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Abstract 
 

Urban Occupations Urbaines: Curating the Post-industrial Landscape 
 
Shauna Janssen, Ph.D.  
 
Concordia University, 2014 
 

This thesis is a socio-historical and spatial study of Griffintown, Montreal. I use 

Griffintown, a rapidly gentrifying neighbourhood and one of Montreal’s formerly 

working-class and industrial quarters, as a case study for critiquing the ethics and politics 

of urban revitalization projects, and affirming the critical and creative role that 

indeterminacy and interstitial spaces play in the cultural life of post-industrial landscapes.   

 In 2010, I initiated Urban Occupations Urbaines, a curatorial project and invited 

artists to critically and creatively engage with Griffintown’s spatial history and imminent 

transformation. Over the course of one year, Urban Occupations Urbaines became a 

catalyst for assembling diverse forms agency, as well as uncovering less visible and 

known forms of agency that have occupied and contributed to the culture of 

Griffintown’s then post-industrial landscape. In this thesis, I situate curatorial practice as 

a critical methodology for engaging particular communities, artists, and the public in a 

broader cultural discourse concerning the spatial politics of urban revitalization. I 

illuminate how site-specific art projects have the capacity to mobilize community 

activism, modes of participation, spatial interventions, the public role of artists, and 

engender collaborative forms of knowledge production. I identify what latent agencies 

are made visible and intelligible through the process of curating site-specific art projects 

in a post-industrial landscape, and under what urban conditions ideas about community, 

place, creativity, and public space are being reimagined. 



 iv 

  An interdisciplinary project, the thesis builds on critical discourses addressing the 

politics of curating site-specific, collaborative, participatory and socially-engaged art 

practices in relation to theories of the city, space, place, performance studies, 

posthumanist thought, and feminist epistemology. The goals of this dissertation are to 

broaden the discourse of interdisciplinary research, make an original contribution in its 

methodology and, more specifically, bring together a spatial, cultural and social analysis 

of urban revitalization politics through politically and socially-engaged site-specific art 

practices. In this aim, I foreground curatorial practice as a method for this kind of 

research, the many forms that site-specific art projects take, and show how, as social and 

spatial practices, they carry their own forms of critical urban discourse and cultural 

pedagogy. 
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Introduction 

Finding Griffintown 
 

 This dissertation puts forward a critical narrative and analysis of Urban 

Occupations Urbaines, a curatorial project that I undertook in Griffintown, Montreal, 

between September 2010 and 2011. In July 2007, I discovered Griffintown, one of 

Montreal’s formerly working class and industrial neighbourhoods. Griffintown affected 

me deeply, as it was in its post-industrial state a living connection with the city’s 

industrial past. At this time, Griffintown invited random paths be taken, calling my 

attention to its unresolved and precarious conditions, visible, for example, in the 

makeshift shelters assembled under the Canadian National Railway viaduct, in the slow 

erosion of the neighbourhood’s few remaining industrial buildings, the cracked 

pavement, and the ephemeral wooden structures advertising the pending and virtual 

condo developments. A transitional place, Griffintown at this time, for me, was alive with 

multiple forms of agency and creative potential. Griffintown’s post-industrial landscape 

inspired me as a site that could welcome creative responses to its historical and material 

specificity. In the same moment that I first encountered Griffintown in its post-industrial 

state, however, I was confronted by every indication that the neighbourhood was on the 

cusp of change and the post-industrial conditions that I was moved by were going to be 

completely eradicated in the name of “urban renewal” and “progress.” My research 

focuses on two major areas of inquiry: a critique of the ethics and politics of urban 

revitalization projects, and cultural responses to urban change through critical site-

specific and socially-engaged art projects. 
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 Post-industrial landscapes like Griffintown assume indeterminate characteristics. 

Too often, however, and as I argue in this dissertation, the indeterminate nature of 

formerly industrial spaces are perceived as inhospitable, empty and foreboding places. 

“Dead zones,” (Doron 2002) or “terrain vague,” (Sola-Morales 1995) are terms 

frequently used to describe the indeterminacy of particular urban architectures, spaces, 

and landscapes as wastelands and leftover spaces holding no life or productive value. 

Dougal Sheridan characterizes indeterminate landscapes by the “absence of deterministic 

forces of capital, ownership and institutionalization that, to a large degree govern 

people’s relationship to the built environment.”1 In this dissertation, I argue that 

indeterminate urban spaces also shape our experiences of these places and does so in 

unexpected ways. In my view, the unprogrammed and often contested nature of post-

industrial urban landscapes has an active indeterminacy and the capacity to harness a 

more direct relationship with the specific qualities of an urban place. Griffintown’s 

indeterminacy is what temporarily constituted its identity as a unique urban topography 

ripe with potential.  I therefore approach the concept of indeterminacy as a creative and 

productive concept and I demonstrate in this dissertation the capacity indeterminate urban 

landscapes have to play in the production of creative, collaborative, community, and 

socially-engaged art projects. The larger trajectory of the dissertation is therefore to share 

with the reader my response to the processes by which Griffintown’s post-industrial 

landscape is undergoing revitalization. In this aim, I describe and analyze my motivations 

for initiating Urban Occupations Urbaines and the actions I took to collaborate with 

artists, community, and the public in creating a series of site-specific art projects in 

                                                
1 Dougal Sheridan, “The Space of Subculture in the City: Getting To Know Berlin’s 
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Griffintown. My research brings into question the ethics and politics of urban 

revitalization processes with theories of place and community, public space and the 

cultural heritage of post-industrial landscapes. At its core, this dissertation is driven by 

my concern with the future of indeterminate urban conditions and how the revitalization 

and repurposing of indeterminate, ambiguous, and unprogrammed urban spaces might be 

reimagined beyond hegemonic practices, the ubiquitous “creative city”2 mantra, and the 

economic tendencies of cultural capitalism. My dissertation is a counter-thesis to the 

“Griffintown is dead”3 rhetoric that I encountered when I began my research, and takes 

issue with the implication that only developers, architects, and capitalism can breathe life 

back into the voids of this neighbourhood.  

 My dissertation proceeds by briefly historicizing the processes by which 

Griffintown was deindustrialized.4  I draw the reader’s focus to key moments in 

Griffintown’s urban morphology in order to provide some context for the 

neighbourhood’s industrial and working-class history, its social and cultural history as a 

                                                
2 Charles Landry and Franco Bianchini introduced the “creative city” concept in 1995 
with their publication The Creative City (Bournes Green: Comedia, 1995). I critique this 
concept in more detail later in this chapter. 
 
3 Architect Hal Ingberg described Griffintown as “dead” in response to a presentation I 
was giving about Griffintown’s long history of transformation. We both participated in 
the L’Institute de recherche en histoire de l’architecture’s (IRHA) “Ephemeral City” 
series, Public Forum # 5, “Public Space” (roundtable) hosted by the Canadian Centre for 
Architecture, 18 February 2010. 
 
4 The “historization of processes,” rather than outcomes, in the context of urban change is 
an intellectual approach I borrow from urban historian Seamus O’Hanlon. “Becoming 
Post-industrial: Victoria Street, Fitzroy, c1070-Now.” Urban Policy and Research 27.3 
(September 2009): 289-300. 
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divided and marginalized urban site, and its current revitalization to illuminate what is 

being contested and continues to be at stake concerning the neighbourhood’s future.  

 

Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Griffintown 

 Griffintown’s past, present and future are inextricably linked with the history of 

Montreal’s industrialization, urban development, and de-industrialization. Griffintown, 

comprised of eighty-four hectares of urban land, is located in Montreal’s southwest 

borough and situated adjacent to the historic Lachine Canal, today a National Historic 

Park. (Fig. 1.1) Griffintown, in the eighteenth century, was originally settled as St. 

Anne’s Ward, considered the first suburb in Montreal.5 In 1804, Mary Griffin, the wife of 

a Scottish merchant and soap factory owner, illegally obtained a lease to the land and 

commissioned Louis Charland (1772-1813), land surveyor, to subdivide the area and 

draft a street grid and building lots for the district. The exact details of this transaction are 

difficult to produce. Nonetheless, renaming Griffintown after Mary Griffin is testament 

enough to the role she played in shaping a part of the neighbourhood’s built environment. 

Present day Griffintown retains the traces of Charland’s original street grid. 

 Montreal’s industrial revolution attracted immigrants from the British Isles. 

Among these immigrants were the Scottish who, bringing with them technology, science 

and capital, went on to acquire fortunes through enterprises in railway transport, tobacco 

                                                
5 Robert David Lewis, “The Development of an Early Suburban Industrial District: The 
Montreal Ward of Saint-Ann, 1851-71” Urban History Review 19:3 (February 1991): 
166-180.  
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and sugar refining industries.6 In contrast to this small elite, the majority of immigrants 

arriving in Montreal were, however, poor, uneducated and Irish. Due to Griffintown’s 

rapid industrial growth, its residential density skyrocketed. Throughout the nineteenth 

century a number of metalworking industries firmly established themselves in 

Griffintown as important industrial labor forces in Montreal’s socio-economic 

development.7 By the 1850s, Griffintown had evolved into a burgeoning working class 

neighbourhood. At this time, the population of Griffintown increased with another wave 

of Irish immigrants (as many as 100,000)8 and the local migration of the equally poor and 

unskilled rural French Canadians. Although the dominant population of Griffintown at 

this time was comprised of Irish immigrants and French Canadians, a mix of Italian, 

German, Polish, Russian and Dutch immigrants also began to populate the district.9  

Urban Sociologist and Montrealer, Herbert Brown Ames (1863-1954), described 

Griffintown at this time as the “city below the hill,” observing how the working-class 

                                                
6 Jean-Claude Marsan, Montreal in Evolution: An Historical Analysis of the Development 
of Montreal’s Architecture and Urban Environment (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 1981) 174. 
 
7 For a detailed socio-economic examination of the history of Montreal’s industrialization 
see Robert David Lewis, Manufacturing Montreal: The Making of an Industrial 
Landscape, 1850-1930 (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2010).   
 
8 The influx of Irish immigrants in Montreal at this time was largely due to the Great 
Famine (1845-1850). 
 
9 See Matthew Barlow, The House of the Irish: Irishness, History, and Memory in 
Griffintown, Montreal 1868-2009. Dissertation. Concordia, 2009.  
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immigrants residing in this quarter of the city were segregated from the middle-class 

society who lived in the “city on the hill.”10  

The topography of Griffintown changed dramatically throughout the twentieth 

century. Working class neighbourhoods like Griffintown were the first affected by the 

repercussions of a fluctuating economy, technological progress, and the re-organization 

of transportation and trade routes that shaped early twentieth century cities in North 

America.11 A key factor resulting in the deindustrialization of Griffintown was the 

closure of the Lachine Canal in 1968. The cultural landscape of Griffintown, however, 

had already begun to transform with the earlier construction of the Canadian National 

Railway viaduct in the 1940s and the Bonaventure Expressway in 1965, a development 

that isolated the neighbourhood from Montreal’s downtown core and, further, severed the 

historic district in two. But Griffintown was not only split in two. The building of new 

transportation infrastructures within Montreal’s urban fabric coincided with the rise of 

modernist planning, preparations to host Expo ’67, and the city’s broader lineage of 

utopian urbanism.12 Griffintown’s urban morphology is located in the middle of the 

effects of this utopian turn. André Lortie points out in The 60s: Montréal Thinks Big 

(2004): “examining the 1960s [...] means considering the roots of contemporary urban 

                                                
10 Herbert Brown Ames, The City Below the Hill: A Sociological Study of a Portion of the 
City of Montreal (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972). 
 
11 Carey Luc, Un quartier en mutation: Le sud du Faubourg des Récollets, 1930-1996 
(Montréal: Société de dévéloppement de Montréal, 1996). 
 
