
18 19

A series of participatory workshops led by Colleen 
Brown that reconceptualize the city and city-making 
processes as dynamic and collaborative sculpture.

The comments, questions and insights that emerged 
from these workshops were translated into a paper 
written by Colleen Brown that provides an historical 
context and suggests how results from the workshops 
could be used.

Colleen Brown
Assemble, Reassemble, 
Disassemble, Repeat

Colleen Brown: Assemble, Reassemble, Disassemble, Repeat 
Location, Date

“Art training could help city employees see when staying out
of the way of divergent or unruly activities of citizens is the
most supportive thing they can do.”

– Colleen Brown
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to explore and consider new rules and a final stage were 
participants collectively decided what rules they would like 
to assign to the next group.

The most salient observation from the workshops is that 
many of the city government’s strategic objectives are 
concepts the participants spontaneously talked about. 
Whether they agreed or disagreed on the particulars 
of a transit or sustainability goal, people could easily 
communicate with one another about it. They named the 
core goals of the city government as topics of discussion 
and could engage in imaginative play around those goals 
to communicate a possible future. In general, this suggests 
there is good communication between the city government 
and Vancouverites. 

There was one notable exception. While participants in 
the workshops were dexterous in developing concepts 
associated with Vancouver’s parks or transit, for example, 
thinking about housing was more awkward. If housing was 
explicitly represented in a workshop people often used 
cardboard boxes, the most banal material in the room. That 
material was used purposefully as an expression of concern 
about housing development.

I recently invited people to use sculptural materials to 
augment their conversations about city building. This paper 
puts peoples’ comments and suggestions into a larger 
context and makes some suggestions for how results from 
the workshops could be used. 

Before each workshop, a grid pattern was marked on 
the floor in tape. Participants were asked to make an 
assemblage within the grid. Branches, boxes, fabrics, metal 
tubes, fur etc. were brought in for the building. Participants 
might be asked to choose a stick or pole, a box and some 
fabric to make a construction within a square of the grid. 
The grid was presented metaphorically as a representation 
of city lots.

Participants were asked to expand the construction by 
extending the city metaphor. For example, people might 
be asked where the public square should go or the transit 
hub.

At the end of a session, people were asked to develop 
instructions to guide the next group to do the workshop. In 
this way, each session had three stages: the initial building 
that was directed by instructions coming from a previous 
group, a second build when participants were encouraged 

Colleen Brown
SCULPTED CITY

A conversation about housing sounded something like this. 

“And we need more social housing!” 
“Ya!” ...

Silent glances exchanged.

Participants were concerned about housing in the city and 
knew details about the problem but, those details didn’t 
add up to a story or action. This is no surprise. Housing 
problems have been identified as a potential threat to the 
city for forty years in many reports and planning documents 
but we have not been able to face this threat meaningfully.

On the other hand, people were really imaginative about 
parks. This seems obvious, everyone loves parks. But our 
expectations for parks has changed substantially over 
the years. In the 1960’s, urban parks were generally seen 
as large, turfed areas for sports. In the 1970’s, people 
started to explore the idea of preserving some urban 
areas as habitat for other species. This was expressed as 
incorporating pieces of wilderness in the city. The purpose 
was ecological. 

Our initial hopes for parks are still in place but have been 
subdivided and added to over the years so green spaces can 
be held in urban areas as habitat for insects, community 
gardens or cultural and historical sites. The intended human 
benefits are readily embraced by the public. 

By using what I’ve learned in the workshops I’m going to try 
to transport some of the successes of the Vancouver parks 
story to the housing story. To do that I’m going to add some 
detail to the parks story to make it easier to see similarities 
between the development of parks and the development of 
housing. 

The Kingsway
Participant works on a model viewing station for the
Vancouver waterfront.

‘The Kingsway’ from workshop deck.
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Vancouver Seawall: A Case Study
The seawall is an element of urban design most Vancouverites 
value.  The City website only provides a narrative of the wall 
until 1980 (the Stanley Park section). After 1980 the forces 
influencing the seawall start to seem very similar to current city 
politics. I am going to tell some of the story of the rest of the 
seawall in the hope of relating it to the forces shaping the city. 
The continuation of the seawall outside of Stanley Park was 
possible because of a confluence of three important forces: 
citizens’ groups, city government and financial interests. The 
three forces all came together in 1974.

