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ABS TR AC T
This paper explores the application of graphic design thinking
within the social geography of cities. As an alternative area of
practice, issues such as territoriality and the social construction
of the city will be discussed through projects created as part
of my graduate studies in visual communication design at the
University of Alberta.
The first of these projects is called Liveable City. It involved
a brief performance at a parking stall in downtown Edmonton:
furniture and people transformed the space into a temporary
stage. The second project, Food for Thought, consists of visual
research conducted at a city centre food court. Over several
days I created a body of work (mostly consisting of life drawings) which presents human movement and multiple uses of
public space. Finally, Urban Explorations + Visual Narratives
provided innovative ways of describing urban geography
within a pedagogical context.
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Vance Yung and Adolfo Ruiz moving furniture as part of the Livable City project. Photographer: Jill Keech.

According to Michael Pacione (2005, xxxvi) we are at a
point in history in which, for the first time, people living in
cities outnumber people living in rural areas. The application of graphic design thinking within the social geography
of cities is an alternative area of practice which is both
meaningful, and relevant, as we enter the second decade
of the 21st Century.
This paper focuses on three graduate level projects
developed at the University of Alberta in which issues of
urban geography were addressed through a critical form
of graphic design practice. The first project, called Livable
City, documents the take-over and transformation of a parking
stall; the second project, Food for Thought, involves visual
research at a city centre food court; and finally, Urban
Explorations + Visual Narratives is an educational collage
exercise which provided an opportunity for audience participation at the end of the talk. In executing these projects,
skills such as photography, art direction, and drawing were
applied critically as a way to interact with and reflect on the
nature of urban space.
Through these exercises, different levels of engagement
and meaning within the city were considered. The temporary transformation of urban space (Livable City) and life
drawings (Food for Thought), explore how “urban space
can... have a different meaning for different social groups”
(Pacione 2005, 163). While the participatory exercise
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reflects on Pacione’s (2005, 162) postmodern description
of “reading the city as a text written by a plethora of different
authors which has a series of meanings embedded in it”.
In the development of this work, the notion of “speculative
design”, as discussed by Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby
(2014), was significant in the conception and intention
behind the projects—Dunne and Raby have referred to the
use of “design as a medium to stimulate discussion and
debate amongst designers, industry and the public about
the social, cultural and ethical implications of existing and
emerging technologies”. Equally influential is the written
work of Rosan Chow and Wolfgang Jonas. In a Design Issues
article in which they talk about the design process, the authors
highlight the importance of “projective competence”; in
other words, the “capacity to conceive and synthesize systems,
situations, or artifacts” (Chow and Jonas, 2010, 9). The
notion of projective competence was important in the development of Urban Explorations + Visual Narratives—this
project facilitated new ways of describing urban geography.

Livable City
Livable City was a critical design project that began with
the identification of a problem: the lack of adequate
(non-commercial) public spaces in the city of Edmonton,
Canada. The specific focus was on the abundance of local
real estate devoted to automobiles (in the form of parking lots)

design education: Approaches, e xplorations and perspectives

as opposed to spaces that encourage pedestrian traffic.
Roadways and automobiles are a dominant part of the
Edmonton landscape. In 2001, the city had the highest
percentage of people driving to work (84.3%) of all major
Canadian cities (OMAC, 2011). There were a total of 947,572
vehicles on the road in Edmonton in 2010 (OMAC, 2011).
One of the powers being questioned through this
project was that of the municipal government. Historically,
the city has facilitated commercial developments that have
encouraged driving and the creation of large parking lots.
The most famous being the zoning changes made in the
early 80s to build West Edmonton Mall—the project became
not only the world’s largest shopping mall, but it also
included the world’s largest parking lot (Szasz, 2001).
Project development
Conceptually, this project was originally conceived as a
performance in a public space. In an effort to reinforce the
problem within the geography of the city, I decided to make
the temporary transformation of a parking stall the central
component of the project. The documentation of this event
provided visual material for a subsequent public awareness
campaign and website.
Working from a series of initial sketches which depicted
unusual objects placed within a parking space I began to
assemble a small team of people and a variety of furniture
for the event in September, 2010. Due to the complexity of
moving furniture in and out of a public parking space along
with the challenge of documenting the entire session, I
decided to stage this event on the morning of Sunday, September 26 at Diamond Parking (104 Street and 100 Avenue) in
downtown Edmonton. My team consisted of Jill Keech (a local
photographer who I asked to document activity from a single,
fixed point of view), and Vance Yung, a local designer who
helped me move and assemble furniture on the spot. Furniture was collected from a variety of sources and included
chairs, tables, book shelves, and other items. The choice of
items was based on a combination of visual impact and relative ease of transportation/assembly.
The event and documentation ran smoothly. The complete lack of traffic of any kind (vehicle or pedestrian) was in
many ways a symptom and confirmation of the very problem
that was being addressed. Approximately 1,000 pictures were
taken over a four hour period. Set-ups were, for the most part,
improvised and the incorporation of human subjects in the
pictures (which was not originally considered in the sketches)
seemed appropriate and even necessary (as a means of
focusing attention on the problem as one that, above all,
concerns humans).