12 New transportation infrastructures included, among others, Montreal’s underground 
public transportation system, commonly referred to as the “metro,” the construction of 
the Décarie expressway, the Turcot interchange, and Champlain Bridge. See Carey Luc, 
Un quartier en mutation: Le sud du Faubourg des Récollets, 1930-1996 (Montréal: 
Société de dévéloppement de Montréal, 1996). 
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conditions, so thoroughly do the plans and achievements of the decade continue to 

impose their logic on today’s cities.”13 Under Mayor Jean Drapeau’s leadership (1960 – 

1986), the city administration partially dismantled and threw away Griffintown. While 

deindustrialization was a major factor in Griffintown’s transformation, there is evidence 

to support, as I discuss below, the planned obsolescence of Griffintown. 

  Figures 1.2 and 1.3 depict aerial views of Griffintown in 1947 and 1973. These 

images illustrate how Griffintown’s cultural landscape underwent large-scale 

transformation during this period. In 1963, Mayor Drapeau rezoned Griffintown “light 

industrial,” which further contributed to the neighbourhood’s decline and depopulation. 

At this time, Griffintown’s population dropped from approximately five thousand to eight 

hundred residents.14 (Figs. 1. 4) The city approved a by-law whereby no new housing 

stock was to be built in Griffintown:  

[t]he existing buildings and establishments erected or established 
according to the provisions of the by-laws now repealed but not 
meeting the requirements of the present by-law to the sectors 
where they are located may be maintained, upkept, repaired. They 
may not be enlarged or affected to other ends than those 
authorized in the sectors in question.15  
 

 

                                                
13 André Lortie, The 60s: Montréal Thinks Big (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 2004) 
21. 
 
14 Dominion Bureau of Statistics. Census Tract Canada, 1951-1971. Population and 
Housing Characteristics, Montreal. 
  
15  Comite du Conseil municipal, Ville de Montreal. By-Law 2875. 13 September 1965. 
AVM, Dossiers du Comite et du Conseil, 1961-1973: Serie VM-1. Fonds Conseil 
municipal et Comite Executif, 4e Serie. File 1801. Reel 366. 
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 Between 1960 and 1990, parking lots, in most cases, replaced Griffintown’s 

housing and public buildings. Rezoning Griffintown “light industrial” effectively 

abandoned, displaced, and forced many of Griffintown’s families and residents to 

relocate to other city quarters.16 In Chapter Two, I discuss more specifically how 

rezoning Griffintown “light industrial” became, in reality, a slum clearance project.17  

Public and oral historian Steven High suggests that the demolition of formerly industrial 

neighborhoods is a kind of secular ritual that seeks to remove the indeterminate character 

of post-industrial sites. In High’s words: they are “declarations against indeterminacy 

[that] serve to hide troubles, conflicts, and [the] uncertainties” of such places.18   

  The construction of the Bonaventure expressway, intended as an inner city 

corridor to the site of Montreal’s World Fair, Expo ’67,19 resulted in the demolition of 

countless homes and formerly industrial and public buildings in the district. On 6 

February 1965, The Montreal Star announced the city’s plans for the construction of the 

Bonaventure expressway: 

Realization of the multi-million dollar scheme will necessitate the 
disappearance of 55 dwellings, in addition to warehouses, 

                                                
16 With the exception of one strip of nineteenth-century row housing located on rue de la 
Montagne, under Drapeau’s administration very little housing stock from this era has 
been retained in Griffintown. 
 
17 For more details on the history of Municipal policies regarding Montreal’s urban 
renewal throughout the 1960s and 1970s see Pierre Filion, “The Neighbourhood 
Improvement Plan – Montreal and Toronto: Contrasts Between a Participatory Approach 
to Urban Policy Making.” Urban History Review 17.1 (1988): 16-28. 
 
18 Steve High and David W. Lewis. Corporate Wasteland: The Landscape and Memory 
of Deindustrialization (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2007) 27. 
 
19 The Ottawa Review Bureau, “Expo Approach Road Contract Bid Opened.” Montreal 
Star 17 December 1965: 6. 
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foundries, restaurants, woodyards, repair shops, according to the 
plan. With mensuration plans scheduled for completion by the 
end of this month, eviction notices will be mailed out from April 
1-30 and demolition will start on May 1 with a 60-day deadline to 
raze all existing buildings.20 

 
 In light of these evictions and the destruction of fifty-five homes in Griffintown,21 even 

more ironic was the construction of Moshe Safdie’s iconic modular housing complex, 

“Habitat,” for Expo 67.  

By the 1970s, Griffintown emerged as an urban spatial figure of abject failure 

representing the end of Montreal’s era of industrial and economic power. 

Deindustrialized urban landscapes like Griffintown reveal the ruins of mass production 

and faint traces of working class histories, often unwanted reminders of the past and of 

modernity’s failed enterprises. From a municipal urban planning perspective, post-

industrial neighbourhoods like Griffintown are problematic within the urban condition 

because they are perceived as empty, urban voids, and wastelands. Despite this 

perception, however, Griffintown began to assume a new, unscripted life and history in 

the city of Montreal. Until the recent boom of condominium development, Griffintown 

was frequently referred to as a “ghost town.” Its post-industrial state inspired Richard 

Burman’s 2003 documentary “Ghosts of Griffintown: Stories of an Irish 

Neighbourhood,” and Alan Husak’s book The Ghost of Griffintown (2005), which traces 

the mysterious murder and beheading of Mary Gallagher in 1867. Rumour has it that the 

                                                
20 Gerard Dery, “New Elevated Bridge.” Montreal Star 6 February 1965: 3. 
 
21 Preparations for Expo 67 also had a profound impact on Goose Village, also known as 
Victoriatown, a working class community located southwest of Griffintown. In 1964, the 
city of Montreal expropriated the homes of Goose Village residents and evicted 
approximately three hundred and fifty families to make way for the Expo 67 Autostade. 
As of 2013, the former site of Goose Village is a parking lot.  
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headless ghost of Gallagher returns to Griffintown every seven years.22 

 Griffintown’s current gentrification eerily invokes the 1960s approach to 

urbanism and, to use Lortie’s words: 

the most appalling aspects of top-down, voluntarist planning: 
[including]collusion between the different levels of government in 
a project to destroy [the memory] of a working-class 
neighbourhood, devised in the name of economic development, 
justified by vague, technocratic arguments, subsidized by public 
funds, and serving - indirectly and unavowedly - the growth of 
private capital.23  

 

The recent past in Griffintown has seen deep and enduring tensions between the interests, 

limits, and promises of urban renewal and heritage preservation. What remains of 

Griffintown’s nineteenth and twentieth century post-industrial buildings, vacant lots, and 

original street grid have become unofficial and partial archives of the city’s history: 

performing, processing, and weathering many aspects of its time and spatial uses. In 

2007, Griffintown’s future became the focus of much debate among the city’s urban 

planners, architects, heritage groups, academics, artists and community activists. With the 

arrival of real-estate developer Devimco Immobilier and their 1.3 billion dollar 

development, named “Project Griffintown,” the city rezoned Griffintown, again, to allow 

for the development of residential and commercial building projects. Devimco’s plans at 

this time included, among other things, a luxury hotel, big box stores and a state of the art 

                                                
22 Mary Gallagher’s story also inspired Alison Loader’s multi-media installation Ghost In 
the Machine, one of the artworks realized for UOU. I do not discuss Alison Loader’s 
installation in this dissertation. For a project description of Ghost In The Machine see 
appendix A, and to see video documentation of this artwork go to “Ghosts in the 
Machine: An Assembly of Perspectives.” Web. 30 October 2013. 
https://vimeo.com/27403917 
 
23 Lortie 136. 
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performance venue.24 In response to Devimco’s proposals, an ad-hoc group of 

community and urban activists launched a campaign to “Save Griffintown.”25 Local 

residents and landowners also established the “Community for Sustainable 

Redevelopment Griffintown” (CSRG) as a platform for organizing meetings to discuss 

their concerns over the scale of the developer’s project and how they would present these 

concerns to the city. Subsequently, the developer’s highly controversial project 

underwent borough-level public consultations. Additionally, the 2008 global economic 

recession temporarily stalled “Project Griffintown,” but in 2010, Devimco returned with 

a revised development project rebranded as “District Griffin.”26 

 The city is celebrating Griffintown’s current revitalization as the largest building 

project in Montreal’s urban development since Expo 67.27 As of July 2013, ten thousand 

living spaces in more than eight condominium projects are expected.28 (Fig. 1.5) 

Griffintown has become a buzzword and within the context of its gentrification, the 

popular catch phrases refer to its revitalization as “bringing new life” to this area of the 

                                                
24 Michelle Lalonde, “Griffintown Developers Go Green with Plans.” The Gazette 25 
April 2008: A1 and A7. 
  
25 The “Save Griffintown!” blog is no longer active. Griffintown’s developments 
continue to be archived online as part of the “Community for the Sustainable 
Redevelopment of Griffintown” initiative. Web. 18 April 2011. www.griffintown.org. 
 
26 For current details about Devimco’s project, see “The District.” District Griffin. n.pag. 
Web. 18 April 2011. http://districtgriffin.com/district.  
 
27 Michelle Lalonde, “Griffintown Residents Want Heads-Up on Plan B.” The Gazette 22 
January 2009: A7.  
 
28 The following list of condo developments are private real estate projects: District 
Griffin, Les Bassins du Nouveau Havres, Lowney, Sonoco / Le Canal, Carré de la 
Montagne, Le Griffin, Gallery sur le Canal, and Le William.  
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city.29 From both the city’s and the real-estate investors’ perspective, the surplus of 

indeterminate spaces in Griffintown, as well as the proximity of the neighbourhood to the 

Lachine Canal, have become a highly strategic zone in terms of urban renewal and 

economic growth in the city. Developers and city politicians alike lay claim to 

Griffintown’s rehabilitation as the creation of a cultural and touristic destination.30 A 

renaissance project, the district’s revitalization promises to enrich its future residents’ 

lifestyle vis-à-vis their proximity to the Lachine Canal, city centre, and traces of 

Montreal’s industrial history.  

 The city’s planning strategy for revitalizing Griffintown is based on commercial 

and residential condominium projects. Currently, multiple corporate real estate 

developers are appropriating Griffintown’s cultural history by packaging the 

neighbourhood as a consumer commodity in order to increase the desirability of the 

district as a place to live and, as the developers of Gallery sur le Canal have advertised, a 

place to “join the new industrial revolution.”31 A number of efforts are underway, 

simultaneously, to create a new identity for this historic district. Griffintown’s past, for 

instance, and what remains of its built and less visible or tangible spatial histories, are 

quickly becoming commodities and leverage for the advancement of capital interest. 

Griffintown’s history and cultural heritage is being used to legitimate the residential 

                                                
29 “Here and Now.” District Griffin. n.pag. n.d. Web. 20 October 2013.  
 
30 Evidence of this highly anticipated phenomenon can be found in the September 2012 
edition of enRoute (Air Canada’s generic in-flight magazine), which boasts Griffintown 
as one of Canada’s new cultural destinations. “Canada’s Next Great Neighbourhoods: 
Griffintown Montreal.” enRoute. 28 September 2012. n.pag. Web. 30 October 2012. 
 
31 “Projet.” Gallery sur le Canal. n.d. Web. 22 July 2013. 
http://gallerysurlecanal.com/Gallery/en/project.html 
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developments and as a resource for marketing and predicting economic growth in the 

area. In the words of developers of Le Canal: “Yesteryear’s rundown neighbourhood is 

gone. Today, Griffintown is synonymous with an eclectic mix of residents [and] a 

sparkling sense of community.”32 Severely skewed perspectives such as these show how 

Griffintown’s revitalization is premised on creating a better future and new identity for 

the neighbourhood. Devimco, the developer with the most capital and real-estate in 

Griffintown, promote their development as an “urban oasis” and the many phases of their 

“District Griffin” project as an “eclectic and exclusive part of Griffintown.”33 Serge 

Goulet, CEO of Devimco, boasts: “A whole new neighbourhood is literally taking shape 

before our eyes.”34 My concern with Griffintown’s gentrification is that it is moving 

beyond economic urban development and reaching into much wider issues of power, the 

social, public, and cultural spheres of civic life. As Sarah Schulman points out:   

Gentrification replaces most people’s experiences with 
the perceptions of the privileged and calls that reality. In this way 
gentrification is dependant on telling us that things are better than 
they are [… gentrification] requires the denial of many other 
people’s experiences.35  

                                                
32 “Griffintown.” Le Canal. n.p. Web. 22 July 2013. http://lecanal.ca/en/griffintown. 
 