Citizen’s designs for the waterfront: The Waterfront 
Conference
The Waterfront Conference, held in 1974, was the earliest 
reference I could find of efforts citizens were taking to 
redistribute Vancouver’s access to the water. The conference 
brought together a number of organizations working 
independently to redevelop waterfront in the metro Vancouver 
area. These organizations included the Citizens’ Council on 

Civic Development, the B.C. Environmental Council, Concerned 
Citizens of Burnaby, the Community Arts Council, the 
Community Planning Association of B.C. and UBC’s Department 
of Continuing Education. The conference was Chaired by Jack 
Shadbolt.

Federal Minister of the Environment Jack Davis opened the 
conference. His speech focused on Vancouver’s port as a 
national resource, essential to Canada’s economy. Minister Mr 
Davis warned conference goers that Vancouverites’ desires for 
the City were getting in the way of the nation’s prosperity.

“There [are] competing claims of the homeowner, the 
apartment dweller and the community planner making it 
difficult to get from the land to the sea and vice versa. We have 
to get our priorities straight. We can not refuse trade simply 
because we want to keep our own local Vancouver waterfront 
to ourselves.” (as cited by Waterfront Conference Committee, 
1974)

Aerial view of Vancouver looking south from Burrard Inlet, 1930, 
Vancouver Archives

Empire Stevedoring ad run in BC Business, 1983

It is clear from the remaining speech that the value of 
Vancouver from the federal point of view was measured in 
tonnes of exports and acres of land used for industry.  One 
source of citizen resistance at the time was the protection of 
estuaries which were argued for, to protect fishing, but also 
for the sake of environmental diversity and as a step toward 
reversing industrial pollution. Estuaries were also presented 
as a social good. There was a sense that pockets of urban land 
should be preserved in an “untouched state” for recreation. 
Jack Shadbolt’s vision for the urban waterfront seems 
prescient. The goals Shadbolt set out in 1975 are very close to 
what we have managed to build.

“... to work for street-end and general access to the water, to 
develop and maintain a continuous trailway along the 400 
miles of water edge, to create interest programs of events 
along waterfront, to encourage the recreational use of the trail, 
to promote inter-community visiting, to promote leisure study 
programs for both young people and adults connected with 
the seashore life, the wildlife, conservation, ergon and marine 

development and recreation patterns.” (included in conference 
proceedings, Waterfront Conference Committee, 1974).

City Government’s Designs for the Waterfront
At the same time Shadbolt was Chairing the conference, the 
City of Vancouver was receiving Richard Mann’s Waterfront 
Planning Study (1974). The study recommended increased 
residential development and residential uses of the waterfront 
while maintaining existing industrial uses like shipbuilding. 
The study also outlined ways to preserve view cones of the 
mountains and create views through the downtown.

Strata Property Act: BC Legislature Paves the way for 
Waterfront Changes
And while citizen groups and the city government were making 
plans for a new residential experience of the downtown core 
the provincial government was becoming the first jurisdiction 
in Canada to recognize a brand new form of shared ownership, 
strata title. BC’s strata tenure policy was written in 1966 and 
modified it in 1974 (British Columbia Law Institute, 2014). 

“Artists have been directly involved in city planning for a long time.”

– Colleen Brown
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Developers’ Designs for the Waterfront
But mixed-use and residential development in the downtown 
core was stalled for a decade. 

The Greater Vancouver Regional District developed the first 
Liveable Region Program in the 1975 (Tomalty, Hercz, and 
Warne, 2002). Jobs were being created in the downtown 
core and housing in the suburbs.  The main goals of the 
Liveable Region Program were to share housing growth among 
municipalities, promote a balance of jobs and housing in each 
part of the region, develop transit, build regional town centres 
and develop open space, (CityPlan Toolkit, 1993).