Although the day began with light showers, conditions
remained dry throughout the morning and the overcast sky
provided diffused light. About mid-way through the shoot
there was a brief visit from a parking lot attendant who,
much to my surprise, did not have any problems with what
we were doing, but did ask us to provide proof of parking
ticket purchase—three tickets had already been purchased
for the morning.
Final results and project justification
One of the reasons for creating a real event in a public space
(aside from the relevance to the objectives of the project
already discussed), had to do with the notion of authenticity
that Steve Hare discusses in an Eye Magazine article entitled
Make it Real. The author interviews leading designers and
art directors who talk about the “hunger for real things”
among online users and audiences in general (Hare, 2008).
In one of the interviews, Australian artist Don McPharlin (in
Hare 2008, 28) talks about how viewers appreciate the
non-manipulated image:
As soon as you start manipulating images in Photoshop you’re lying to the viewer, so I avoid that.
When people understand that they are looking at
something real and tangible, it is exciting to them.

Through this project there was an attempt to convey this
notion of the real by transforming a parking stall into a
temporary show room. The conversion of a small piece of
local real estate suggests the need for more fundamental
changes in Edmonton’s urban geography, in which public
spaces become a central component of the city’s social
and cultural landscape. By staging this event in an outdoor
public space, the city was used as raw material for a creative
project, offering a new way of interacting and looking at a
common place. And this is precisely one of the main goals
of this project: to see the extraordinary potential within
everyday spaces.

Food for Thought
The exploration of Edmonton’s City Centre Food Court
began as a design exercise involving intangible cultural
practices within the city. I spent several hours a day over
a one week period observing, drawing, talking to people
and reflecting on the space. The exercise resulted in a
series of life drawings and written reflections which were
compiled in a small booklet.
Beneath the overt forms of fast food and mass culture,
the City Centre Food Court provides a location for multiple
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Human movement within the City Centre Food Court. Drawings by Adolfo Ruiz.

social activities where office workers, inner city residents,
and teenagers take ownership of the space in different ways
throughout the day. One of my goals was to convey how the
space changes over time by illustrating fragments of human
movement within the food court, as shown in the drawing
below. In this two hour study, I drew and timed peoples’
stay at 18 tables, showing a small piece of the complex activity found in this space, where many individuals spend no
more than 10 minutes drinking a coffee, while others make
specific tables their daytime home. The food court therefore
serves multiple purposes: from lunch room and business
meeting space, to community centre and basic shelter.
Further reflections focused on the architectural
environment—as a food court that is located below
ground level, natural light does not enter the space.
There are however large flat screen televisions which
provide a digital window to the world. Showing news
and sporting events, the screens provide a visual resting
point for customers.
After spending several days at this location, the multiple
uses of the space became easier to identify. In an environment where the boundary between commerce, culture,
and community becomes dissolved, it is appropriate to
use methods of observation that are not intrusive as a way
to carefully study the changing nature of social space.
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Urban Explorations + Visual Narratives
Urban Explorations + Visual Narratives was conceived
and tested as a visual communication design exercise.
The intention behind the project was to provide innovative ways of describing urban geography, and facilitate
the discovery of new meaning. Although the project was
developed in a design education context, the exercise
could also be adapted to architectural studies, film, and
community workshops.
The project was tested with three University of Alberta
students in April, 2011, and was presented as an opportunity
to engage with the surrounding environment through photography (using digital cameras or cell phones). Participants
were asked to choose from one of three scenarios within the
campus area: photographing a journey, providing a textural
study, or studying the lack and/or abundance of visual
stimulation. Due to limited time and resources, only one of
the students photographed the surrounding environment
(as part of a textural study), while the other two participants
explored the journey and visual stimulation scenarios using
personal travel imagery—bringing in existing imagery
provided an unexpected, but interesting, component to the
research, allowing for reflection on a past journey to enter
the project. Once photos were captured and/or compiled,
students created a photo collage followed by a written
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Collage by Kayla Eileen (left) and Adolfo Ruiz (right)

reflection on the exercise—this final part provided an
opportunity for further meaning to emerge.
A key part of this exercise was the discovery of new
meaning through the juxtaposition of visuals—an idea
closely related to the notion of “narrative schema” as
discussed in film literature (Branigan, 1998, 1).
According to Edward Branigan (1998, 14) in Narrative
Comprehension and Film “a perceiver’s recognition of
global patterns” is a way of finding meaning in sensory
data. The author also suggests that narrative schema is part of
a general “ability to construct a narrative out of experience;
that is to say, our ability to use a narrative schema to model a
version of the world” (7).
In keeping with Branigan’s ideas, the combined ability
to recognize global patterns and construct narratives has
been a key premise in this project. The Urban Exploration
+ Visual Narratives exercise was developed on the basis
that humans possess this ability to discover meaning and
construct narratives.

Conclusion
The works discussed in this presentation are examples
of critical design within an urban context. As such, these
projects began by asking questions about urban space.
The application of design methods and materials outside
commercially determined parameters and into the realm of
urban geography allows for a new type of relationship to
emerge between the creative practitioner and the city. By
identifying problems, the designer not only suggests a new
way of practicing, but offers a new way of perceiving and
interacting with the urban landscape. *
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