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Chapter One

Introduction: Driving Spaces

So, like earlier generations of English intellectuals who taught themselves 
Italian in order to read Dante in the original, I learned to drive in order to 
read Los Angeles in the original.  .  .  .  the freeway system in its totality is now 
a single comprehensible place, a coherent state of mind, a complete way of 
life, the fourth ecology of the Angeleno.  .  .  .  The freeway is where the Ange-
lenos live a large part of their lives.  .  .  .  the actual experience of driving on 
the freeways prints itself deeply on the conscious mind and unthinking 
refl exes. As you acquire the special skills involved, the Los Angeles freeways 
become a special way of being alive.  .  .  .  (Banham 1971: 23, 213, 214)

The integrated [rural] freeway, married to its landscape, is an elegant com-
position in space, geared to high speed mobility. Its sculptural qualities can 
be enormous; it speaks of movement and the kinesthetic qualities of driving 
on it are vastly exciting.  .  .  .  It is further, a form of action calligraphy where 
the laws of motion generate a geometry which is part engineering, part paint-
ing, part sculpture, but mostly an exercise in choreography in the 
landscape.  .  .  .  At their best, these great ribbons of concrete, swirling through 
the land, give us the excitement of an environmental dance, where man can 
be in motion in his landscape theater. (Halprin 1966: 37)

.  .  .  the Santa Monica/San Diego intersection is a work of art, both as a 
pattern on the map, as a monument against the sky, and as a kinetic experi-
ence as one sweeps through it. (Banham 1971: 89–90)

In the past decade, geographers have been drawing upon theories of mobil-
ity, embodiment, performance, materiality and practice in an attempt to 
provide increasingly nuanced understandings of the ways in which people 
more or less consciously and creatively inhabit and move through particular 
kinds of spaces, environments, places and landscapes.1 Activities as diverse 
as dwelling in buildings, dancing, driving, walking and holiday-making are 
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increasingly being examined in studies across the social sciences and 
humanities which are sensitive to the embodied inhabitation of, and move-
ment through, particular spaces. Of course, few of these practices are new, 
and there is a fairly long history of critical commentaries, explorations and 
aesthetic interventions by writers, artists, landscape practitioners, engi-
neers, dancers, musicians and fi lm-makers, as well as academics and cul-
tural commentators, who have explored the relations and tensions between 
landscape, movement, practice, perception and being. This is evident in 
the opening quotations (above) by the California landscape architect and 
environmental designer Lawrence Halprin, and the English architecture 
and design historian and cultural critic Reyner Banham.

In their focus on the motorist’s embodied experience of the vernacular 
landscape, Reyner Banham and Lawrence Halprin’s writings in the 1960s 
and early 1970s paralleled other well-known studies of the driving land-
scape – including Donald Appleyard, Kevin Lynch and John Myer’s study 
of Boston’s urban expressways in The View from the Road, Robert Venturi, 
Denise Scott Brown and Steven Izenour’s architectural study of the Las 
Vegas strip, Learning from Las Vegas, and J. B. Jackson’s extensive writings 
on the vernacular American landscape (Appleyard et al. 1964; Venturi 
et al. 1972; Jackson 1997). Banham and Halprin, like J. B. Jackson before, 
asserted the importance of a driver’s embodied skills, and their kinaesthetic 
experiences of both the freeway and the landscape.2 Freeways are seen to 
be practised and experienced as ‘places’, as distinctive systemic environ-
ments which are bound up with people’s everyday experiences and actions: 
‘The freeways create a new geography and a new sense of place’ (Brodsly 
1981: 46). While Banham was clearly fascinated with the distinctive, exoti-
cized spaces of LA and its freeways, he expressed a similar appreciation for 
Europe’s largest multi-level junction (known as ‘Spaghetti Junction’), situ-
ated on the M6 at Gravelly Hill, Birmingham. When it was opened in 1972, 
he wrote a review of this ‘complex-looking intersection’ for New Society, 
preparing an itinerary for ‘kinaesthetes’ wishing to tour ‘the inner complexi-
ties of this agreeable little suburban megastructure’ by car (Banham 1972b: 
84, 85). The article was just one of many commentaries Banham wrote 
during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s about the vernacular landscapes and 
pop-modern architecture of post-war Britain. Banham repeatedly encoun-
tered and wrote about distinctive, though often quite ordinary, structures 
and environments, tracing the ecologies of particular landscapes, spaces 
and places.

In contrast to Banham, Lawrence Halprin did more than simply write 
about freeway design and landscaping. In the 1960s he was commissioned 
to prepare the San Francisco Freeways Report (1962–4) and Panhandle 
Freeway Plan and Report (1963) for the California Department of High-
ways, and in 1965–8 he served as one of eight urban advisers to the Federal 
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Highway Administrator of the US Department of Transportation (Halprin 
1986). In his writings, Halprin drew parallels between driving, highway 
design and such creative and dynamic artistic practices as sculpting, paint-
ing, calligraphy, choreography and dancing. He collaborated with his wife, 
the avant-garde dancer Anna Halprin, drawing upon theories of kinetic art, 
choreography and embodied movement, and developing a form of move-
ment notation (‘motation’) designed to enable ‘generalized notation of any 
motion through space’, whether choreographing dance or ‘visualizing the 
highway experience’ (Halprin 1966: 87). In his book Freeways Lawrence 
Halprin included a series of 18 photographs of Anna engaged in a ‘dance 
sequence under the freeway’, refl ecting his thoughts on the aesthetic and 
kinaesthetic relationship between human movement, architecture and the 
landscape (Halprin 1966: 20–1).

What the writings of Banham, Halprin and many others indicates is that 
there is a rich history of writings on driving in the landscape, as well as 
work by cultural commentators, artists, landscape architects, engineers and 
others who have attempted to comprehend, choreograph, and at times 
represent and notate, the embodied, kinaesthetic skills, habits and experi-
ences of driving in the landscape. In the past decade or two, anthropolo-
gists, art historians and geographers have increasingly argued that landscape 
be turned ‘from a noun to a verb’, being approached as ‘a dynamic medium’ 
(W. J. T. Mitchell 1994: 1) which is worked (D. Mitchell 1996, 2001), 
practised (M. Rose 2002; Cresswell 2003), inhabited (Hinchliffe 2003), 
dwelt in (Ingold 1993; Cloke and Jones 2001), and moved through (see 
also Wylie 2002, 2005; Cresswell, 2003). Landscape is ‘tensioned, always 
in movement, always in making’ (Bender 2001: 3). Following these differ-
ent engagements with landscape and movement, the writings of Halprin 
and Banham may be seen to form one strand in a much broader genealogy 
of sensibilities to movement in the landscape.

In this book I examine different moments and movements in the produc-
tion and consumption of the landscapes of a modern British motorway: the 
fi rst sections of the London to Yorkshire Motorway or M1. I show how 
lobby groups, politicians, preservationists, wealthy aristocrats and a range 
of professions invented and envisioned future British motorways in the 
early twentieth century, before examining how the landscapes of the M1 
were planned, designed, constructed, landscaped and used in the 1950s 
and 1960s. The landscapes of the M1 have always been in a state of becom-
ing, being actively worked through the movements and actions of surveyors, 
migrant labourers, construction machines, soil, concrete, rainwater, main-
tenance workers, drivers and passengers. Vegetation grows on the motor-
way verges. New technologies for governing the movements of drivers have 
been incorporated into the motorway’s structures. Individual motorway 
journeys, media stories and the products of children’s writers, pop bands 
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and toy manufacturers have worked the landscapes and practices of the 
M1 into the national, as well as regional and local, imaginations. The 
landscapes of the motorway may be seen to be ‘both a work and an erasure 
of work’ (D. Mitchell 1996: 6), as particular movements and events, along 
with the effort involved in the design, construction, maintenance and use 
of these landscapes, are rarely evident or visible to motorway travellers.