The goals of the Liveable Region Program were 
overshadowed in Vancouver by CorePlan. In 1980’s investors 
and architects wanted to build office towers downtown and 
industrial parks in the suburbs. CorePlan, a city strategic plan 
developed in 1981 focused on development of office and retail 
in the downtown (Vancouver (B.C.). Planning Department, 
1981). There was a sense that Vancouver had narrowly missed 
being caught up in a national recession. Increasing office 
space was seen as a shield against recession. In the 1980s very 
large projects like BC Place were also completed to increase 
employment downtown.

By the late 1980s, there was a massive overstock of high-end 
office space downtown creating an opportunity for the city 
government to reintroduce mixed-use livability concepts to the 
development goals of the downtown core.

New financial concepts are put on pause while banks have 
an identity crisis
Although the financial model of strata title was ready to be put 
to use in 1974 it took ten years for stakeholders to develop a 
building strategy that would incorporate the municipalities’ 
goals for livability with developers’ risk aversion after a 
recession and financial institutions’ need for a new business 
model in a global economy.

Between the mid-70s and the mid-80s, the identities of 
banks were completely transformed. In 1974, every banking 
advertisement in BC Business included the date the bank was 
established and described the bank’s involvement in small 
communities in the province. By 1983, banks had shed all 
references to the past, geography and community to present 
themselves as global players.

In the mid-80’s banks reentered the “real” of the photograph 
as business models became more stable. Rather than focusing 
on the services provided to business to define themselves 

(1) One of the first condominium ads in BC Business magazine 
ran in 1975. There were no ads for condos in this magazine 
again until the mid-80s; (2)Through the 80s the number of 
advertisements for office space in the downtown core increased 
and buildings struggled to distinguish themselves in the crowded 
field. One of many distinctions, luxury, emerged from the glutted 
market.

(3) A Bank of Commerce ad found in a 1974 issue of BC Busines, 
an example of the rugged, localized and personal touch banks 
aspired to; (4) an ad for the Standard Charter Bank of Canada, 
an example of the transitional stage of banks finding their new 
place in global finance.

as they did in the 70’s banks began to promote services to 
individuals. Banks worked to characterize those individuals as 
“investors”. People were encouraged, cajoled and cudgeled 
into investing in their future, their retirement and their home. 

From the perspective of reimagining parks, the seawall 
development story starts with a convergence of citizen groups 
expanding the idea of urban public space to consider a number 
of new relationships parks can have with other needs in the 
city. It includes a city government prepared to take advantage 
of opportunities. The story also includes a transformative 
financial model for shared property and a redirection of the 
development industry away from office towers and towards 
condominiums that would provide an opportunity to rezone 
and build the waterfront.

“Sometimes there is a feeling that public art is something the 
city government provides for citizens rather than something 
citizens do and the government supports.”

– Colleen Brown
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Housing might be able to follow the same reimagining strategy 
the waterfront has gone through. The city government has 
already participated in a highly respected consultation process 
in 1993 that included housing concepts.

In 1993 Vancouverites were invited by the City to create their 
own planning circles and use planning kits to help them submit 
new concepts for city development. Their ideas were published 
and presented at a fair. They were also illustrated by a group of 
35 artists who met with the groups. In the Where People Will 
Live section of the portfolio of drawings I encountered early 
references to the detached in-fill house. Artists’ Live/Works were 
also described. People proposed rental housing above community 
centres like we have now in Mount Pleasant. There were also 
many, many designs for shared housing (City of Vancouver, 1993).

Vancouver’s Invisible Rental Foundation
One difficulty in tackling housing issues is that our expectations 
and desires are so strong in this domain they overcode 
everything we look at. We literally have difficulty seeing the 
city that is in front of us. Renters go unseen in Vancouver in a 
number of different ways.

 There has been very little purpose-built rental housing build in 
forty years. Instead, all detached residential areas in Vancouver 

are zoned for secondary suites. This has spread renters out. 
At the same time, there is a strong inclination to see detached 
structures as “single family dwellings”  lived in by owners. 
Downtown condominiums are often seen as first-time owner 
homes rather than investment property. We need to retrain 
our eyes to accurately see our neighbourhoods.