33 “Condos.” District Griffin. n.pag. n.d. Web. 19 August 2013. 
http://districtgriffin.com/eau-en 
 
34 “Griffintown's biggest development project.” 9 December 2013. n.pag. Web. 9 
December 2013. http://www.newswire.ca/en/story/1276507/griffintown-s-biggest-
development-project. 
 
35 Sarah Schulman is an activist and was a member of ACT UP, the grassroots AIDS 
coalition based in New York in the 1980s. Schulman’s dissertation on the immaterial and 
virtual affects of gentrification are drawn from her personal experiences of witnessing 
and living through the AIDS crisis in the 1980s, and is specific to New York city’s lower 
east side. See The Gentrification of the Mind: Witness to a Lost Imagination (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2012) 161. 
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Following Schulman, I want to argue that gentrification signifies more than class issues. 

What is highly problematic with Griffintown’s revitalization is that it appears to be 

programming a planned community. Who, then, is Griffintown’s renewal and 

revitalization for?  If the billboards for condo developments in Griffintown are any 

indication of who will constitute this planned community they will be only young, white, 

physically capable, and heterosexual subjects. In the future, Griffintown appears to be 

colourless, queerless, childless, and petless. Gentrification, writes Schulman, is  

the removal of communities of diverse classes, ethnicities, races, 
sexualities, languages and points of view … and their replacement 
by more homogenized groups. With this comes the destruction of 
culture and relationship, and this destruction has profound 
consequences for the future lives of cities.36   

 

My point, following Schulman, is that the processes of gentrification must be examined 

for the ways they have always privileged the heteronormative use of urban spaces. 

Gentrification, as a process of homogenizing neighbourhoods and cities, affects the 

material, economic and urban morphology of the city. It has also had, as Schulman has 

observed, the capacity to effect a change in the collective consciousness and social 

imaginary of cities.37 For example, in April 2013 Montreal Gazette published a number 

of articles about whether or not it was too late to save Griffintown from becoming a 

ghetto of empty and childless condominiums. Such a perspective becomes equally 

                                                
36 Schulman 14. 
 
37 Ibid 15. 
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problematic in terms of projecting a heteronormative image onto the city.38  

Throughout this dissertation, I frequently refer to Griffintown as a 

“neighbourhood.” My conception of what constitutes neighbourhood is based on what 

Talja Blokland has referred to as a constellation of historical narratives and social 

relations. Blokland, a close reader of feminist geographer Doreen Massey, posits: 

“experiences of space [and place], of the constructed surroundings, of a landscape or of a 

neighbourhood are not static properties but active practices.”39 Following Blokland and 

Massey, I frame my analysis of the artworks discussed in this dissertation within a 

subjective notion of place (advanced by geographers such as Massey, 2005, and David 

Harvey, 2005), in which place-making, community, and the meanings assigned to 

“neighbourhood” are understood as a complex network of social and spatial relations. I 

consider place in this dissertation to mean an unstable, shifting set of cultural, political, 

social, economic and material relations. As such, my project of curating site-specific 

artworks in Griffintown was not intended to valorize or legitimate a singular or essential 

sense of place or “neighbourhood,” but rather to unsettle existing perceptions of place 

through strategies of occupation, collaboration, and spatial intervention.  

 The projection of Griffintown’s future by the City of Montreal and the condo 

developers as an up and coming neighbourhood community sits uneasily aside 

Griffintown’s historical narratives, particularly those belonging to the working-class and 

Montreal’s Irish diaspora. Yet, these are the very narratives that developers are 

                                                
38 See for example, René Bruemmer, “It’s not too late to save Griffintown.” The Gazette. 
n.pag. 15 April 2013. Web. 15 April 2013; and “Could families be shut out of 
Griffintown’s condo project?” The Gazette. n. pag. 4 April 2013. Web. 4 April 2013. 
 
39 Talja Blokland, Urban Bonds (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003) 9. 
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appropriating to invent a new identity for the neighbourhood. The developers’ 

revitalization of the neighbourhood has equally destroyed most of Griffintown’s physical 

heritage. Between the summer of 2010 and April 2013, within months, weeks, days, and 

sometimes even hours, I witnessed how the cultural landscape in Griffintown was, and 

continues to undergo transformation. It was increasingly difficult for me to discern 

between what was in ruin, what was being rebuilt, and what was being ruined as a direct 

cause of Griffintown’s revitalization. I was caught, it seemed, in a dialectical moment 

where Griffintown’s past, present and future were all at stake.  On the threshold of 

dramatic transformation, it was at this point in Griffintown’s history that I invited artists 

to intervene, creatively and critically with the neighbourhood at a crucial time in the 

history of its urban morphology.  

 

Curating the Post-industrial Landscape 

In June of 2010, I initiated Urban Occupations Urbaines, a curatorial platform for 

bringing artists into Griffintown and using creativity as a tool for illuminating the 

importance of Griffintown’s past and what was at stake concerning the neighbourhood’s 

future. Urban Occupations Urbaines was an experimental undertaking, a project in 

conceptualizing Griffintown as a site that is something other than the residue of 

Montreal’s failed cultural and municipal urban planning. I wanted to use the curatorial as 

a way to critically reflect on, respond to, and witness the traces of Griffintown’s spatial 

history, imminent transformation, and future becomings. Urban Occupations Urbaines 

was a platform for contesting and countering the City of Montreal’s official view of 

Griffintown, a deindustrialized, relatively under-populated and decaying neighbourhood, 
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as a socially and culturally disinvested urban landscape. 

I undertook the project of Urban Occupations Urbaines approximately one year 

before the emergence of the worldwide Occupy moment. My use of the term 

“occupation,” however, to frame a curatorial platform requires a brief explanation. The 

concept of occupation is a loaded one, especially given the histories of spatial and 

cultural conflict in the Middle East and, more recently, the rise of the Arab Spring and 

Printemps erables in Quebec.40  Unlike the meanings associated with the large-scale 

occupations that emerged across the world in 2011, my conception of occupation is 

premised upon a smaller scale, gestures that seek to transform perceptions of a given 

space through collaborative and interventionist appropriations of space. From this 

perspective, and within the context of curating site-specific artworks, it is through the 

artists’ temporary occupation of space, or spatial interventions, that I hoped to encourage 

an engagement with the agency of places in Griffintown: this agency might reveal itself 

to be spatial or historical, human, non-human, or even immaterial. “Urban Occupations” 

refers to the immaterial affects of indeterminate city spaces, as well as their lesser known 

or less-visible users and occupiers. Equally, the concept for urban occupations refers to 

the ways in which history occupies space and, conversely, how the future, or the idea of 

the future, appropriates, constructs itself, and occupies urban space. 

                                                
40 In March 2012, the Quebec Liberal Government’s decision to increase post-secondary 
tuition fees triggered a series of student demonstrations and protests across the province. 
In response to the these demonstrations, the Liberal Government, under the leadership of 
Premier Jean Charest, passed Bill 78, a move to contain the widespread protests which 
essentially gave state authorities permission to suppress, sometimes through violence, the 
freedom of expression. The mass demonstrations lasted approximately six months and 
represent the largest student protests in Quebec’s history. 
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 One of the main threads that weave its way throughout this dissertation is the 

subject of agency. My use of the term agency refers to the power that humans, 

nonhumans, animate and inanimate objects (Latour, 2005), as well as history and 

memory have to act upon space. From an architectural perspective, Jeremy Till, Nashit 

Awan and Tatjana Schneider view agency, and critiques of the same, as primarily an 

issue of political and social power. They provide an expanded view of agency citing 

knowledge, organization, physical and social relations as critical modes of agency and 

spatial practices for acknowledging and engaging with the inevitable transformations of 

space, the users of space, the changing needs of these users, as well as disseminating, 

countering and subverting hegemonic claims to space.41 This dissertation is concerned 

with the indeterminate urban conditions from which art and spatial practices are emerging 

in cities and the processes and methods by which situated, socially-engaged, and spatial 

art practices “make visible” (Grosz, 2008) diverse modes of agency. I conceived Urban 

Occupations Urbaines as a curatorial platform and catalyst for bringing together diverse 

forms agency, as well as uncovering and recovering less visible and known forms of 

agency that occupy and contribute to the meaning of Griffintown’s post-industrial 

landscape. Griffintown’s past has played a role in shaping how its post-industrial state is 

perceived. The developers’ projections of Griffintown’s future, which I anticipated 

throughout the project of Urban Occupations Urbaines, also held its own kind of agency. 

With this dissertation, and in the context of Griffintown’s revitalization, my research has 

                                                
41 See Jeremy Till, Nashit Awan and Tatjana Schneider’s online platform “Spatial 
Agency.” The site serves as a scholarly platform and network for ideas, publications, and 
subjects related to the concept of spatial agency. Web. 12 May 2013. 
http://www.spatialagency.net 
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been guided by the following key questions: what agencies are made visible and 

intelligible through the processes of site-specific and socially-engaged art projects? By 

which modes of action can art, the public, community, and a site be engaged? Given the 

increasing effects and impact of globalization on cities, under what urban conditions are 

ideas about community, place, creativity, and public space being reimagined? What I do 

address in the following pages is a consideration for the epistemological and 

methodological currency that site-specific and socially-engaged art projects hold for 

creating place, community, and publics.  

My call for proposals to participate in the Urban Occupations Urbaines series 

was urgent, time sensitive, and had purpose. It was a call to action, an invitation to artists 

and cultural actors to critically and creatively engage with the built and spatial history of 

Griffintown.42 Engaging with Griffintown’s spatial history encompassed an integrated 

view of the neighbourhood’s architectural and social history, urban morphology, as well 

as accounting for the potential of its indeterminacy. I was seeking art projects that would 

take the form of contesting dominant narratives about the neighbourhood’s pasts, or 

working with and/ or against a specific location’s socio-spatial history and architectural 

agency, or reimagining a site’s future. The call for proposals circulated widely, locally, 

nationally and internationally, and to diverse networks including academic institutions, 

artist run centres, and a number of not-for-profit cultural organizations in Montreal.43  

                                                
42 “Call for Proposals.” Urban Occupations Urbaines. n.p. Web. 1 June 2013. 
http://urbanoccupationsurbaines.wordpress.com/about/ 
 
43 To view the UOU call for proposals please see appendix A. 
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 Approximately 37 proposals were submitted to my call. Of these, I selected 

twelve with the aim of programming one project a month, in different locations 

throughout Griffintown, between September 2010 and 2011. (Fig.1.6) Over forty artists 

participated in the Urban Occupations Urbaines project.44  Thematically, artists proposed 

to reflect on issues and concepts related to the meanings given to private and public 

space, consumerism, green space as a public and community amenity, the history and 

myths of crime and gender in a working class neighbourhood, the cultural fertility of 

post-industrial landscapes, and representations of collective memory in the city. While 

some artists chose predetermined locations in Griffintown, others had yet to discover a 

location that would be suitable and desirable for their work. Varying media and scales of 

art works, installations and performances temporarily occupied twelve specific locations 

in Griffintown, both indoors and outdoors. Some projects relied heavily upon the public 

and collaborative partnerships and, in some cases obtaining official permits to host events 

on city property. Other interventions came about through transgression, as artists gained 

illegal entry to certain locations and, thus, never sharing the work with the public. What 

all the installations and performances held in common, in different ways, is that they 

occupied spaces in Griffintown that fell into a “blind spot,” interstitial spaces 

undervalued in the rash of planning and development. For me, Griffintown’s interstitial 

spaces are the connecting tissue of the neighbourhood’s urban fabric, what constitute its 

active indeterminacy and post-industrial character. They are those forgotten, overlooked 

and hidden places that exist in between the more visible remains, built and iconic 

                                                
44 The number of artist-participants varied from project to project. For example, where 
some projects were conceived and executed by one artist, others involved more than four 
artists and as many as fifteen. I have listed the names of all artists and details about the 
artists’ original proposals to Urban Occupations Urbaines in Appendix A. 
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landmarks of the neighbourhood’s (de)industrial and working-class history.45  In this 

way, Urban Occupations Urbaines functioned as a platform for discovering the lesser-

known aspects of Griffintown’s spatial history, for mapping out alternative movements, 

paths and routes from generic and institutional city maps.  