In this introductory chapter I trace the theoretical background to my 
explorations of the geographies of the M1. In section one, I discuss the 
recent resurgence of work on mobilities in the social sciences and humani-
ties, cautioning against suggestions that a ‘new mobilities paradigm’ is 
emerging. In section two, I discuss literatures on motor vehicles and driving, 
examining how the materialities of vehicles and practices of driving become 
bound up with distinctive subjectivities, ontologies, identities and mobili-
ties, inculcating particular kinds of embodied skills and sensory engage-
ments with the world. I argue against suggestions that driving is asocial and 
that roads are placeless spaces or ‘non-places’, tracing the distinctive ways 
in which drivers engage with their surroundings and communicate with 
other drivers. In section three, I examine how cultural commentators and 
scholars have tended to approach motoring as a purely visual experience, 
despite showing an awareness that motoring provides drivers and passen-
gers with multi-sensory, kinaesthetic engagements with the landscape. I 
provide a detailed discussion of academic accounts of the visualities of 
motoring, before showing how a range of artists have explored the repre-
sentational and non-representational dimensions of driving in the land-
scape. In section four, I examine both popular and academic writings on 
the histories and geographies of the modern road, highlighting the quite 
different status of ‘the road’ in British and American cultural imaginations. 
Finally, in section fi ve, I outline the contents and principal arguments of 
the remainder of the book.

Mobilities

Movement, fl ow, fl uidity and mobility are subjects of investigation across 
the natural, physical and social sciences. The collection Patterned Ground 
reveals how the fl ows and rhythms associated with such diverse phenomena 
as cities, glaciers, airports and lakes entwine and refract ‘the natural’ and 
‘the cultural’ (S. Harrison et al. 2004). Human geographers have held a 
fairly long-standing interest in mobility, drawing upon a wide range of 
philosophical approaches – including positivism, phenomenology, Marxism 
and post-structuralism – to examine such things as the geographies of 
migration, cultural diffusion, transport, tourism and trade (Cresswell 2001, 
2006). Mobility was frequently interpreted as an incidental, rational, 
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universal or dysfunctional by-product of processes occurring in particular 
places, but in the past decade there has emerged a more extensive and 
critical academic literature which identifi es ‘mobility’ as an important 
dimension in the shaping and practising of societies and cultures, spaces, 
places and landscapes (Urry 2000; Cresswell 2001, 2006). Mimi Sheller 
and John Urry (2006a, 2006b; see also Urry 2003a; Hannam et al. 2006) 
have referred to a ‘mobilities turn’ and the emergence of a ‘new mobilities 
paradigm’ in the social sciences, refl ecting an increasingly post-disciplinary 
or inter-disciplinary intellectual agenda, the ascendance of particular strands 
of non-essentialist post-structuralist and feminist thought, and a focus on 
issues of identity, embodiment, performance, subjectivity, transnational 
migration, travel writing, globalization, tourism, mobile communications, 
the internet and the spaces of the airport, car and road. There is a danger 
that a language of ‘turns’ and ‘paradigms’ may lead academics to overstate 
the impact of this work, and overlook more fi rmly established lines of 
research (such as transport geography), as well as the diversity of these new 
agendas. Indeed, despite their talk of ‘turns’ and ‘paradigms’, Sheller and 
Urry are careful to argue that they are not ‘insist[ing] on a new “grand 
narrative” of mobility, fl uidity, or liquidity’ that would repeat the mistakes 
of the wave of theorists who openly advanced ‘nomadic theories’ – celebrat-
ing, generalizing and frequently romanticizing the transgressive mobilities 
of the nomad, migrant and traveller – in an attempt to move away from 
sedentarist theories rooted in ideas of fi xity (Sheller and Urry 2006b: 210; 
see also Kaplan 1996; Cresswell 1997, 2001).3 Sheller and Urry (2006b: 
211) state that they are more concerned with ‘tracking the power of dis-
courses and practices of mobility in creating both movement and stasis’, 
echoing Tim Cresswell’s long-standing concern to move away from both 
a ‘sedentarist metaphysics’ and a ‘nomadic metaphysics’, to focus instead 
on the ‘politics of mobility’ (Cresswell 2002: 11): ‘Mobility, like social 
space and place, is produced.  .  .  .  any politics of mobility and any account 
of mobilities in general has to recognise the diversity of mobilities and the 
material conditions that produce and are produced by them’ (Cresswell 
2001: 20, 24).4

Modern western societies appear to function and gain life through the 
movements of all kinds of material and immaterial things, but they are 
heavily punctuated by sedentary assumptions and beliefs – for example, 
that citizens will have fi xed dwellings, addresses, nationalities, and own or 
lease property (Cresswell 2006). Movement must be seen to occur for a 
(legitimate) ‘purpose’, and mobilities which are deemed unnecessary, sub-
versive or pointless are frequently criticized and controlled by a range of 
authorities and commentators (Sibley 1994, 1995). Thus, while the 
movements of the business traveller, commuter, tourist, quarantined 
animal and air mail letter may be facilitated by politicians, businesses 
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and planners, the movements of gypsies, refugees and migrant workers are 
commonly criticized and closely regulated (Sibley 1994, 1995; Cresswell 
2001, 2006).

Mobilities and materialities are intricately entwined. In The Railway 
Journey Wolfgang Schivelbusch explored how travellers experience the 
world through the ‘machine ensemble’ of the railway or vehicle/highway 
(Schivelbusch 1986: 24), but the materialities of passports, border fences 
and such seemingly mundane things as shoes and walking boots are also 
caught up with, and inseparable from, particular mobilities, subjectivities 
and ontologies (Michael 2000; Divall and Revill 2005; Sheller and Urry 
2006b). What’s more, mobile subjects/objects do not simply fl oat across 
spaces, places and landscapes; rather, their very mobilities continually 
rework and shape these places and landscapes (Massey 1991, 2000, 2005; 
Cresswell 2002, 2003; cf. Morse 1998). Cities, for example, are ‘spatially 
open and cross-cut by many different kinds of mobilities’ (Amin and Thrift 
2002: 3; see also S. Graham and Marvin 2001; Sheller and Urry 2006a), 
but in this book and throughout the remainder of this chapter, I am con-
cerned with the mobilities, materialities and practices associated with 
driving, and the spaces of the car, road and motorway.