Vancouver is becoming known as an exporter of residential 
housing designs (Rockel, 2017). Vancouverism, a real estate 
development model, comes from an economic environment of 
renters.

Vancouver: The City of Renters
Fifty per cent of Vancouver households rent. This has been 
true since the 1970’s (McClanaghan & Associates, 2010). 
Vancouver has always been a city of renters. 

The stability in the number of renters is remarkable given all of 
the political and economic changes during that time. Through 
two booms and two recessions, when interest rates were as 
high as as18% and as low as 1%, from Premieres W.A.C. Bennett 
to John Horgan, through steady immigration, during constantly 
reduced investment in rental stock and through 60 years of 
relentless pressure on individuals to get a mortgage Vancouver 
remained a city of renters.

Three of the many house designs illustrated in CityPlan.

Rent as City-wide Ballast
Revenue from rent is providing an essential economic ballast 
to Vancouver. There were approximately two billion dollars 
of revenue generated in Vancouver through rent last year.  
The 2016 Census reports there are 150,475 rental households 
in Vancouver. The median rent for purpose-built units is 
$1127(Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2017) For 
comparison, there was 2.6 billion dollars generated through the 
BC film industry (Little, 2017) and 3 billion dollars throughout 
BC from clean energy (Polyakov, 2017).

Rent revenue is spread out across a number owners of rental 
condos and secondary suites as well as larger buildings and it 
is not easily consolidated into a fewer number of hands. That 
revenue is steadily rising in a predictable way. It isn’t volatile 
in the way house or oil prices are. For the most part, it flows 
through at least one set of local hands before entering global 
finance.

Renters are also invisible in the stories we tell about the city. 
Any good-news from Vancouver should be attributed to, 
among other things, a city of mostly renters. The city that 
hosted Habitat 67, Expo86 and the 2010 Olympics was chalk  
full of renters. 

This is particularly important to see if we would like to shift the 
narrative. Understanding how renters have made Vancouverism 
possible helps if we want to export our model of development 
in a responsible way
.

57% 
Rented Dwellings

40% 
Rented Dwellings

25% 
Rented Dwellings

SRO

2%

Social Housing

Secondary Suites

Purpose-built Rental

8%

8%

22%

Rented Condo

Rented Row, Semi or Detached

8%
5%

Owned Condo

Owned non-Condo 
with mortgage

Owned non-Condo 
without mortgage

18%

14%

16%

Data Source:
McClanaghan & Associates, 2010, City of Vancouver Rental Housing Strategy Research and 
Policy Development Synthisis Report

The number of renters in a neighbourhood is often masked by how we understand the architecture. In the 2016 Census downtown 
contains 57% rented households, Hastings-Sunrise 40% rented households and Shaughnessy 25% rented households.

City of Vancouver Rental Housing Strategy Research and Policy 
Development Synthesis Report
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Learning From LEGO
The Center for Urban Pedagogy uses DUPLO  in their “What 
Is Zoning?!” kits, a set of teaching materials designed to help 
community groups understand  New York’s zoning bi-laws. 
(Gaspar, Torrey, and Mangin, 2013). Understanding zoning is 
particularly important when a community is being radically 
changed by exterior forces. Using these familiar blocks seems 
like a good choice to teach zoning. But if people want to have 
a lasting effect on the city they also need to be part of the 
conversation much earlier in the design process so they are 
not always responding to an existing field of intentions. 

My initial design for the workshops could be described as 
open-ended lego. This design didn’t support people’s thinking 
about cities in the ways I had hoped. Some of the reasons it 
didn’t work can be found in the history and nature of LEGO.

In 1955 Godtfred Kirk Christiansen released the LEGO 
company’s “System of Play”. By using the system, any LEGO 
block can interlock with any other block and sets of blocks can 
be used together in a single design (Blakemore, 2017).

The System of Play must have had a strong resonance with 
adults’ post-war desires for a fresh start. Canadian soldiers 
returning from the war dreamt of a new, civil world they 

would build. Their motivation was to create a rationalized 
environment that completely excluded the possibility of the 
chaos of war they had just experienced (Jack Brown, personal 
communication). People wanted a fresh start through building.