 With this dissertation, I aim to show the reader how site-specific art practices 

have the capacity to render indeterminate urban spaces with meaning, and how these 

practices can also operate, to borrow from art historian Miwon Kwon, as forms of 

“cultural mediations for the broader social, economic, and political processes that 

organize urban life and space.”46 Within the context of Griffintown’s rapid gentrification, 

I argue that site-specific artworks created under the umbrella of Urban Occupations 

Urbaines afforded opportunities for a diverse range of participants to critically reflect 

upon the spatial resonance and politics of urban change.  

 

Being Specific about Site 

 From an art historical perspective, Jane Rendell (2006) and Miwon Kwon’s 

(2004) respective writing on the subject of critical spatial practices and site-specificity 

provides me with a rich framework to articulate the genesis of Urban Occupations 

Urbaines and the artworks I analyze in this dissertation. Kwon argues that site-specificity 

has come to include discursive, mobile, and conceptual forms of practice. Site-specific, or 

                                                
45 For a brief history of Griffintown’s remaining and key industrial buildings see artist G. 
Scott MacLeod’s “Griffintown Tour: A Self-Guided Urban History Walk,” (2011). 
MacLeod animates twenty-one historic landmarks in Griffintown. The self-guided tour is 
available as a free downloadable pdf at: http://www.griffintowntour.com. Web. 1 
December 2013.  
 
46 Kwon 3. 
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what Kwon refers to as “site-oriented” or “site-responsive” practices are continually 

being complicated and redefined and, as Kwon puts it: “the site can now be as various as 

a billboard, an artistic genre, a disenfranchised community, an institutional framework, a 

magazine page, a social cause, or a political debate.”47 My approach to curating site-

specific artworks aligns with Kwon’s descriptions. I therefore use the term “site” 

throughout this dissertation in a couple of different ways. Broadly, site refers to physical 

spaces in Griffintown, both landscapes and the built environment, and to artists’ 

occupation of or intervention with a specific location in the neighbourhood. Griffintown 

is home to a number of urban interstices, many of which acted as links and passages 

between most of the sites used for the Urban Occupations Urbaines projects. The 

temporary nature of some of the projects – literally here today, gone tomorrow – drew 

attention, for the time in which they occupied a site, to subtle shifts in the social, 

ecological, cultural and built fabric of Griffintown. Artworks created for Urban 

Occupations Urbaines occupied interior spaces of Griffintown’s built heritage, including, 

to name a few, an abandoned railway signal tower, a former police station, nineteenth 

century metalwork and coal factories. Other projects occupied landscapes such as the 

ruins of a nineteenth century church, a cul-de-sac, horse stables, and a dog park. The 

UOU artists installed their projects in diverse locations and under specific environmental 

conditions: in soaring summer temperatures, spring rains, marching through snow banks, 

at dawn and dusk. After dark things sound differently, the ground feels differently, some 

                                                
47 Kwon 3. See Chapter One, “Genealogy of Site-Specificity” in which Kwon identifies 
three paradigms of site-specific praxis: 1) the experiential/ phenomenological – concern 
for the physical / topographical features of the site (scale, materials, etc); 2) site is 
conceived as a network of interrelated spaces and economies/ social and institutional; and 
3) the site is discursive; a site of effects and reception; an arena for political discourse.  
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known boundaries temporarily slip away, and others unexpectedly emerge. In this way, 

the aesthetics of a day, weather patterns, and the materiality of seasons have also 

contributed to aspects of the Urban Occupations Urbaines project and the task of 

realizing a year-long curatorial series of site-specific art projects throughout Griffintown.  

 Site in this dissertation also encompasses the idea of community and is used to 

describe specific relations to and within particular places in Griffintown.48 Kathleen 

Irwin’s description of site is helpful here. She writes, 

The terms ‘site’ and ‘situated’ encompass a situation in which 
are manifest specific relationships to surroundings, local 
positions, placements with respect to any other object, person or 
circumstances; a situation connotes a state of affairs. This 
broadens the consideration of site to embrace a community or 
communities that have formed a relationship with [a] site over 
time.49 

  

Urban Occupations Urbaines endured all the characteristics of a site-specific curatorial 

project given the time and energy used to discover and engage with the contingent 

conditions of specific locations and communities in Griffintown. My relationship to 

Griffintown and with those working and living in this neighbourhood has played a crucial 

role in the kinds of collaborations and interventions that occurred, how these events and 

gestures were creatively and logistically possible, and conversely how these processes 

were challenged. Those, however, with a stake in Griffintown’s development whether it 

is a social, cultural or economic one, initially did perceive me as an outsider. I accepted 

                                                
48 See Miwon Kwon’s chapter “Genealogy of Site-Specificity,” in One Place After 
Another, 11-31. 
 
49 Kathleen Irwin, The Ambit of Performativity: How Site Makes Meaning in Site-Specific 
Performance (Helsinki: University of Art and Design, 2007) 10. 
 



 

 24 

this form of identification as a way to situate myself within this community and, to use 

Donna Haraway’s words, “to join with another, to see together without claiming to be 

another.”50  These questions of identity, the outsider and the insider are, as Kwon 

contends:  

symptomatic of identities of all parties involved in the complex 
network of activities comprising community based art, including 
the community, the curator, and the institution […] all subjects 
within this network are internally split or estranged as well, 
continually negotiating a sense of identity and subjectivity 
through differential encounters with the other.51 

 
 

For Kwon, the siting of art in the public sphere engenders a “spatio-political 

problematic,”52 and thus site-specific practices no longer belong solely to contemporary 

art discourses, but can also be theorized for the ways they bring into representation the 

spatial politics of any given site. Conceptually, the models and meanings for site-specific 

practices have broadened with qualifiers such as community-specific, debate-specific and 

audience-specific.53 In Kwon’s view, the “site” emerges as more than a place with 

repressed histories and disenfranchised communities. The siting or site of art does not 

only take place in a geographical location; it is not grounded or fixed. Rather, the site is 

also constituted and complicated by other invisible agents and the forces of “social, 

                                                
50 Haraway 586. 
 
51 Kwon 137. 
 
52 Ibid 2. 
 
53 Ibid 12. 
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economic, and political process[es].”54  This is where the UOU artist played a role in 

affecting Griffintown. 

 

Narratives of Place-making and the Creative City 

 I devised Urban Occupations Urbaines as a durational and curatorial place-bound 

initiative. I am often asked about my own position in terms of what role I see artists and 

cultural workers playing in the processes of “place-making” and how I see the effects of 

these processes in relation to gentrification. Without question, artists and ideas about 

place-making in relation to gentrification have, in recent years, become a highly 

controversial subject in the field of urban discourse. The term “place-making” and the 

ways it has been implicated in urban renewal discourses has been largely unarticulated 

from the point of view of “on the ground” artists and cultural actors. Unlike artists who 

were experiencing more creative autonomy and agency between the 1970s and 1990s, 

millennial artists are now facing the challenges of being entangled in the discourses and 

processes of urban renewal and gentrification.55  Artist run centers, clusters or “hubs” of 

culture and urban creativity have come to symbolize creative processes of place-making.  

The phenomenon by which artists become enmeshed in the mechanisms of gentrification 

                                                
54 Ibid 3. 
 
55 Debates and critiques addressing the role of artists as gentrifiers from a cultural 
economic point of view include, for example: Sharon Zukin, Loft Living: Culture and 
Capital in Urban Change (Baltimore: The John Hopkins UP, 1982); David Ley, “Artists 
and the Field of Gentrification,” Urban Studies 40, 12 (2003): 2527-2544; Rosalyn 
Deutsche and Cara Ryan, “The Fine Art of Gentrification.” October Vol. 31 (Winter 
1994): 91-111; Anne Gadwa Nicodemus, “Artists and Gentrification: Sticky Myths, 
Slippery Realities.” 5 April 2013. Web. 6 April 2013; and Ann Markusen, “Urban 
Development and the Politics of a Creative Class: Evidence from a Study of Artists.” 
Environment and Planning A 38.10 (2006): 1921-1940. 
 



 

 26 

is due to the increasing purchase of modifiers such as “creativity” and the notion that art 

is a tool for “place-making.”56 With Urban Occupations Urbaines I wanted to introduce 

artistic projects into the urban field that would reveal profit-driven values that have 

become defamiliarized by the dominant culture of consumer and capital interests.  The 

salient question for me, then, is: are there ways of thinking about artists, place-making, 

and conceiving of curatorial projects in relation to urban revitalization politics outside the 

frame of gentrification? 

 Urban Occupations Urbaines operated solely outside of the typical economic 

framework of cultural practices. Urban Occupations Urbaines realized each of the artists’ 

projects on a shoestring budget, with the moral support of local businesses, current and 

former residents of Griffintown and, where possible, individuals, cultural, heritage and 

arts organizations provided financial support, donated space, materials, and assisted in the 

promotion of each event. Community collaborators included, among others, the Cultural 

Corridor, Techno-Lith, Roland Hakim & Associates, Montreal Arts Interculturel (MAI), 

La Fonderie Darling, Playwrights’ Workshop Montreal, Centaur Theatre, Heritage 

Montreal, Parks Canada, and the Mayor’s office of the Southwest Borough of Montreal. 

Urban Occupations Urbaines, as a platform, was rooted in a practice of facilitating 

spatial and social encounters, making things public, and ideas of inclusivity, 

ephemerality, and criticality. In contrast, are those legitimate and often necessary cultural 

and creative ventures that do contribute to the economic, commercial, cultural and 

                                                
56 Project for Public Spaces, “All Placemaking is Creative: How a Shared Focus on Place 
Builds Vibrant Destinations.” 4 March 2013. n.p. Web. 27 May 2013; and Anne Gadwa 
Nicodemus, “Artists and Gentrification: Sticky Myths, Slippery Realities.” 5 April 2013. 
n.d. Web. 6 April 2013. 
  



 

 27 

touristic development of post-industrial and urban spaces.57 What interests me is the 

temporary reuse or occupation of contested urban sites and what artistic and spatial 

interventions might contribute to the city that move beyond “economic growth” or the 

“creative city” discourse. One of the aims of this dissertation is therefore to critique the 

discourse used in urban revitalization projects. In anticipation of Griffintown’s 

gentrification, Urban Occupations Urbaines was working as a platform to counter 

dominant perceptions about particular urban territories as socially and culturally 

disinvested, as well as to affirm and illuminate different perspectives on the complexity 

of Griffintown’s spatial, political, cultural, natural, and ephemeral forms of agency.  

 In the last twenty years, a cultural turn has marked the renewal of post-industrial 

urban spaces throughout Europe and the Americas. Frederic Jameson argues that the 

cultural turn has gripped “the social realm, to the point at which everything in our social 

life – from economic value and state power to social and political practices and the very 

structure of the psyche itself  - can be said to have become ‘cultural.”58 To this end, the 

economic revitalization of post-industrial places through cultural and heritage 

preservation practices have become cultural policy at the municipal level and a global 

phenomenon. In the late 1980s, British urban planning consultant Charles Landry 

initiated a concept ubiquitously known as the “creative city.”59 This concept vaguely 

                                                
57 I am thinking here of Montreal’s Quartier du Spectacle, Toronto’s Distillery District, 
and Chicago’s Millenium Park. 
 
58 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late-Capitalism (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 1991) 48. 
 