Driving, Space, Social Relations

Automobility is: 1. the quintessential manufactured object produced by the 
leading industrial sectors and the iconic fi rms within 20th-century capital-
ism  .  .  .  , and the industry from which the defi nitive social science concepts 
of Fordism and post-Fordism have emerged; 2. the major item of individual 
consumption after housing which provides status to its owner/user through its 
sign-values  .  .  .  3. an extraordinarily powerful complex constituted through 
technical and social interlinkages with other industries  .  .  .  4. the predominant 
global form of ‘quasi-private’ mobility that subordinates other mobilities  .  .  .  
5. the dominant culture that sustains major discourses of what constitutes the 
good life, what is necessary for an appropriate citizenship of mobility and 
which provides potent literary and artistic images and symbols  .  .  .  6. the 
single most important cause of environmental resource-use. (Urry 2004b: 
25–6)

John Urry has drawn upon theories of complexity to approach ‘automobil-
ity’ as a ‘self-organizing autopoietic, non-linear system that spreads world-
wide’ and ‘generates the preconditions for its own self-expansion’ (Urry 
2004b: 27). While I have reservations about the use of theories of complex-
ity and systemic metaphors,5 Urry very succinctly and effectively summa-
rizes the ways in which the car industry, cars and driving (not to mention 
other motor vehicles) are socially, culturally, economically, politically, 
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ethically and environmentally embroiled in our daily lives, whether we own 
a car, drive or not (Sheller and Urry 2000; D. Miller 2001; Wollen and 
Kerr 2002; Urry 2004b; Böhm et al. 2006). While ‘immensely fl exible’, 
automobility may be seen to be ‘wholly coercive’, underpinning dominant 
assumptions about how people conduct and manage their lives across time 
and space (Sheller and Urry 2000: 743; cf. Morse 1998). Social scientists 
have recognized the importance of automobility for decades, but their dis-
cussions of the car and driving have been very specifi c and limited until 
fairly recently. Geographers have provided extensive studies of the modes 
of production associated with car manufacturing (Hudson and Schamp 
1995), and the environmental implications and ‘external costs’ of car travel 
(Whitelegg 1997; cf. D. Miller 2001). Sociologists have focused on the 
working practices, unionization and affl uence of the car worker (Gold-
thorpe et al. 1968–9; Beynon 1973; cf. G. Turner 1964), and the life and 
work of the lorry driver (Hollowell 1968), but it is only in the past decade 
or two that sociologists, anthropologists and geographers have begun 
exploring the more far-reaching ways in which cars (and occasionally other 
vehicles) are driven, consumed and shape our lives.6

Advertisers, car manufacturers, motoring journalists and drivers fre-
quently suggest that it matters what vehicle or car we drive (on car adver-
tising, see Wernick 1991; Dery 2006). Motor vehicles and their movements 
have long been enmeshed in gendered, racialized, sexualized, nationalized, 
localized and globalized processes of inclusion and exclusion, identity for-
mation and stereotyping (Scharff 1991; Sachs 1992; O’Connell 1998; Katz 
1999; R. Law 1999; Gilroy 2001; D. Miller 2001; Sanger 2001; Edensor 
2004; Böhm et al. 2006; see chapter 5). Particular vehicles may be labelled 
as expensive, cheap, cool, youthful, boring, unreliable, or as masculine or 
feminine.7 Hot-rod enthusiasts, ‘boy-racers’ and other customisers attempt 
to rebuild, restore and restyle their cars in an attempt to differentiate, 
individualize and ‘improve’ their appearance and performance (Relph 
1976; Moorhouse 1991). The materiality of cars and vehicles is intimately 
entwined with the spaces, embodied actions, identities and subjectivities of 
driving (as well as simply owning a car), and it is important to recognize 
that there are clear differences between the experiences and embodied 
actions of drivers and passengers:

In contrast to the passenger, the driver, in order to drive, must embody and 
be embodied by the car. The sensual vehicle of the driver’s action is funda-
mentally different from that of the passenger’s, because the driver, as part of 
the praxis of driving, dwells in the car, feeling the bumps on the road as 
contacts with his or her body not as assaults on the tires, swaying around 
curves as if the shifting of his or her weight will make a difference in the car’s 
trajectory, loosening and tightening the grip on the steering wheel as a way 
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of interacting with other cars.  .  .  .  we must appreciate how driving requires 
and occasions a metaphysical merger, an intertwining of the identities of 
driver and car that generates a distinctive ontology in the form of a person-
thing, a humanized car or alternatively, an automobilized person. (Katz 1999: 
32, 33)

If politicians, environmentalists, economists and indeed geographers 
want to understand why people have an enduring attachment to their cars 
– to persuade them to move to more environmentally sustainable alterna-
tives – it is vital that they understand the social relations, embodied prac-
tices and ontologies associated with driving. As Jeffrey Schnapp has shown, 
motor vehicles were the fi rst, and remain the only, popular motorized 
‘driver-centred’ mode of transportation, combining the sense of freedom, 
control, independence and privacy that had previously been experienced 
with the bicycle and horse-drawn chariots and phaetons, with the sublime 
aura, mystery and seemingly effortless power, range and speed of mechani-
cally powered modes of transport (Schnapp 1999: 3; see also Kern 1983; 
Thrift 1990; Sachs 1992). Motor vehicles shape our being, reconfi guring 
our sense of self and personal mobility. Through the act of driving, ‘people’ 
become ‘vehicle drivers’ – hybrid, collective or cyborg fi gures whose subjec-
tivity and objectivity are (re)confi gured through the contingent, partial and 
momentary practice of dwelling in a vehicle and driving along the road (see 
Ross 1995; Graves-Brown 1997; Lupton 1999; Katz 1999; Michael 2000, 
2001; Sheller and Urry 2000; Urry 2000, 2004b; Beckmann 2001; D. 
Miller 2001; Dant 2004; Edensor 2004; Featherstone 2004; Böhm et al. 
2006; Merriman 2006b). As drivers gain experience of, and familiarity 
with, their vehicles, so the embodied skills, dispositions and actions of 
driving appear to be performed and practised in relatively unconscious, 
‘automatic’, non-cognitive and unrefl exive ways: ‘.  .  .  the experience of 
driving is sinking in to our “technological unconscious” and producing a 
phenomenology that we increasingly take for granted but which in fact is 
historically novel’ (Thrift 2004: 41). As an embodied, habitual, unrefl exive 
and, some might say, non-cognitive activity, driving can appear fairly effort-
less, ordinary and mundane (Dant 2004; Featherstone 2004). Driving 
seems to entail a process of perpetual day-dreaming or forgetting, ‘a spec-
tacular form of amnesia’ (Baudrillard 1988: 9), and a ‘detached involve-
ment’ with one’s surroundings (Brodsly 1981: 41; Featherstone 1998; 
Joyce 2003). Margaret Morse (1998) has described this as a process of 
perpetual ‘distraction’, while Jonathan Crary, in his work on attention and 
modern culture, describes the ‘diffuse attentiveness and quasi-automatism’ 
which is characteristic of both freeway driving and television watching 
(Crary 1999: 78). This is until something draws our attention, we become 
tired, lost or caught in a jam, and the ‘orderliness of driving in traffi c’ breaks 
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down (Lynch 1993: 155; Merriman 2006b; see also Latour 2005). As 
architectural critic Raymond Spurrier remarked in 1959: ‘The driver should 
be as unconscious of the road itself as he is of what is going on beneath 
the bonnet. When either mechanism or road begins to obtrude, something 
has gone wrong’ (Spurrier 1959: 245). As I discuss in chapters 3 and 5, a 
large number of experts and authorities – including landscape architects, 
engineers and civil servants – have stressed that carefully designed car-
riageways, signs and roadside planting can help maintain but must not 
distract the motorway driver’s attention – forming a minor element in 
broader programmes to shape the experiences and conduct of motorway 
drivers (Merriman 2005b, 2006b).

