour and the moments when one strays slightly offpiste. For sure, the GPS pretty much guarantees finding the way, while also providing you with approximate arrival times and distance-to-travel data, but it has sort of squeezed the air out of the enterprise of adventuring forth.


An extension of the screen, computer life and gadget assistant, the GPS locks you into a grid. It is stubbornly on task. Just like ‘finding your way’ has become ‘wayfinding’ in contemporary parlance. We are now organised by municipal signs that tell us where to go, how to get there and where not to tread, corralling us into neat precincts and spaces created by ‘place making’. A kind of nanny state navigation; an overworked synthetic experience.


In reality, wayward-finding is far more entertaining. With so many things keeping you locked in and on track, it’s important not to lose your desire lines in life. The inner maverick that lurks inside the enabled, safely delivered, certified, sanitised, arrived-on-schedule self sometimes yearns to just get lost, go up the goat trail, explore the dirt path or take a side alley … just to see what’s there. I love the GPS, but I also welcome the glitch as a gift.
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Marcella, as we named our Italian GPS assistant back in 2013, was prone to lapses of concentration when it came to finding small hill towns in the Salerno province of Campania. Try as she might, and we suspected with a little grappa under her belt, she sent us on circuitous, mountainous ways in search of Ravello—a pretty little vertiginous spot where legendary assignations between the famous occurred, not least the ‘Donna Misteriosa’, Greta Garbo, who, contra to the usual myth, didn’t want to be alone but instead wished to linger a little with Maestro Leopold Stokowski on the lofty, classically inspired Terrazza dell’Infinito of the Villa Cimbrone.


The villa, a romantic hodgepodge of Italianate architectural styles resembling a combination of Leonardo da Vinci–type loggia, Venetian gothic and medieval cloisters—the full turret and temple set—was, during the twentieth century, a tempting seclusion for numerous creative souls, including self-described ‘puritanical’ poet TS Eliot, and proto-hipster, full-bearded, Freudian-inspired biographer Lytton Strachey who, less puritanical, was no doubt in pursuit of a delectable state of mind as well as dusky experiences.


Other guests were Winston Churchill, who did nicely light-filled paintings of the wisteria-festooned pergola; Vita Sackville-West, probably at the invitation of her lover, Violet Trefusis, the suspected daughter of the eccentric 2nd Baron Grimthorpe, Ernest Beckett, who renovated the villa; numerous luminous literati of the Bloomsbury set, including Virginia Woolf; as well as the reticent observer EM Forster, who liked a room with a view but never wrote about the particularly spectacular melt of Tyrrhenian Sea and sky that makes it seem as if you have ascended to a celestial, liquious heaven atop the Ravello peak.
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