59 To date, Landry has published The Art of City Making (New York: Routledge 2006); 
The Creative City: A Toolkit for Urban Innovators (London: Earthscan, 2000); and co-
authored with Franco Bianchini, The Creative City (Bournes Green: Comedia, 1995). It is 
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locates creativity as a catalytic force behind urban renewal processes. Yet the discourses 

surrounding the creative city “script” have privileged limited and exclusive notions of 

creativity while also failing to take responsibility for the displacement of working class 

and ethnic communities, the removal of youth and the homeless from public space, and 

those subjectivities who are mostly affected and further marginalized by these cultural 

hubs and urban renewal schemes.60  For performance studies theorists Laura Levin and 

Kim Solga, the creative city script is a utopian kind of performance because it “relies for 

its potency on the illusion of widely available public space and the fantasy of a city for 

all.”61 Tim Edensor has argued that “Such conceptions of creativity also neglect less 

commodified, alternative and often more subversive forms of creativity in the city.”62 

According to curator and urban sociologist Matteo Pasquinelli the concept of  “creative 

cities” operates as a chimera. The creative cities moniker, he writes, “[is] a mask of 

culture [that] is being used to cover [a] hydra of concrete and real estate speculation.”63 

“The ability of the art world and cultural industries,” writes David Pinder, “to 

marginalize or absorb oppositional practices has long been well documented. Also in 

                                                                                                                                            
important to note that Richard Florida’s highly critiqued “Creative Class” thesis derives 
from Landry’s idea of the “Creative City.”  
 
60 John Paul Catungal and Deborah Leslie, “Geographies of Displacement in the Creative 
City: The Case of Liberty Village, Toronto.” Urban Studies 46.5 (2009): 1095-1114. 
 
61 Laura Levin and Kim Solga, “Building Utopia: The Performance of Fantasy and Urban 
Renewal in Contemporary Toronto.” The Drama Review 53.3 (Fall 2009): 52. 
 
62 Tim Edensor et al, eds. Spaces of Vernacular Creativity: Rethinking the Cultural 
Economy (New York: Routledge, 2010) 5. 
 
63 Matteo Pasquinelli, “Beyond the Ruins of the Creative City: Berlin’s Factory of 
Culture and the Sabotage of Rent.” Web. 8 July 2012.  
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need of critical consideration are the ways in which art has become a prized asset for 

capitalist urban development, from processes of gentrification to prominent discourses of 

the ‘creative city’ and the ‘creative class.”64 The creative city script belongs to a 

dominant urban planning strategy guided by the rhetoric of creativity but, in fact, 

perpetuates spatial othering that mitigates perceptions about urban gentrification projects. 

Urban Occupations Urbaines was a critical response to this rhetoric and conceived as an 

alternative model to the creative city mantra to nurture the production of public spaces 

and foster the practice of inclusivity through creative collaborations between artists, 

communities and the public.  

 What has become unsettling about Griffintown’s revitalization is that its future is 

becoming, to use Sharon Zukin’s expression, “the creation of a nouveau grit aesthetic.”65 

“Gritty’s appeal,” writes Zukin, borrows from  “the post-industrial spirit of the times and 

[taps into] the symbolic economy’s ability to synthesize dirt and danger into new cultural 

commodities.” 66 I have long held an interest in the processes by which post-industrial 

spaces are being reused and adapted for cultural purposes. The reuse of post-industrial 

space for commercial events and spectacles is part of a growing global trend. The 

conversion of post-industrial grit into an aesthetic experience, however, exemplifies the 

ways in which the meanings associated with creativity and culture are continually being 

leveraged for exclusive and commercial purposes.  

                                                
64 David Pinder, “Urban Interventions: Art, Politics and Pedagogy.” International 
Journal of Urban and Regional Research 32.3 (September 2008): 733. 
 
65 Sharon Zukin, Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010) 51. 
 
66 Zukin 51. 
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 The “creative” or “cultural turn” in post-industrial urban economies and 

development practices signals another current I would like to briefly address: the ethics 

of repurposing and branding post-industrial sites/ buildings and the language surrounding 

these projects, especially as they pertain to Griffintown’s revitalization. One of the most 

recent branding schemes that have come to mark Griffintown is the Quartier de 

l’Innovation. Quartier de l’Innovation is the brainchild of École technologie supérieure 

(ÉTS) and McGill University. This concept of innovation, very much part of the creative 

city mantra, anticipates an economic effect by mapping itself onto Griffintown’s cultural 

landscape. Quartier de l’Innovation has not put forward a formal creative industries 

policy. Their mandate, however, suggests establishing “an ecosystem for creativity in the 

heart of Montreal.”67 McGill University and ÉTS are the key players responsible for 

sustaining the project and affirming Montreal’s image as a “city of creativity and 

knowledge.” The objectives of the Quartier de l’Innovation project are to integrate the 

interests of “local players in the community,” such as the gentrifiers, business proprietors, 

and cultural actors, into their plans for the strategic development of the district. Yet, the 

following project description appears to circumvent any indication that the proposed 

Quartier de l’Innovation will be an inclusive enterprise or that it will integrate already 

existing local resources, either entrepreneurial or artistic: 

The QI is intended to be an active platform dedicated to meeting 
the needs of Montreal’s innovation ecosystem and to attract new 
players here. Located in a historic industrial sector in the heart of 
Montreal, the QI will be more than just a place to hold meetings, 
exchange information and network. In a perimeter of 
approximately 1.2 km, the QI will include the four segments 

                                                
67 “Discover QI.” Quartier de l’innovation. n.p. n.d Web. 22 July 2013. 
http://quartierinnovationmontreal.com/en/discover-qi/  
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essential to a creative society: industrial, education and 
innovation, urban, and social and cultural. The interconnections 
between the various segments will constitute the QI and develop 
the desired innovative spirit. It must be a space for 
multidisciplinary creativity and new forms of training so that 
researchers, students, entrepreneurs and other players can rub 
shoulders with innovation cells and some of the most innovative 
companies on the planet, giving local companies and 
entrepreneurs the opportunity to showcase their ideas and 
technologies and make connections internationally. The QI, 
mostly located in Griffintown, is bound to become the heart and 
soul of renewal in this long-abandoned historic urban sector.68 

 

The tropes of innovation and renewal, such as the ones projected above by Quartier de 

l’Innovation, are fraught with disconcerting meanings. They are schemes, in the words of 

Levin and Solga, that “co-opt and redeploy the experiences of those they ultimately 

marginalize - the working class; low profile, low-income arts and culture workers; inner-

city ethnic minorities, often refugees or newly arrived migrants - as they attempt to 

reimagine the contemporary world-class city as fresh, hip, and, above all, ‘creative.”69 

 In stark contrast to the Quartier de l’Innovation project is The Cultural Corridor 

(which I also refer to as Le Corridor culturel de Griffintown.) The objectives of both 

these branding initiatives are not dissimilar, however, whereas the Quartier de 

l’Innovation project operates from the top down, the concept for a Cultural Corridor 

emerged from local and grassroots initiatives. Judith Bauer, one of the founders of the 

Cultural Corridor explains: 

 

                                                
68 Project Description. “Quartier de l’Innovation: Sector for Strategic Development.” 4. 
February 2012. Quartier de l’Innovation. n.d. Web. 1 April 2013. 
http://quartierinnovationmontreal.com/en/publications-en/ 
 
69 Levin and Solga 37. 
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The Cultural Corridor is an approach… an attitude that addresses the 
concerns around how the neighbourhood will develop… to consider the 
potential to reuse what already exists and develop the neighbourhood in 
a cultural and touristic fashion. I think of the Cultural Corridor as a 
spinal column for the neighbourhood. If you have a good spinal 
column, you can hang all kinds of things on it.70 

 
 

 The Cultural Corridor, according to Bauer, is located “geographically as well as 

conceptually and ideologically.”71 Bauer identifies Ottawa street, as seen in figure 1.7, as 

the corridor’s main arterial route. This rendering highlights the Cultural Corridor as a 

passageway that links what remains of the neighbourhood’s historic and built landmarks, 

as well as illustrates the value of public and green space, and the neighbourhood’s 

proximity to the Lachine Canal. This illustrated overview represents a collaborative 

rendering of Griffintown by key business and cultural stakeholders including, among 

others, the Griffintown Horse Palace Foundation (an initiative working to preserve what 

remains of the neighbourhood’s historic horse stables) and The Darling Foundry, a 

contemporary visual arts gallery and artist residency (both of which I discuss in more 

detail in the following chapters).  

 Conceptually and geographically, however, a Cultural Corridor is not without its 

limitations. The desire to market or brand a neighbourhood as a “Cultural Corridor” or 

Quartier de l’innovation can also become a slogan for cultural production and a site’s 

“historical cultural distinction.”72  Griffintown’s renewal epitomizes the tensions between 

a place of historic origins and new beginnings. Yet, the concept for a Cultural Corridor 

                                                
70 Judith Bauer. Personal interview. Montreal. 12 April 2010. 
 
71 “Where is the Cultural Corridor?” Corridor Culturel. n.d. Web. 1 December 2010. 
 
72 Zukin 65. 
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does not reflect Griffintown’s cultural or heritage origins. Instead, it is an invention of a 

new beginning and underlines existing cultural values. The concept for a Cultural 

Corridor has become a successful part of the neighbourhood’s collective social 

imaginary, now used by the city to promote Griffintown as a sustainable, historically and 

culturally significant site deserving of renewal. It bears asking: does the Cultural Corridor 

bring value to the cultural life of Griffintown or merely brand the site as a cultural and 

touristic destination? My concern, then, is with the possibility that, even in its aim to 

show the inherent values of Griffintown, the term “cultural corridor” actually brands the 

site, preparing it for more capitalist development, corporations, and tourists. 

 Griffintown’s current renewal goes beyond what I understand to be gentrification. 

Spatially, materially, and visually Griffintown’s revitalization has in fact become an 

urban and cultural phenomenon.  As I write this, Griffintown has become a mise en scène 

for the development of capital and consumer interests. I have equally come to know 

Griffintown as a site within Montreal’s urban landscape that invites creative responses, 

and as an urban mise en scène for a groundswell of improvised, social, creative and 

ephemeral activities; for rehearsing publicness; for contesting processes of displacement; 

and for bringing into visibility lesser known forms of agency, and what otherwise might 

go unseen or unknown in large-scale, profit-driven development projects. 

  

Themes and the Selection of Artworks 

 What follows is a living document that puts forward an interdisciplinary 

methodology for curating site-specific art projects in a post-industrial landscape. The 

journey from here continues with a literature review, where I position myself as a 
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researcher and curator in direct relation to issues of pedagogy and interdisciplinary 

research methodologies. As such, this dissertation will show how the realization of site-

specific art installations and performances created for Urban Occupations Urbaines also 

played a key role in the creation of an interdisciplinary research methodology. The 

methods used throughout my doctoral research are expansive and move between the 

disciplines of architectural history, performance studies and oral history practice. From 

an interdisciplinary perspective, curating site-specific art practices in a post-industrial 

landscape demands a variety of methodological readings that necessarily engage with and 

critique ideas about curating, site, community, participation, collaboration, intervention, 

urban aesthetics, and the politics of public space. This chapter identifies my theoretical 

positioning, but also pays homage to some of the scholars and artists who have inspired 

me to think critically about interdisciplinary approaches to research and creation, making 

my own work possible.  

In Chapters Two, Three and Four, I detail six artworks realized for Urban 

Occupations Urbaines. I have selected these projects (from the twelve that were 

produced) for the diversity of ways in which the artists worked directly with 

Griffintown’s social histories and urban morphology. The artworks I have chosen to 

analyze share a propensity for experimental, interventionist, critical and collaborative 

approaches to creating community-based and socially-engaged art practices, but they also 

substantially differ. For me, the documentation of each of these artworks have become 

cultural artifacts holding their own archival properties and interpretations, primary 

sources about specific locations in Griffintown, their past, present, and imagined futures. 