Governing drivers and other road users has always been a contentious, 
politically sensitive activity. In early twentieth-century Britain, motoring 
offences brought many otherwise respectable, law-abiding, upper- and 
upper-middle class citizens into the nation’s courts for the fi rst time (Emsley 
1993). As car ownership expanded, successive governments worked hard 
to introduce new motoring legislation and taxation without losing the 
support of the motoring public (in the past three decades this has been in 
the face of increasing global oil prices and pressure from environmental 
groups). Civil servants have long realized that to effectively govern the 
conduct of motorists across an extensive road network they need to supple-
ment regulatory, disciplinary and juridical frameworks with liberal and 
educative programmes and technical devices – such as the Highway Code 
and Motorway Code (see chapter 5) – which facilitate and encourage 
motorists to learn new techniques for governing their own conduct and the 
movements of their vehicles (Merriman 2005b; cf. Joyce 2003).8 Drivers 
may interpret and resist the formal rules of the road in a variety of ways, 
but the limited extent to which they can drive ‘differently’ or ‘creatively’, 
coupled with the severe consequences of rule-breaking and inattentiveness, 
lead them to perform in more or less socially acceptable ways. A misjudged 
turn of the steering wheel, press on the accelerator pedal or failure to glance 
in a mirror may result in a fatal accident, and yet such events are so frequent 
and ‘normal’ that it is only when they involve ourselves, friends, family or 
famous individuals that we look beyond the de-personalized and sanitized 
accident statistics and register the embodied effects and affects of such 
incidents (see chapter 5).

Driving is an important social, cultural, spatial practice, but it is not 
uncommon for academics to approach driving as a solitary, desensitizing, 
dislocated or asocial activity which generates experiences of placelessness 
(see Freund and Martin 1993).9 In Place and Placelessness the humanistic 
geographer Edward Relph acknowledged that cars and other ‘per-
sonal machines  .  .  .  offer us new options, comforts and experiences’ (Relph 
1976: 129), but they also desensitize us to, and separate us from, our 
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surroundings, with modern twentieth-century roads representing both a 
feature and symptom of a fl at, placeless geography:

Roads, railways, airports, cutting across or imposed on the landscape rather 
than developing with it, are not only features of placelessness in their own 
right, but, by making possible the mass movement of people with all their 
fashions and habits, have encouraged the spread of placelessness well beyond 
their immediate impacts. (Relph 1976: 90; see also Kunstler 1994)

French anthropologist Marc Augé has made similar claims about the spread 
of ‘non-places’ such as motorways and airports in the late twentieth century, 
an era of ‘supermodernity’ (Augé 1995). On one level, Augé’s descriptions 
appear to refl ect the feelings of blankness, forgetting, indifference and 
ubiquity which some, perhaps many, travellers and consumers experience 
in fairly standardized, mundane and familiar environments (cf. Morris 
1988). As Margaret Morse argues, ‘practices and skills’ such as driving and 
shopping constitute ‘the barely acknowledged ground of everyday experi-
ence’, and ‘can be performed semiautomatically in a distracted state’ 
(Morse 1998: 102; see also Crary 1999). Drivers experience ‘a partial loss 
of touch with the here-and-now’, all of which works to constitute ‘an ontol-
ogy of everyday distraction’ (Morse 1998: 99; see also Crary 1999). Morse 
(1998: 103) goes on to describe the isolation and ‘derealization’ of freeway 
driving, but like Augé she overstates and over-generalizs the difference, 
novelty and dislocation of the experiences and environments associated 
with motorway driving. Firstly, as I have argued elsewhere, it is unnecessary 
to delineate a new species of place – i.e. ‘non-place’ or ‘non-space’ – to 
account for the detachment, solitariness, boredom and distraction which 
some drivers or passengers may experience on motorways; feelings which 
are just as likely to surface when one is at home or work (Merriman 2004b, 
2006b). Secondly, Augé and others tend to overlook the history of such 
‘barometers of modernity’ or supermodernity, for commentators have, in 
previous decades and centuries, associated feelings of boredom, disloca-
tion, illegibility, excitement and shock with other previously new trans-
portation and communication technologies, such as the railway in the 
nineteenth century (Thrift 1995: 19; see also Schivelbusch 1986; Crary 
1999; Merriman 2004b). Thirdly, while Augé (1995: 79) argues that places 
and non-places are ‘like palimpsests’, being ‘ceaselessly rewritten’, it is 
only in his later writings and interviews that he supplements his auto-
 ethnographic refl ections on travelling through spaces of supermodernity 
with an acknowledgment of the different experiences and degrees of access 
that individuals/groups – whether commuters, workers, or refugees – may 
have in/to such spaces as the airport (e.g. Augé 1999, 2004; cf. Cresswell 
2001; M. Crang 2002a). Fourthly, Augé and other commentators often 
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fail to examine the quite different embodied engagements and experiences 
of the driver and passenger. Fifthly, and fi nally – as Bruno Latour (1993) 
points out – Augé fails to register the many mediated or distanciated social-
material relations and entanglements which emerge in these spaces, for he 
is attached to the idea that sociality is a function of face-to-face, unmedi-
ated communication. Non-places, Augé states, ‘are the spaces of circula-
tion, communication and consumption, where solitudes coexist without 
creating any social bond or even a social emotion’ (Augé 1996: 178).

At fi rst glance, motorway driving may appear to produce such experi-
ences of detachment and solitude, but as a large number of sociologists, 
psychologists, anthropologists, geographers and ethnomethodologists have 
stressed, driving is a complex social practice and activity, and drivers do 
communicate and interact with people and all manner of things, inhabiting 
and consuming the spaces of the car and road in a myriad of distinctive 
ways (see, e.g., Goffman 1971; Dannefer 1977; Lynch 1993; Katz 1999; 
Amin and Thrift 2002; Featherstone 2004; Laurier 2004). In the contem-
porary West we tend to take our relations with cars and roads for granted, 
‘think[ing] our world through a sense of the self in which driving, roads, 
and traffi c are simply integral to who we are and what we presume to do 
each day’ (D. Miller 2001: 3). But cars and the spaces of the road have 
been, and are, shaped, consumed and inhabited in quite distinctive ways 
in different societies at different times, whether in early twentieth-century 
Britain (O’Connell 1998), contemporary India (Sardar 2002; Edensor 
2004), Trinidad (D. Miller 2001), Cuba (Narotzky 2002) or amongst the 
Aborigines of the Pitjantjatjara lands in South Australia (Young 2001), to 
name but a few examples (see also Wollen and Kerr 2002). Drivers and 
passengers inhabit different vehicles in different ways, playing car games 
with other passengers, doing offi ce work while on the move (Laurier 2004), 
talking to family members, listening to recorded music or the radio, singing 
(Brodsly 1981; Bull 2001, 2004; Schwarzer 2004), having sex in lay-bys, 
or day-dreaming and contemplating (Edensor 2003). Despite assertions to 
the contrary by some transport economists, driving-time, like all travel 
time, can be productive (Dant and Martin 2001; Lyons and Urry 2005). 
Driving entails intense ‘affective and embodied relations’, giving rise to a 
range of emotions and feelings, from fear and anger, to excitement (Sheller 
2004: 221; see also Katz 1999). Drivers get frustrated, all too aware of the 
‘expressive limitations of their vehicles’, and the fact that other drivers 
appear ‘deaf to one’s own concerns’ (Katz 1999: 28; see also Lynch 1993). 
In extreme cases, frustrated and angry vehicle drivers may engage in acts 
of violent ‘road rage’ (see Katz 1999; Lupton 1999; Michael 2000, 2001). 
In other situations, drivers fl ash headlights, use indicator lights, sound their 
horn, shout, or make polite or rude gestures in an attempt to communicate 
their feelings or intended movements (see Katz 1999). Drivers continually 
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predict and assess the actions and performance and movements of other 
‘vehicle drivers’, judging motorists by their movements and stereotyping 
them according to their gender, ethnicity, age, class, nationality, or the 
appearance of their car (O’Connell 1998; Katz 1999).