Something else came with the desire to build that is easier 
to see in LEGO. LEGO’s System of Play shares characteristics 
with any system of exchange. The list below, for example, is 
taken from William Jenvons’ qualities of the material of money 
(Jevons, 1875 as cited in Library of Economics and Liberty) but 
could easily be describing LEGO.

Divisibility  Homogeneity
Portability  Stability of value
Indestructibility Recognizable
Utility    

As a reusable building material, LEGO needs to be able to be 
demolished, emptied out, abstracted and cleansed of its old 
design so it can be used again.

With a desire for a clean slate for building, we imported some 
of these relationships to systems of exchange into the building 
process itself. Housing has been conceptually linked to money. 

Above: This image compares the presentation of Concord Pacific after the first phase was completed in 1996 with the presentation of 
Vancouver House in 2018. Right: Lego 1957 international Christmas box top for 700/0 large Basic Set.

LEGO’s System of Play does not fit well with Vancouver’s 
hemmed in geography or mature cultural history. There is no 
empty land; there is no place without a long history. We need a 
way of thinking about the city that works within or around an 
existing context. 

The contemporary LEGO company may have a partial answer. 
LEGO has branched out and now produces two very different 
types of toys. Some LEGO is designed to build robots and 
teach electrical engineering and seems very “on-brand” with 
the older civil engineering LEGO. The second branch of the 
business is driven by big film franchises like Star Wars. The 
interchangeably of the building blocks combined with a set 
narrative seems confused. You can take the Luke Skywalker 
block head off and put it on the Wonder Woman body but it’s 
still the Luke head. In this system, a child is first introduced 
to an overarching narrative and then fits themselves into it or 
bends or alters the existing story. 

In the last session of the workshop, I altered the design 
radically to incorporate what I’d learned from LEGO.

The last workshop looked specifically at the implications of 
zoning in the Hastings Sunrise neighbourhood. The workshop 
was very similar to a community planning session. Participants 

were given neighbourhood data from the most recent Census 
and the most recent neighbourhood plan at the beginning of 
the workshop.  

The group worked together to name and place significant 
resources in the community onto the zoning map of the city. 
They were then asked to suggest where new members of the 
community could live.  

Collectively building a model of an existing neighbourhood 
allowed all of the participants to share their domains of 
knowledge with the group. The doctor spoke about ambulance 
response times and the home owner located parks. Each 
member of the group had an opportunity to highlight the 
aspect of the area that was important to them. This was a good 
way to ground ideas in a real neighbourhood but very few new 
concepts were explored. Instead, the conversation focused 
on discussing the merits of plans from the city government or 
private developers the participants knew about.

The second design seems to offer a way for people to 
share the task of building a detailed model of their current 
neighbourhood. I can imagine a number of different groups 
working on the same model to code and overcode each 
group’s experience of the neighbourhood onto the same set of 

Participants discuss their assemblage. In the final workshop iteration, people used playdough to reference 
the existing neighbourhood built onto the City zoning map.
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objects. This would create a very “grounded” model space to 
test ideas. 

I would like to see design concepts tested in this type of 
grounded model. People could test the implications of their 
ideas in a model rich with Vancouverites’ representations of 
themselves and their neighbourhoods. We could imagine how a 
new type of building or a radical change to our transportation 
system changes a map with a bouquet of references, desires 
and expectations at every location. Working in a model of a 
neighbourhood that is dense with existing interrelationships 
might change the way we think about urban design. I would 
particularly like to workshop the unleashing of a new financial 
structure, just like we did in 1974, that could radically change 
housing.
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"The available supports are set up to go from the city government down to the citizens. I was trying to make the pipe flow in 
the opposite direction. I did not recognize the value of the political capital I was asking for. People stand in line to speak to city 
employees for hours. City employees can not take the time to participate in an art project both because they are too busy and 
because their time represents a socio/political value. Why should they interact with me instead of all the other citizens?"

– Colleen Brown