I have selected these six particular artworks for the key themes each of them allows to 
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surface: place and community, theatre and performance practices, and posthumanism. In 

the rush to create a new identity for Griffintown, developers have appropriated ideas 

about place and community, creativity and culture, and largely ignored the value and 

future of non-human life forms in their developments. Thus, these themes are important 

to me and necessary for engaging in a critical analysis of the artworks, what the artists 

were able to illuminate about their specific sites, and the effect they had in Griffintown. 

In Chapter Two, I focus on themes of place and community within the context of 

Griffintown’s shifting social and cultural identity, and its negotiation. I draw from 

theories about collaboration, participation, and the “participatory turn” in community-

based art practices as a framework for analyzing Candice Ivy’s A Sounding: St. Ann’s 

Reimagined, and Riaz Mehmood’s Housing a Home: Borrowed Views. My analysis of 

these artworks takes into account the ways a site’s historical and immaterial agencies 

(such as memory) reveal themselves, through creative work, the role oral history plays in 

creating site-specific art projects, and the potential for collaborative art practices to 

produce a sense of place and community. I argue in this chapter that place and 

community in Griffintown have been shaped by more than the neighbourhood’s 

architectural history and built spaces.  

In Chapter Three, I examine the role of theatre and performance in the built 

environment. I use the idea of “urban scenographies” to analyze how sites in Griffintown 

inspired theatrical and performance events, and the relationships these theatrical works 

created between the artists, their sites of intervention, and the public. My perspectives on 

the shifting landscape of theatre and interdisciplinary approaches to performance 

practices are grounded in my own experience as a theatre practitioner and educator in 
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these fields. My analysis of the two events I discuss in this chapter show how the 

perception of urban landscapes and our relationship to the built environment can change 

through theatre and performance practices. In the first section of this chapter I consider 

what architectural theorist Anthony Vidler describes as “the double role of urban space 

and theatrical space”73 as a premise for analyzing Théâtre Nulle Part’s site-specific 

performance in a cul-de-sac. In this section, I also take into account how theatre “in the 

street” has a capacity for transforming the role of (passive) spectators into a collective of 

(active) witnesses of Griffintown’s spatial history and ongoing uneven development.74 In 

part two of this chapter, I frame 2boys.tv’s darlingARCADE, an interactive and 

participatory group exhibition, as a critical performance ethnography that mobilized 

diverse spatial experiences and perspectives particular to Griffintown’s then post-

industrial state.  

 In the fourth and final chapter, I draw from posthumanist thought as a theoretical 

framework for discussing pouf! art + architecture’s dog parc gallery and Linda 

Swanson’s INFESATION, socially-engaged artworks that directly addressed the ecology 

of interspecies relations (Haraway, 2008) present in Griffintown. The displacement of 

non-human animals by urban renewal schemes is very rarely, if ever, taken into 

consideration in urban revitalization discourse. For this reason, I use posthumanist theory 

in my analysis of the artworks that sought to uncover the agency of non-human actors 

and the cultural fertility present within Griffintown’s post-industrial landscape. My 

                                                
73 Anthony Vidler, “The Scenes of the Street: Transformations in Ideal and Reality,” in 
The Scenes of the Street and Other Stories (New York: Random House, 2011) 18. 
 
74 The term “uneven development” is a Marxist idea frequently cited in contemporary 
urban discourse. The term appears often in the work of geographers such as David 
Harvey and Edward Soja, as well as cultural theorist Rosalyn Deutsche. 
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analysis of the above artworks will show how Griffintown’s then post-industrial 

landscape was not only a source of inspiration for the artists, but also became an active 

partner in the creative work of realizing each of these projects. 

 I have envisioned the topography of my dissertation project as a dialogue between 

my theoretical framework and emergent curatorial practice. I narrate my own way 

between a set of proposed discourses that address cultural responses to the ethics and 

politics of urban renewal processes. I consider my curatorial practice as an undertaking in 

assembling agency and bringing into representation what transformations and shifts in 

perception about urban sites are produced through site-specific art practices. Urban 

Occupations Urbaines, as a curatorial project, created space for staging meaningful 

public encounters and exchanges between artists, site-specific locations, and a 

community.  

 In its entirety, this dissertation is a record and analysis of responses and 

engagements with processes of urban change occurring at a particular time in the history 

of Montreal. The relationship between the text, images and selection of maps in this 

dissertation, while narrative, are also associative and reflect my shared spatial journeys, 

tracing how Griffintown’s transitioning landscape acted upon me, came to capture and 

sometimes haunt my imagination and, in turn, how I acted upon this landscape. This 

dissertation is the witness to a year of critical investigation, reflection, collaboration, 

curatorial and creative action that was inspired by Griffintown’s then post-industrial 

landscape. Finally, this dissertation functions, at least in part, to bring together all of the 

constituent and contingent parts of Urban Occupations Urbaines into one site, and with 

the crucial caveat that this document is by no means the only story there is to tell about 
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Griffintown. 
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Chapter One 
Interdisciplinarity:  

A Practice in Situated Knowledge and Partial Perspectives 
 
 

Interdisciplinary work, so much discussed these days, is not 
about confronting already constituted disciplines (none of 
which, in fact, is willing to let itself go). To do something 
interdisciplinary its not enough to choose a ‘subject’ (a theme) 
and gather around it two or three sciences. Interdisciplinarity 
consists in creating a new object that belongs to no one.1 

Roland Barthes, “Jeunes chercheurs,” 1972. 
  

 The intellectual landscape of this dissertation is tethered to an interdisciplinary 

project. The fields of architectural history, performance studies and oral history practice 

have guided my research and inquiry into urban revitalization politics. The resources 

belonging to each of these disciplines have been invaluable to my work and research of 

an urban neighbourhood in transition. Methods local to art history such as visual and 

spatial analysis, for example, allowed me to engage with Griffintown’s textures and 

surfaces, volumes and depths, its history of decline and revitalization. Studying archival 

periodicals, photographs and aerial images of Griffintown retrieved from the Archives de 

ville de Montréal and Heritage Montréal, as well as insurance maps culled from the 

collection at the Bibliothèque et Archives Nationales du Québec, was an invaluable part 

of the research process. These archival sources allowed me to trace key moments in 

Griffintown’s urban morphology, revealing how Griffintown has always been (and 

continues to be) charged with a powerful history of activism and division. I have 

                                                
1 Cited by James Clifford in his introduction “Partial Truths,” in Writing Culture: The 
Poetics and Politics of Ethnography (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1986) 1. 
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interpreted documents and plans for the recently proposed developments and 

revitalization of Griffintown, many now underway, from a non-positivist position since 

most of these documents tend to convey only one perspective and a top-down approach to 

Griffintown’s revitalization. I have used documents from the City of Montreal’s Master 

Plans and online sources belonging to the aforementioned corporate real-estate 

developers such as, for example, Devimco Immobilier, Les Bassins du nouveau havre, 

and Prével. Between 2010 and 2011, my research on Griffintown’s shifting sociospatial 

conditions moved somewhere between its past and future, in the “here and now” of its 

transformation. I sustained these “on the ground” experiences through ethnographic 

fieldwork, inter-subjective encounters and, in the spirit of the Situationists, by countless 

dérives, site visits, and walks through Griffintown with the artists and people I 

interviewed. These dérives weave there way throughout the narrative of this dissertation 

and I animate them through autoethnographic maps and photographic documentation. 

Throughout the curatorial process, I maintained an online blog for sharing the processes 

of realizing the artworks and events in a public forum.2 Posting artist statements and a 

selection of artist interviews, as well as images and event ephemera became a process of 

archiving as well as providing opportunities for reflecting on the public nature of the 

project. The intended audience and public for the UOU artworks and events were wide 

and in many ways exceeded my authorial reach. Some audiences and publics were 

accidental, while others were generated through multiple networks, institutional, 

academic, community and cultural. 

                                                
2 Urban Occupations Urbaines. Web. 31 July 2013. www.urbanoccupationsurbaines.org. 
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 My dissertation builds on critical discourses addressing the politics of site-

specific, spatial, performative, and public art practices in relation to theories of the city, 

posthumanist thought, and feminist epistemology. Spatial thinkers such as Henri 

Lefebvre (1991, 1996), Edward Soja (1996, 2010), and Doreen Massey (1995, 2005), 

among others, have informed much of my thinking on the production of urban and public 

spaces. I am, however, indebted to cultural theorist Rosalyn Deutsche, for her work on 

and within the spaces and politics of interdisciplinary research, and for bringing together 

the practices of art, spatial politics, and urban planning with theories of the city and 

discourses on social and public spaces.3 In Deutsche’s view, a conception of 

interdisciplinarity as research praxis does not signify that interdisciplinarity operates as a 

site for the meeting of diverse disciplines to enrich each other. Rather, interdisciplinarity 

is itself a “site,” a meeting place, where multiple disciplines converge and carry the 

potential to produce something new.4 Following Deutsche, the practice of 

interdisciplinarity then infers both an intellectual and methodological process for 

negotiating the possible and multiple connections at play between the discourses of 

singular academic fields, disciplines, and practices.  

 Jane Rendell argues that interdisciplinary knowing and practices emerge from a 

kind of spatial displacement, cultural and social transformation. She writes:   

Is the interdisciplinary operator one who straddles two places, 
one who maps the tears and rifts, the places where things have 
come apart, and the overlaps and the joins, the places where 
things come together? Or has s/he come from elsewhere, 

                                                
3 Deutsche refers to this as a “spatial cultural discourse.” See Evictions: Art and Spatial 
Politics (Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1998) xi. 
 
4 Deutsche 72.  
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arrived as a stranger in town? Being someone new in town is a 
different experience altogether. Here one place has been left 
and a new unknown terrain entered. What do you do? Match 
the new to meet up with the standards of the old, or allow 
yourself to be changed by your new surroundings?5  

 

Rendell’s situated and topographical reading of interdisciplinarity proposes emergent 

methodologies, transformative processes, and perhaps too, alternative paradigms for the 

way in which the researcher may come to know and be transformed by a variety of 

unknown things.6  In this way, embracing interdisciplinary approaches to research 

requires a certain amount of risk-taking and further, as Rendell points out, engaging with 

interdisciplinary research practices are 

not only critical and intellectual but also emotional and 
political. In demanding that we exchange what we know for 
what we don’t know, and give up the safety of competence 
for the dangers of potential incompetence, the 
transformational experience of interdisciplinary work 
produces a potentially destabilizing engagement with 
dominant power structures allowing the emergence of new 
and often uncertain forms of knowledge.7 

 

 While interdisciplinarity may be considered a shifting locus that intervenes at the 

borders of disciplines, I am also inclined to reflect upon the ways in which methods for 

operating in the interdisciplinary sphere exist in the “not yet,” or in Luce Irigaray’s sense 

of it, the future anterior, that is, to know oneself in an anticipated future that has not yet 

                                                
5 Rendell, Art and Architecture: A Place Between (London: I.B Taurus, 2006) 47. 
 
6 Nicolas Whybrow, ed. “Preamble,” in Performance and the Contemporary City: An 
Interdisciplinary Reader (New York: Palgrave and MacMillan, 2010) xviii. 
 