Driving, Landscape, Visuality

Drivers inhabit, navigate and move through the spaces and landscapes of 
the road in distinctive, embodied ways facilitated by a range of technologies 
(Thrift 2004). Driving is not solely a visual experience, where ‘the sights, 
sounds, tastes, temperatures and smells of the city and countryside are 
reduced to the two-dimensional view through the car windscreen’ (Urry 
2000: 63; see also Sheller and Urry 2000). An array of ‘privatizing tech-
nologies’ have affected the driver’s and passenger’s sensations of movement 
and their surroundings (Urry 2000: 63), but even today’s air-conditioned, 
heated, suspensioned cars with ABS brakes, modern glazing, power steer-
ing, satellite navigation and sophisticated stereos afford multi-sensory 
affects and engagements with the landscape. Nevertheless, while a few 
academics and commentators have focused on drivers’ multi-sensory and 
kinaesthetic inhabitations of the world, the vast majority of writings and 
interventions focus on the driver’s or passenger’s visual experiences of the 
landscape, and in these accounts the motorist’s vision is rarely seen to be 
embodied with, and inseparable from, other sensory and kinaesthetic appre-
hensions of their surroundings (see Bull 2004, on the driver’s audio-visual 
experiences).

In America Jean Baudrillard (1988), perhaps unsurprisingly, focused his 
attention on the visual spectacle of driving along the Los Angeles freeways 
and desert highways. Driving at speed through the desert was seen to create 
an ‘invisibility, transparency or transversality in things’, and what Baudril-
lard, citing Paul Virilio, termed an ‘aesthetics of disappearance’ (Baudril-
lard 1988: 7, 5). Baudrillard incorporates such effects and experiences into 
his own geography of LA and the American desert, but when Virilio 
addressed similar themes in his writings he abstracted the practices and 
experiences of driving from specifi c landscapes, spaces and times, tracing 
a dystopian, almost apocalyptic, futuristic, transhistorical and dislocated 
geography which effaced the multi-sensory nature of driving. In Polar 
Inertia Virilio looked to a future where ‘the audiovisual feats of the elec-
tronic dashboard will prevail over the optical qualities of the fi eld beyond 
the windscreen’, and ‘the temporal depth of the electronic image prevails 
over the spatial depth of the motorway network’ (Virilio 2000: 15). Human 
physical movement would cease to be important, as ‘dynamic automotive 
vehicle[s]’ such as cars are replaced by ‘the static audiovisual vehicle’, 
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marking ‘the defi nitive triumph of sedentariness’ (Virilio 2000: 18). Here, 
and elsewhere, Virilio’s future predictions appear to fl y in the face of con-
temporary sociological studies which demonstrate the continuing impor-
tance of corporeal travel and physical co-presence, alongside the increasing 
use and importance of virtual communication technologies (Urry 2002; 
2003a). Virilio’s predictions emerge from a fascination with the geographies 
of the screen, and comparisons between the experiences of driving and the 
visualities of the cinema, television and computer screen (see also Morse 
1998). In The Aesthetics of Disappearance, Virilio sees the ‘voyeur-voyager 
in his car’ as analogous to ‘the moviegoer’, who ‘knows in advance what 
he’s going to see, the script’ (Virilio 1991: 67–8). Windscreen and cinema 
screen are conceptualized as comparable framing devices or surfaces of 
projection, and here Virilio’s thoughts parallel the writings of a long line 
of fi lm theorists, social scientists and cultural commentators who have 
drawn parallels between a cinematic gaze and automotive visuality (see 
Friedberg 1993, 2002; Dimendberg 1995; Morse 1998; Larsen 2001; M. 
Crang 2002b; Schwarzer 2004; also Ross 1995). As French writer Octave 
Mirbeau remarked in 1908 on the impact of the motor car on ‘modern 
man’: ‘Everywhere life is rushing insanely like a cavalry charge, and it 
vanishes cinematographically like trees and silhouettes along a road’ (cited 
in Kern 1983: 113).10 Cars, cinema and trains may be seen to act as ‘vision 
machines’ and virtual or physical transportation machines, but their 
users have had, and do have, very different motivations and embodied 
engagements with the spaces and landscapes which are ‘projected’ or 
‘refracted’.

It is useful, here, to compare and contrast the visualities enabled by 
railway travel with the visual engagements of the car driver and passenger. 
Schivelbusch famously argued that railway travel led to the emergence of 
a new mode of perception, a way of seeing that was ‘panoramic’, as the 
relative comfort, smoothness and speed of the ride led to a sense of detach-
ment from the landscape, and the cultivation of distinctly different embod-
ied practices and experiences from those associated with stage coaches 
(Schivelbusch 1986). Landscapes appeared to lose their depth, becoming 
‘evanescent’ glimpsed scenes, with passengers trained in the arts of land-
scape painting and viewing fi nding the view disorienting and disagreeable: 
‘Those who were conditioned to looking at a landscape as a landscape 
painting, with a detailed foreground directing the eye to middle ground 
and distance, discovered the view from a speeding train could not be con-
tained within this structure and that attempts to do so were unnerving, 
sometimes sickening’ (Daniels 1985: 16). Observers compared the evanes-
cence and apparent scrolling of the landscape past the train window with 
the popular panoramic and dioramic shows of the early nineteenth century, 
and Daniels remarked that ‘those who enjoyed going to the panorama 
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shows relished a spectacle more refi ned passengers found diffi cult to 
stomach’ (Daniels 1985: 16).

A few academics have suggested that motorists experience the landscape 
in a panoramic manner similar to that of railway travel (Dimendberg 1995; 
Ross 1995), but while back-seat passengers may observe similar visual 
effects when staring out of the side windows of a car, a broad range of 
academics, cultural commentators and artists have emphasized that the 
visualities and embodied engagements of the driver and front-seat passen-
ger are quite different to that of the railway passenger (Schwarzer 2004; 
also Liniado 1996; Featherstone 1998). Reyner Banham commented on 
the difference in New Society in 1972:

The railway view presents a passive observer with a continuous panorama 
that unrolls from left to right, or other way about. One is very detached from 
it as its contents slide past according to the laws of parallax. Richard Hamil-
ton once did a series of paintings about this very effect; he also did one only 
through a car windscreen and then gave up.11

For the car-borne view is neither detached nor in parallax. The observer 
plunges continuously ahead into a perspective that is potentially dangerous 
and demands his active attention (nor is the passenger passive: watch his feet 
and hands, listen to his comments and warnings). (Banham 1972a: 243)

Mitchell Schwarzer associates this plunging perspective with what he terms 
‘dromoscopic perception’, with ‘a headlong immersion into a free space 
of movement around which buildings recede’ (Schwarzer 2004: 99). This 
complex, plunging visual perspective is inseparable from the differentiated, 
performative, embodied actions of both driving and passengering, but 
throughout the twentieth century critical commentators, architects, artists 
and others differed in their opinions on the extent to which the dynamic, 
embodied experiences and visualities of car travel could be apprehended 
or represented.