7 Jane Rendell, “Critical Spatial Practices: Curating, Editing, Writing,” in Issues in 
Curating Contemporary Art and Performance, eds. Judith Rugg and Michèle Sedgwick 
(Bristol: Intellect, 2007) 60. 
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been realized. I am thinking now about methodology as a devising process; as something 

to be anticipated; as a process for imagining the possibilities of how research and practice 

will take shape, and place. For Elizabeth Grosz, reading Irigaray, the future anterior 

“openly addresses the question of the future, without, like the utopian vision, pre-empting 

it.”8 I initiated Urban Occupations Urbaines in 2010, a pivotal time in Griffintown’s 

spatial history when it was on the threshold of dramatic transformation. In many ways I 

anticipated how certain sites occupied by the artists, mainly those indeterminate and 

interstitial ones would not be readily accessible, easily transgressed, or even exist once 

the processes of demolition and construction had begun. As of 2013, with the exception 

of very few sites, the material and physical traces of the performances and installations 

have vanished, and those that do exist have weathered, or occupy another space in the 

memory, political, and cultural imaginary of Griffintown. In other words, and to 

paraphrase Cynthia Hammond’s reading of Irigaray’s conception of the future anterior, 

the future of spatial interventions like those curated for Urban Occupations Urbaines was 

undetermined and would be necessarily transformed and shaped by the pastness of 

Griffintown’s landscape.9 

 As a researcher I would also like to suggest how the future anterior conceptually 

highlights interdisciplinarity, that is, thinking, researching, practicing, and writing at the 

intersections of various disciplines, and its emergence from the contingencies, becomings 

and unbecomings that are performed and engaged within a site of research. Irit Rogoff 

                                                
8 Elizabeth Grosz, Architecture from the Outside: Essays on Virtual and Real Space  
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2001) 147. 
 
9 Hammond, Architects, Angels, Activists, 196. 
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posits that the work of unbecoming ourselves “is as complex, as rigorous and as 

important as the work that goes into fitting within a disciplinary paradigm or that of 

expanding it in order to accommodate our concerns.”10  For me, the work of unbecoming 

oneself in their research is about taking risks, embracing the unexpected, and opening 

oneself to new possibilities, to transform. It is about implicating oneself in the uncertainty 

that comes with interdisciplinary research. 

 I came to interdisciplinary studies as an outsider: someone who trained as a 

theatre practitioner, then as a graduate student in the fields of architectural history and 

cultural anthropology and, more recently, as someone who engages with urban and 

curatorial practices. I presently come to the formations of interdisciplinary research from 

a critical perspective of feeling displaced. It is, however, to use Rogoff’s words, “one of 

the privileges of the critically displaced that their view is always askance, never frontally 

positioned, and often exists in an uneasy relation to dominant paradigms.”11 What if the 

effect of this displacement, I ask myself, becomes a methodology for redressing my own 

subjectivity and agency as contingent and ephemeral? What if methods manifest through 

some dissident events of the city; some misadventure or transgression of spatial, cultural 

and social conditions? What if to practice interdisciplinary research methods is to 

struggle with how to work in the space between, at the borders and edges of disciplines in 

all of their smoothness and striations? What if, then, to engage with interdisciplinary 

learning and knowing is to devise, to anticipate, to interpolate, and to be interpolated? 

                                                
10 Irit Rogoff, “What is a Theorist?” in On knowledge Production: A Critical Reader in 
Contemporary Art, eds. Maria Hlavajova et al (Utrecht: BAK, 2008) 154. 
 
11 Rogoff, “What is a Theorist?” 144. 
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More pressing and pertinent, for the interdisciplinary researcher, what counts as 

knowledge? 

 “The knowing self,” Donna Haraway writes, “is partial in all its guises, never 

finished, whole, simply there and original; it is always constructed and stitched together 

imperfectly[.]”12 For Haraway situated knowledges and partial perspectives emerge from 

somewhere particular, an embodied place and from this perspective, situated knowledges 

work from “points of view which can never be known in advance[.]”13 Partial and 

situated knowledges therefore rely upon contingency, as well as with how the researcher 

makes herself answerable and responsible for the ethics and politics of her 

methodologies. Hammond, reading Haraway, notes that the conditions of situated 

knowledges locate the subject a priori “within the specificities of their bodies, class, 

geographical and historical envelopes.”14 As a methodological paradigm, then, I am 

proposing interdisciplinarity as a situated practice and within a “politics and 

epistemologies of location, positioning, and situating, where partiality and not 

universality [becomes] the condition of being heard to make rational knowledge 

claims.”15   

 I am interested in these notions of situated knowledge and partial perspectives for 

the way they conceptually frame site-specificity as a situated practice, and for the ways 

                                                
12 Donna Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and 
Privilege of Partial Perspective.” Feminist Studies 14.3 (Autumn, 1988): 586. 
 
13 Haraway 585. 
 
14 Cynthia Hammond, Architects, Angels, Activists and the City of Bath, 1765-1965, 122. 
 
15 Haraway 589. 
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they can broaden the discourse and vocabulary for interdisciplinarity as a method and 

form of research and creation that enables the co-production of knowledge. My position 

is that interdisciplinary research practices have the capacity to index multiple forms of 

knowing, subjectivity, and agency.    

 

Community: Towards Curiosity and a Constellation of Differences  

 When I first discovered Griffintown the presence of a community and a sense of 

place was not evident to me. Throughout the process of making Urban Occupations 

Urbaines, I encountered many publics and communities. Urban Occupations Urbaines 

became a curatorial platform for mobilizing an exchange between artists, communities, 

and the public to creatively and critically engage with, or contest, precarious spatial and 

urban experiences.  My ideas about the relations between site-specific art practices and 

notions of community have been guided by both my curatorial engagement with 

individuals in Griffintown who comprise temporary moments of community, and broader 

theoretical questions pertaining to the notions of subjectivity, difference, and identity 

formation. For Miwon Kwon, the “instability of identity and subjectivity can be the most 

productive source of such explorations” in community-based art projects.16 Kwon also 

imagines collaborative and community-based art projects as a coming together and 

unraveling of collective social processes.17 As it pertains to community-specific art 

                                                
16 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity 
(Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2002) 137. 
 
17 Kwon 154. 
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projects, Kwon suggests that the “unstable and inoperative” nature of community can 

create alternative models of collaboration, spatial and social belongings.18  

 In her preface to Mapping The Terrain: New Genre Public Art (1995), curator and 

artist Suzanne Lacy describes “New Genre Public Art” (NGPA) as a process that “is not 

built on a typology of materials, spaces or artistic media, but rather the concepts of 

audience, relationship, communication, and political intention.”19 From Lacy’s point of 

view, art-making  “is not primarily a product but a process of value finding, a set of 

philosophies, an ethical action, and an aspect of a larger sociocultural agenda.”20 

Arguably, the artists working under the Urban Occupations Urbaines umbrella share 

some common ground with NPGA practices. Urban Occupations Urbaines artists were 

engaging with their sites through creative and communal processes which were 

operating, to use Lacy’s words “outside the purview of the [dominant] public art and art 

in public places” narrative.21  For Lacy, the distinguishing factor between traditional 

public art and NGPA depends on the nature of engagement with a community. According 

to Kwon, key to the rhetoric of NGPA and the ideology driving a number of community-

specific art practices that emerged in the 1970s and 1980s, are their political aspiration 

towards a democratization of art, the currency of their institutional critique, and 

consensus building. 

                                                
18 Ibid 7. 
 
19 Suzanne Lacy, Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public Art (Seattle: Bay Press, 1995) 
28. 
 
20 Lacy 46. 
 
21 Ibid 25. 
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 In Griffintown, developers portend to build a sense of community by proclaiming 

a new identity for the neighbourhood. In contrast to the capitalist ideology driving these 

projects and those espoused by NPGA, my ideas about community, and to take Chantal 

Mouffe’s position, are “held together not by a substantive idea of the common good but 

by a common bond, a public concern […] therefore a community without a definite shape 

or a definite identity.”22 Following Mouffe’s thought, I see how the question of identity 

becomes ambiguous, especially since a shared identity and consensus were not 

necessarily the impetus for why and how multiple subject positions came together in 

Griffintown to contest its development. Jeff Dungen, Griffintown resident and one of the 

co-founders of the Community for the Sustainable Redevelopment of Griffintown 

(CSRG), explains: 

Community in Griffintown emerged in response to a threat to the 
neighbourhood… but this community is not just a bunch of like-
minded people. In relation to Griffintown’s development 
community means there are a lot of active participants… they 
bring different visions and ideas, they express what they want … 
what they need for living together. It is really the mix of all this 
that creates a community. In 2008 we had a real mix of people… 
gentrifiers, homeless people, people who had invested in property 
forty years ago. The CSRG was really the first label given to this 
community.23 
 
 

An ad-hoc organization, between 2008 and 2013, the CSRG was responsible for 

organizing community meetings, creating and depositing petitions and justification for 

preserving what remains of Griffintown’s built heritage. In 2008, CSRG members played 

                                                
22 Chantal Mouffe, “Democratic Citizenship and the Political Community,” in The Return 
of the Political (London: Verso, 2005) 67. 
 
23 Jeff Dungen. Personal interview. Montreal. 22 March 2012. 
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a key role in organizing a mock funeral procession to protest the scale of the proposed 

developments.24 The CSRG website (maintained by Dungen) is a digital archive of maps, 

photos, periodicals, and institutional documents that trace nearly five years of public 

reactions and actions taken up against the plans for Griffintown’s revitalization.25  

 It would be remiss, however, not to mention how some actors that I have come to 

know and interview, and who were actively contesting Griffintown’s gentrification, were 

motivated by their own interests. For example, CSRG members such as Judith Bauer and 

Jeff Dungen are Griffintown residents who pay mortgages and property taxes. Harvey 

Lev is the proprietor of Griffintown’s most iconic and historic nineteenth century 

buildings. Lev purchased the New City Gas complex26 in the early 1980s, where he 

currently operates an international paper manufacturing and shipping business. Lev has 

refused to formally classify these buildings as a designated heritage site, despite the fact 

that Heritage Montreal has identified the New City Gas complex as an historic and 

                                                
24 “CSR Griffintown.” Comité pour le sain redéveloppement de Griffintown. n. pag. 24 
April 2008. Web. 1 November 2013. 
http://csrgriffintown.wordpress.com/2008/04/24/marche-dimanche-le-27-avril-march-on-
sunday-april-27/ 
 
25 Community for Sustainable Development. Web. 20 August 2013. 
http://www.griffintown.org 
 
26 Montreal architect John Ostell (1813-1892) designed the New City Gas buildings built 
between 1859 and 1861. Throughout the late 1800s and early 1900s, the buildings 
produced gas energy that supplied light for the local factories and neighbourhood streets. 
Planification détaillée du secteur de Griffintown: analyse du cadre bâti, Synthèse 
(Montréal: Ville de Montréal, 2007). Web. 15 October 2013; Répertoire d’architecture 
traditionelle sur le territoire de la communauté urbaine de Montréal: architecture 
industrielle (Montréal: CUM, 1982) 156-9; David B. Hanna, Secteur de planification 
détaillée de Griffintown: Histoire (Montréal: Ville de Montréal) 2007. 
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architectural location that symbolizes a key phase in Montreal’s industrial history.27 In 

2012, Lev leased one of the buildings to business entrepreneurs who repurposed the space 

as a commercial performance venue for exclusive media and music events. Over night, 

New City Gas was transformed into a “super club” and place of “commerce and 

creativity.”28  

 Emerging forms of community activism, however, may not be inclusive in the 

sense of protecting or empowering a diverse group of people, or speaking from a 

coherently oppositional stance. Conversely, defending one’s interests, economic, social, 

cultural or ecological as they may be, does not necessarily exclude a shared concern for 

the common good and rights of others. The CSRG, at least discursively, has nurtured 

certain solidarities, collective actions, and resistance towards Griffintown’s uneven 

development. Since its inception, the CSRG has mobilized Griffintown’s local 

stakeholders to address broader urban issues such as environmental pollution, the 

preservation of cultural heritage, and the privatization of public space, to name a few. My 

engagement with this otherwise heterogeneous group of actors was triggered by a shared 

sense of discontent for the loss of cultural diversity, the lack of public and green space, as 

well as with the exploitation of Griffintown’s local, spatial and cultural history as part of 

economic and market-driven urban developments. 