On the one hand, engineers, architects, urban designers, landscape 
architects and psychologists have attempted to comprehend, codify and at 
times model the visual experiences of drivers and passengers. Since at least 
the 1940s, highway engineers have developed mathematical formulae to 
ensure that the aesthetic appearance of the alignment and curvature of 
roads is not irritating or confusing for drivers (Merriman 2001). In the 
early 1960s, as part of their study of Boston’s urban expressways, the urban 
designers Donald Appleyard, Kevin Lynch and John Myer developed a 
system for ‘recording, analyzing and communicating’ the visual sequences 
presented to the car traveller (Appleyard et al. 1964: 19). The team were 
motivated by ‘a desire to fi nd a visual means for pulling together large 
urban areas’, and they argued that high-speed expressways could provide 
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‘a new means for making the structure of our vast cities comprehensible to 
the eye’ (Appleyard et al. 1964: 63, 16).

On the other hand, a range of artists, architects and others have high-
lighted the performative, non-representational nature of the visualities and 
broader sensibilities of vehicle driving and passengering. As the modernist 
American sculptor and painter Tony Smith remarked of a night-time drive 
along ‘the unfi nished New Jersey Turnpike’ with three students in the 
early 1950s:

This drive was a revealing experience  .  .  .  it did something for me that art had 
never done before. At fi rst I didn’t know what it was, but its effect was to 
liberate me from many of the views I had had about art. It seemed that there 
had been a reality there which had not had any expression in art.  .  .  .  I thought 
to myself, it ought to be clear that’s the end of art. Most painting looks pretty 
pictorial after that. There is no way you can frame it, you just have to experi-
ence it. (quoted in Wagstaff 1966: 19)

Freeway travelling is approached as a kinetic, non-representational, perfor-
mative engagement, invoking a visual aesthetic far in advance of contem-
porary forms of artistic representation and expression. Smith’s personal 
revelation can be seen to resonate with both earlier and later artistic engage-
ments with experiences of landscapes of mobility, but rather than follow 
Smith and express the futility of attempting to (re)present or express par-
ticular practices and movements, artists have more commonly chosen to 
experiment with aesthetic techniques that can articulate, refract or play 
with the dynamic, more-than-representational nature of driving and the 
view through the windscreen. The distinctive visualities of both motoring 
and viewing passing vehicles have been explored by an array of (largely 
‘modern’) artists, from Henri Matisse in The Windshield, on the Villacoubly 
Road (1917), Giacomo Balla in his Futurist Abstract Speed – the Car has 
Passed (1913) and László Moholy-Nagy’s experimental colour photograph 
Pink Traffi c Abstraction (1937–40), to David Hockney’s photographic 
montage Pearlblossom Highway (1986), pop art works by Roy Lichtenstein, 
Ed Ruscha and Richard Hamilton, and video art works by Rachel Lowe 
and Julian Opie (Millar and Schwartz 1998; British Council 2000; P. D. 
Osborne 2000; Wollen 2002; Horlock 2004).12

One of the most notable, often overlooked, creative attempts to engage 
with the visualities and phenomenologies of driving and passengering is the 
published diary of Brutalist architect Alison Smithson, AS in DS: An Eye 
on the Road (1983). In the early 1970s, Smithson – a member of the Inde-
pendent Group with Richard Hamilton, Eduardo Paolozzi, Reyner Banham, 
her husband Peter Smithson and others – kept ‘a diary of a passenger’s 
view of movement in a car’ during trips in the family’s Citroën D.S. 
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(Smithson 1983: 15). After the text of the diary was complete, Smithson 
made sketches while on the move, and these multiple engagements with 
the passing landscape helped her to identify and engage with the ways 
in which ‘the car-moved-seeing’ produced a ‘new sensibility’, a new 
way of seeing, being in and moving through the landscape (Smithson 
1983: 15–16). In a description of one of her many journeys between 
London and the family’s home at Fonthill in Wiltshire, Smithson described 
the scene:

.  .  .  headlights are refracted by the mist into tiny, [sic] globules that change 
each oncoming aura into a Seurat-in-transit  .  .  .  this unreal fracturing of light, 
the gentle movement of the well-cushioned ride, somehow eats up the dis-
tance  .  .  .  the pointillist lights manoeuvre in the darkness  .  .  .  such sideways 
movements the more noticeable because of the otherwise uninterrupted 
steady forward movement of all the cars  .  .  .  now this car is holding its dis-
tance behind a constellation of ruby lights. (Smithson 1983: 97, ellipses in 
original)

Smithson’s descriptions of her journeys along more or less familiar routes 
reveals an embodied kinaesthetic and visual sensibility to particular land-
scapes and driving environments which is all too lacking in the majority of 
academic writings about driving, passengering and the spaces of the road. 
Indeed, while drivers and passengers may develop particular dispositions 
and sensibilities to their surroundings which are embodied and practised 
on a fairly routine basis, different kinds of road and motorway facilitate or 
afford quite different experiences and styles of driving, and motorists 
frequently have quite specifi c reasons for driving along particular routes 
to reach their destinations.13 Driving environments have quite specifi c 
geographies and afford quite specifi c mobilities.

Geographies of the Modern Road

Streets and roads have developed over centuries, but with the growth of 
motor car ownership during the twentieth century, many roads have under-
gone a signifi cant transformation, as highway engineers, planners and poli-
ticians have adopted and implemented strategies and technologies aimed 
at shaping the movements and conduct of pedestrians, motorists and motor 
vehicles.14 Critics have argued that increasing levels of motor vehicle own-
ership have led to the privatization of public roads, and the destruction of 
neighbourhoods, as the social spaces of streets are transformed into asocial 
roads dominated by unidirectional vehicular movement (see RTS 1997). 
As the anti-car, anti-road, anti-capitalist, pro-streets group Reclaim the 
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Streets argued in a propaganda poster distributed at their third London 
street party on the M41 West Cross Route on 13 July 1996:

We are basically about taking back public space from the enclosed private 
arena. At it’s simplest it is an attack on cars as a principle [sic] agent of 
enclosure. It’s about reclaiming the streets as public inclusive space from the 
private exclusive use of the car. But we believe in this as a broader principle, 
taking back those things that have been enclosed within capitalist circulation 
and returning them to collective use as a commons.15

It is not just radical environmental groups who criticize the effects of 
cars on public space and busy roads on urban communities. In 1961 Jane 
Jacobs described ‘[t]raffi c arteries, along with parking lots, fi lling stations, 
and drive-in movies’ as ‘powerful and insistent instruments of city destruc-
tion’ (J. Jacobs 1961: 352). In 1974 geographer Ronald Horvath explained 
and mapped how ‘automobile territory’ – land devoted to the driving, 
parking and servicing of cars – had come to occupy a signifi cant proportion 
of the surface area of American cities such as Detroit (Horvath 1974; see 
also Thrift and French 2002). As traffi c levels increase, the ecologies and 
aesthetics of streets, roads and urban areas change (N. Taylor 2003), and 
yet few geographers have chosen to broaden their attention beyond the 
spaces of the bustling city street to examine the distinctive geographies of 
roads and motorways, as well as practices of driving. In this section I intro-
duce the literatures on the histories and geographies of the street, road and 
motorway, suggesting why there are very few critical academic studies of 
Britain’s roads and motorways.

There is an extensive literature on roads. Descriptive tracts and historical 
accounts have been published about Britain’s roads for centuries – from 
the Roman Itinerarium Antonini (c. AD 200), through to descriptions in 
Daniel Defoe’s A Tour Through England and Wales (1724–6) and more 
recent histories of the Great North Road and modern motorway (see 
the compendium Scott-Giles 1946). Engineers and planners have outlined 
the history of Britain’s motorway-building programme (see Drake et al. 
1969; Starkie 1982; Charlesworth 1984; Bridle and Porter 2002; P. Baldwin 
and Baldwin 2004),16 but it is only in recent years that there has emerged 
a more critical (if diverse) historical and sociological literature on the spaces 
of the street, road and motorway. Sociologists and anthropologists have 
argued that modern roads and motorways are non-places or somewhat 
placeless spaces (Relph 1976; Augé 1995; cf. Merriman 2004b). There 
is a signifi cant body of literature on cultures of street-walking and the 
spaces of the urban street, ranging from work on the gendering of street-
walking and the activities of the fl âneur and fl âneuse in the nineteenth 
century, to writings on the ordering, lighting, regulation and surveillance 
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of streets (e.g. Schivelbusch 1988; Tester 1994; Fyfe 1998; Nead 2000; 
Joyce 2003).

There is an expanding academic literature on the social, political, archi-
tectural, landscape and environmental histories of the spaces of the road 
and motorway, but aside from an array of social scientifi c writings on the 
British road protest movement (e.g. McKay 1996; Routledge 1997; Wall 
1999) and a few specialized histories of motorway service areas, petrol sta-
tions and roads like London’s Westway (e.g. McCreery 1996; Jones 1998; 
Croft 1999; D. Lawrence 1999; Robertson 2007), very little of this focuses 
on the spaces of Britain’s roads. The roads of two countries tend to domi-
nate the literature. Firstly, there are a large number of studies of the 
German Autobahnen which examine the extent to which their design, land-
scaping and promotion refracted Nazi political, social and aesthetic ideolo-
gies (e.g. Shand 1984; Gröning 1992; Boyd Whyte 1995; Dimendberg 
1995; Rollins 1995; Zeller 1999). Secondly, there is an extensive academic 
literature on the highways, parkways and freeways of the USA, which, 
although diverse, appears to refl ect the prominent position of ‘the road’ 
and the automobile in the American national imagination (e.g. Brodsly 
1981; Berman 1983; Wilson 1992; Raitz 1996; Lackey 1997; Gandy 2002; 
Wollen and Kerr 2002; Krim 2005). Accounts of highways and being ‘on 
the road’ have assumed a notable place in both mainstream and counter-
cultural imaginaries of the American nation, whether in books such as Jack 
Kerouac’s 1957 On the Road (see Cresswell 1993), road movies such as 
Easy Rider (1969) and Thelma and Louise (1991) (see Cohan and Hark 
1997; Eyerman and Löfgren 1995; Wollen and Kerr 2002), or in diverse 
representations of Route 66 (see Krim 2005). Roads and the vernacular 
modern landscapes of the roadside strip have also assumed an important 
position in the writings of American landscape historians, architectural 
historians, geographers and commercial archaeologists such as J. B. Jackson, 
John Jakle, Keith Sculle, Grady Clay and Arthur Krim (Jakle and Sculle 
1994, 1999, 2004; Jakle et al. 1996; Raitz 1996; Jackson 1997; Krim 2005; 
also Venturi et al. 1972).17 In contrast, British landscape historians and 
industrial archaeologists have appeared less keen to study Britain’s roads, 
commercial architecture and modern vernacular landscapes.18 What’s 
more, as cultural commentators such as Will Self, Michael Bracewell and 
Stuart Jeffries have argued, Britain’s roads are relatively short and con-
gested, ‘lacking the mystique’ and expansiveness of America’s highways 
(Picken 1999: 222):

.  .  .  Britain seemed so notably defi cient in motorway culture compared 
with other countries, particularly the United States. The idea of a proper 
British road movie was laughable – there wasn’t enough track. (Self 
1993: 1)
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Now we are a rain-soaked dime of a country, shrunk by roads into an awayday 
island where everywhere is near everywhere else, nowhere is worth going to 
and the journey in between is a misery.  .  .  .  In other countries, roads are the 
carriers of romance and they spawn genre movies and books.  .  .  .  Britain has 
a long way to go if it is to emulate America or any attractive car culture. 
(Jeffries 1998: 14)

In Britain, the cultural status of the motorway remains ambiguous, to say the 
least.  .  .  .  this country’s experience of the motorway is comparatively 
young  .  .  .  and rooted, unwaveringly, in the very opposite of America’s road-
movie romance with the highway. (Bracewell 2002a: 285)

British roads, motorways and car journeys may not have been embroiled 
in the powerful discourses of automobility, freedom and romance which 
appear so pervasive in the USA, nor have they attracted the attention of 
many British academics, but they have, at various times, been romanticized 
and celebrated for their modernity, excitement, beauty, kitsch qualities 
and ethereality, as well as criticized for (or at least labelled as) being 
boring, dull, ubiquitous, dangerous, alienating, destructive, dystopian 
landscapes.

As I show in chapters 5 and 6, Britain’s motorways were celebrated as 
exciting, experimental, modern landmarks and sites of travel in the 1950s 
and 1960s. The M1 caught the attention of board-game manufacturers, 
pop musicians, children’s writers and a whole host of cultural commenta-
tors, but despite appearing in the occasional fi lm (e.g. Albert Finney’s 1968 
Charlie Bubbles) and soap opera (e.g. EastEnders) there are no celebratory 
road movies set on the M1. During the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s the spaces 
of the motorway have featured in a series of more dystopian (sometimes 
critical, sometimes dark, sometimes nostalgic) narratives which remark on 
the marginal or anonymous nature of these landscapes – from J. G. 
Ballard’s Crash (1973) and Concrete Island (1974), Peter Nichols’ play The 
Freeway (1975), and Chris Petit’s fi lm Radio On (1979), to Trevor Hoyle’s 
novel The Man who Travelled on Motorways (1979), Will Self’s short story 
‘Scale’ (1994), Michael Winterbottom’s fi lm Butterfl y Kiss (1995), St 
Etienne’s song ‘Like a Motorway’ (1994) and Black Box Recorder’s 
‘The English Motorway System’ (2000). In London Orbital: a walk around 
the M25, the writer, poet and fi lm-maker Iain Sinclair describes a series of 
explorations of the landscapes, or ‘acoustic footprints’, surrounding Lon-
don’s infamous M25 orbital motorway (Sinclair 2002).19 Sinclair decided 
to undertake the walk in ‘the belief that this nowhere, this edge, is the place 
that will offer fresh narratives’ on contemporary society (Sinclair 2002: 14). 
The M25 was Britain’s fi rst orbital motorway, which ‘goes nowhere; 
it’s self-referential, postmodern, ironic’ (Sinclair 2002: 443), and in 
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his characteristic style Sinclair interweaves descriptions of particular 
sites and landscapes he encounters – from modern shopping centres to old 
factories – producing a poetic topography of both the spectacular and the 
mundane, new and historic landscapes, sites of surveillance and seemingly 
lawless wastelands. Sinclair celebrates and reveres particular landscapes 
and sites of memory, as well as describing landscapes he detests. London 
Orbital, although somewhat unorthodox, can be placed in a growing list of 
popular ‘biographies’ of British roads, including Edward Platt’s Leadville: 
A Biography of the A40 (2000), Peter Boogaart’s A272 – An Ode to a Road 
(2000), as well as photographic studies of the A1 by Paul Graham (1983) 
and Jon Nicholson (2000) (one could also include Martin Parr’s (1999) 
Boring Postcards).

Academics, on the other hand, have been quite focused – and, at times, 
conservative – in their attention to the British motorway, and there are 
very few in-depth studies of the geographies of particular driving environ-
ments. Geographers have examined the effects of motorways on patterns 
of economic activity and regional development (e.g. R. H. Osborne 1960; 
Massey 1984; The Geographical Journal 1986; Hebbert 2000). In the early 
1960s Jay Appleton examined the new geography of motorway construc-
tion as part of The Geography of Communications in Great Britain (Appleton 
1962; see also 1960). More recently, Doreen Massey has described her 
memories of the A34, tracing the geographies of a road that ‘is both local 
and global’ and worked into people’s lives in multiple ways: ‘There have 
been many A34s in our lives’ (Massey 2004; cf. Massey 2000, on the M1). 
There is a small, but signifi cant, literature which has focused on the 
sociologies and geographies of driving along particular roads and motor-
ways, from the Los Angeles freeways (Brodsly 1981; Katz 1999) and 
specifi c American parkways (Wilson 1992), to Malaysia’s national express-
way (Williamson 2003), India’s roads (Edensor 2004) and various British 
motorways (Pearce 2000; Edensor 2003; Merriman 2003, 2004b, 2006b). 
What geographers, historians, sociologists and anthropologists have 
rarely done, however, is to examine how specifi c spaces of driving – 
particular roads and motorways – have been envisioned, planned, 
designed, constructed, landscaped and used (a notable exception here is 
Brodsly 1981).

Contents of the Book

In this book I examine how the fi rst sections of England’s London to 
Yorkshire Motorway (sometimes referred to as the London to Birmingham 
Motorway) were envisioned, designed, constructed, landscaped and used 
in the 1950s and 1960s. This was Britain’s fi rst major stretch of motorway, 
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opened on 2 November 1959, eleven months after the opening of the 8¼-
mile-long Preston Bypass section of the M6 (Britain’s fi rst motorway) in 
Lancashire on 5 December 1958. Prime Minister Harold Macmillan and 
the press had rightly celebrated the opening of the Preston Bypass as the 
launch of Britain’s fi rst motorway, but the opening of the fi rst 72 miles of 
the London to Yorkshire Motorway (M1) attracted more widespread pub-
licity and attention than the Lancashire motorway.20 Here was Motorway 
One, which was far longer (and, indeed, wider) than the Preston Bypass. 
What’s more, the M1 was a southern English motorway, located close to 
London and the offi ces and homes of the majority of national journalists, 
civil servants, politicians and infl uential cultural commentators. The M1 
was easy to visit, observe, conduct experiments on and write about. The 
M1 was an exotic, distinctive, somewhat experimental space, and it emerged 
as a signifi cant landscape/site of British modernity and post-war reconstruc-
tion, alongside the nation’s new towns, expanding suburbs, tower blocks, 
new universities, schools and hospitals, and such prominent spaces and 
structures as Coventry Cathedral and the South Bank site of the Festival 
of Britain (on these and other sites of British modernity, see Saint 1987; 
Glendinning and Muthesius 1994; L. Campbell 1996; Matless 1998; 
Conekin et al. 1999; Bullock 2002; Conekin 2003; Gilbert et al. 2003). In 
recent years architectural historians, social and cultural historians and his-
torical geographers (amongst others) have become increasingly interested 
in the histories and geographies of 1950s and 1960s Britain, and in this 
book I examine how the geographies of a linear motorway landscape 
refracted prominent attitudes and debates from the period, whether about 
modern design and architecture, scientifi c expertise and authority, the 
racism experienced by post-war immigrant labourers, or teenage consump-
tion – to name just four examples.

As Britain’s fi rst motorways were constructed amidst the reconstruction 
programmes and consumer boom of the late 1950s and early 1960s it might 
appear judicious to conclude that they were a by-product of a war-time 
and post-war drive for economic, social and physical reconstruction. In 
chapter 2 I unsettle such a straightforward account, examining the attempts 
of politicians, infl uential motorists, industrialists, preservationists, engi-
neers, landscape architects and road safety experts to promote motorway 
construction in Britain between 1900 and 1945. I examine the impact of 
the German National Socialist Party’s Autobahnen on British attitudes to 
motorway construction. I show how planners, architects, engineers, motor-
ing organizations and landscape architects argued that motorways would 
form an important component of Britain’s post-war reconstruction, and 
I examine the debates which emerged between groups such as the 
Council for the Preservation of Rural England, the Roads Beautifying 
Association and the Institute of Landscape Architects about the design, 
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landscaping and planting of Britain’s roads and motorways in the 1920s, 
1930s and 1940s.

In chapters 3 to 5 I examine how the landscapes of the M1 motorway 
were planned, designed, constructed, studied and used in the 1950s and 
1960s. In the fi rst of these chapters I examine debates surrounding the 
location, design, landscaping and planting of Britain’s roads and motor-
ways in the 1950s, focusing on the attitudes of landscape architects, engi-
neers, architectural critics and government committees towards the design, 
landscaping and planting of the M1 and its service areas.

In chapter 4, I focus on the construction of the M1 in the late 1950s. I 
provide a critical examination of the narratives of construction that the 
contracting engineering fi rm John Laing and Son Limited presented to 
the public, future clients, company employees and local residents. I then 
examine a rather different representation of the construction of the M1: 
Ewan MacColl, Charles Parker and Peggy Seeger’s one-hour folk Radio 
Ballad Song of a Road, which focused on the lives, work and oral traditions 
of the largely working-class migrant labourers and tradesmen whose biog-
raphies and geographies were largely overlooked in offi cial accounts of the 
motorway.

In chapter 5, I examine how the M1 was used and consumed by motor-
ists, commercial organizations, experts and the public in late 1959 and the 
early 1960s. I examine the attempts of politicians, journalists, the police 
and motoring organizations to predict and govern the conduct and move-
ments of motorway vehicle drivers before and after the opening of the M1. 
I show how motorway driving was seen to produce distinctively new experi-
ences, sensations, subjectivities and ways of being. I examine how the M1 
was constructed and experienced as a space of modern consumption, catch-
ing the public’s imagination, and becoming an important cultural reference 
point. I reveal how the motorway’s service areas emerged as spaces of regu-
lated consumption, and I discuss how the government’s Road Research 
Laboratory approached the M1 as an experimental space of scientifi c 
inquiry, statistical calculation, accidents and death.

By the early to mid-1960s the M1 was no longer seen to be new or 
unique, and motorways had become fairly familiar features of the English/
British landscape. In the fi nal chapter, chapter 6, I examine how attitudes 
to motorways and motoring changed in the late 1960s and 1970s, with the 
emergence of new environmental and conservation discourses, and as 
motorways were styled by writers and artists as dystopian and placeless 
landscapes. Finally, I argue that motorways are continually ‘placed’ through 
the practices and movements of millions of motorists, as well as motorway 
workers and local residents.
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