                                                
27 Established in 1975, Heritage Montreal is a not-for-profit organization with grassroots 
origins. Although the organization is able to communicate shared heritage values for 
Montreal’s built environment, the organization does not hold a lot of power to change 
laws or the city’s urban planning strategies. “New City Gas.” Heritage Montreal. n.pag. 
n.d. Web. 12 July 2012. http://www.heritagemontreal.org/en/new-city-gas-2/ 
 
28 See for example, “Commerce + Creativity.” C2Montreal. n.p. n.d. Web. 22 July 2013. 
http://www.c2mtl.com/about/what-is-c2-mtl/ 
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 What has constituted a sense of community in Griffintown’s recent history is 

largely imagined. As Benedict Arnold has argued in his influential work, Imagined 

Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (c2006), communities 

are largely imagined “because the members of even the smallest nation will never know 

most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each 

lives the image of their communion […] Communities are to be distinguished, not by 

their falsity/ genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined.”29 In Talja 

Blokland’s view, imagined communities “exist as impressions of thinking and feeling 

that ‘we belong together’ and as everyday social practices in which we express with 

whom we belong and where we include others with ‘us,’ or in fact exclude them from 

‘us.”30 Blokland continues: “processes of bonding and dividing enable us to perceive our 

communities as imagined communities.”31 Similarly, and from a sociohistorical 

perspective, Steven High and John C. Walsh have argued that the term “community” 

does not necessarily describe a shared sense of place. “The emphasis on a shared sense of 

place,” they write, “the neighbourhood,’ or ‘the village’, for example, downplays and 

often ignores the cultural and imagined elements that theorists like Benedict Anderson 

suggest have been central to the construction of communities.”32 As it relates to place, 

High and Walsh equally contend: “While the making of place is embedded in the 

                                                
29 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006) 6. 
 
30 Talja Blokland, Urban Bonds (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003) 209. 
 
31 Blokland, Urban Bonds, 63.  
 
32 Steve High and John C. Walsh, “Rethinking the Concept of Community.”  Histoire 
sociale/ Social History 17.64 (1999): 257. 
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processes of community, they are not the same, and in fact the meaning and identities 

attached to place are very much the product of inter-communal relationships and 

struggles.”33 

 From a sociogeographical perspective, “Griffintowners” are comprised of a 

diverse and expansive group of subjects including, for instance, local business 

proprietors, gentrifiers, artists and cultural workers. I consider other individuals, such as 

heritage and urban activists, while not situated geographically in the neighbourhood, a 

part of this community, in their advocacy for the preservation of the neighbourhood’s 

architectural and cultural heritage. My use of the word “community” in this dissertation 

reflects these nuances. 

 Many who comprise Griffintown’s imagined community, or in Miwon Kwon’s 

words, “invented community,” are people with whom I have frequently engaged and 

collaborated. They use their agency to negotiate their social roles and have an affect on 

the future and cultural life of the neighbourhood. What concerns members of 

Griffintown’s community, then, is what makes them act and what brings their passions 

into a contested public realm. These shared concerns signal the community’s relationship 

to constructions of change, opening up the discourse for problematizing the degree to 

which this community expresses their openness to change, for understanding their social 

and cultural relationship to the public memory of a place, for interpreting their nostalgic 

feelings toward the remaining and disappeared industrial and architectural heritage of the 

neighbourhood, and for coming to know the significance of their spatial relationship to 

Griffintown’s history, present transformation, and future becomings. I have been equally 

                                                
33 High and Walsh 266. 
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interested in understanding uncertainty and openness within the potentially dynamic 

relations between Elizabeth Grosz’s concept of futurity and Mouffe’s conception of a 

radical democratic project. As Grosz notes: “the degree of openness is an index of one’s 

political alignments and orientations, of the readiness to transform.”34  

 In this dissertation, I approach curating as both a methodology and pedagogical 

practice. Curatorial work can operate beyond aesthetic and exhibition practices by taking 

into account the ways in which site-specific and place-bound art projects bring into 

representation “matters of concern,” as well as articulate modes of curiosity, inclusivity, 

seeing, doing and making that evoke unexpected forms of political subjectivity and 

agency. Bruno Latour, in his essay “From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik: or How to Make 

Things Public” (2005), argues that what might bring a particular group of people together 

is an “object of concern” or “matters of concern.”35 He writes: “We might be more 

connected to each other by our worries, our matters of concern, the issues we care for.”36 

The etymology of the word curate, from the Latin origin - curare - means to care.37 The 

notion of care is important to my conceptualization of curatorial work, how I approach it 

as both a methodology and form of pedagogy, as it has also been the driving force behind 

                                                
34 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, 92.  
 
35 Bruno Latour, “From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik: or How to Make Things Public,” in 
Making things public: Atmospheres of Democracy, eds. Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2005) 14 and 15. 
 
36 Latour “From Realpolitik to Dingpolitik,” 14. 
 
37 The Latin noun curatus/ cura denotes to cure or “looking after.” See Dictionary of 
Word Origins, ed. John Ayto (New York: Arcade Publishing, 1990.) For a broader 
discussion on the politics and terminology associated with curating see, for example, “Be 
Nice to Your Curator.” Esse: Arts and Opinions 72 (Spring/ Summer 2011). 
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the ways in which I have come to know Griffintown. Art historian Mieke Bal believes 

that curators are responsible for their acts, which is both a burden and emancipatory, 

creative and interactive. “At the root of his or her acts,” writes Bal, “is the notion of 

care.”38  For Donna Haraway, “[c]aring means becoming subject to the unsettling 

obligation of curiosity.”39 It is also the subject of curiosity, rather than identity, an idea 

that Irit Rogoff draws upon in her suggestion that “[t]he whole point in coming together 

out of curiosity is to not have to come together out of identity.”40  

 I view the artworks created for the Urban Occupations Urbaines series as 

temporal events that addressed in a variety of ways the artists’ and community’s concern 

for the neighbourhood’s spatial conditions and cultural transformation.  With this 

dissertation, I show that site-specific art projects taking place in Griffintown’s post-

industrial landscape invoked political subjectivities, produced socially-engaged citizens, 

and created space for exchanging and disseminating knowledge.  

 

Site-Specifics and the Public Realm 

  According to Rosalyn Deutsche, site-specificity historically “emerged from the 

imperative to interrupt” space. From this perspective, Deutsche identifies two major 

objectives historically tethered to site-specific practices: “to criticize the modernist 

                                                
38 Mieke Bal, “Curatorial Acts.” Journal of Curatorial Studies 1.2 (2012): 181. 
 
39 Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis: The Minnesota University Press, 2008) 
36.  
 
40 Rogoff, “Turning,” in Curating and the Educational Turn, eds. Paul O’Neill and Mick 
Wilson (London: Open Editions, 2010) 39-40.  
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precept that works of art are autonomous entities; and to reveal how the construction of 

an apparent autonomy disavows art’s social, economic, and political functions.”41  From 

the point of view that site-specific artworks should integrate the context of a site, 

Deutsche further contends that site-specific art is also working with the contingencies of 

a site and its context and therefore this genre of artistic praxis “impl[ies] instability and 

impermanence.”42 Deutsche’s reading into the meanings given to site-specificity is 

closely aligned to her critique of the meanings given to public space. In Evictions: Art 

and Spatial Politics (1996) Deutsche makes a feminist critique of the public (versus 

private) nature of subjectivity and sees social relationships as critical to understanding the 

meanings given to the public sphere. “What does it mean for space to be ‘public,” asks 

Deutsche, “the space of the city, a building, exhibition, institution, or work of art?”43  In 

Deutsche’s view, more than a physical or fixed space, public spheres are sites of practice 

and emerge through the contingencies of social and cultural engagements.44 Following 

Deutsche, and in my view, the publicness of space or a work of art is dependent on its 

accessibility. The extent to which the UOU artists’ work was public was dependent on 

their relationship to their sites, with a community, and the degree to which these 

relationships formed, to borrow from Deutsche, a “cultural public sphere.” Deutsche’s 

critique of what constitutes the public sphere is largely informed by Chantal Mouffe’s 

formulation of a radical democratic project. According to Mouffe, the “radical” 

                                                
41 Deutsche 261. 
 
42 Ibid 264. 
 
43 Ibid 269. 
 
44 Ibid 59. 
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encompasses a fundamental openness to change and uncertainty. Mouffe’s concept of 

democracy proposes a radical rethinking of the ontological, epistemological and 

theoretical relations between space, political subjectivities, the meanings of democracy 

and the public sphere.  Following Mouffe, a radical view of democracy approaches the 

formation of social identity and social spaces as places of contingency, difference, dissent 

and uncertainty. 

 Given the spatialized nature of site-specific art projects, it bears asking, what 

Mouffe’s project for a radical democracy would look like spatially? If, as Mouffe claims, 

a radical democratic project is in some part given agency through difference and multiple 

subject positions, for geographer Doreen Massey, “spatiality is also implicated in the 

accomplishment of difference and identity.”45 What is problematic about Mouffe’s 

project for a radical democracy is that it is, as Massey points out, purely conceptual.46 As 

a concept, however, Mouffe’s radical democracy project does occupy a place in the social 

imaginary, which suggests its potential as a form of cultural analysis within artistic and 

spatial discourses. Deutsche does this to good effect: “Space and art,” she contends, “are 

socially produced” and are “as themselves social relations.”47 Both, she continues, have 

the capacity to “reveal the depoliticizing effect of the hegemonic perspectives they 

                                                
45 Doreen Massey, “Thinking Radical Democracy Spatially.” Environment and Planning 
D 13.3 (1995): 285. 
 
46 Massey problematizes the absence of spatiality in Mouffe’s discursive 
conceptualization of political subjectivity and the radical democracy project. For Massey, 
power, identity and spatiality are trialectic in much the same way that the social, temporal 
and spatial are trialectic for social geographer Edward Soja. See Soja’s Thirdspace: 
Journey’s to Los Angeles and Other Real-And-Imagined Places (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1996). 
 
47 Deutsche 72. 
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criticize and, conversely, share an imperative to politicize the production of space and 

art.”48 Radical democracy, as I understand it, is a potential force for change. Spatialized, 

radical democracy performs as a site of encounter where difference and political 

subjectivities come to the fore, as a site of engagements, as a processual site versus a site 

of determinacy, and as a site of uncertainty and therefore of potential and possibility.  For 

Deutsche, “[c]onflict, division, and instability, then, do not ruin the democratic sphere; 

they are the conditions of its existence […] for the public sphere remains democratic only 

insofar as its exclusions are taken into account and open to contestation.”49  

 Jane Rendell observes how the use of spatial tropes, such as margins, borders, 

periphery, (dis)location, center, and decentering in art historical and performing art 

discourses, foregrounds the contested nature and meanings given to site-specific 

practices.50  Following Rendell, site-specific art projects are spatial activities. Within the 

context of Griffintown’s uneven development and through the project of curating Urban 

Occupations Urbaines, I used site-specific art practices as a methodology for making 

public, what Kwon refers to as a particular urban and “spatio-political problematic.”51   

In this dissertation I identify the modes of action(s) by which a site, artists, the public and 

a community were engaged in moments of collaboration, and various methods used to 

intervene with Griffintown’s contested history and landscape. 

                                                
48 Deutsche 72. 
 
49 Ibid 289. 
 
50 Rendell, “A Place Between,” in Art and Architecture: A Place Between (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2006).  
 
51 Kwon 2. 
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Interdisciplinary Research Methods 

 Tracing the associations and iterations of social histories and spatial relations 

requires using research methods that produce spaces for encountering multiple forms of 

agency; the visible and material agency of a location and, equally, a curiosity for 

encountering those less visible, unknown actors and immaterial forms of a site’s agency. 

From this standpoint, I must ask how interdisciplinary research allows the researcher to 

inscribe herself within the spaces of her concerns, contingencies, and conditions? What 

makes her curious? How does she engage? What makes her do the things that she does?  

One of the objectives of this dissertation is to make an original contribution in its 

methodology and, more specifically, bring together a spatial, cultural and social analysis 

of urban revitalization politics through politically and socially-engaged site-specific art 

practices. For me, the search for a method conjures ideas about way-finding, about a 

journey of being curious, and seeking ways to address and nurture this curiosity.  

 I have identified the artworks created for Urban Occupations Urbaines within a 

genre of socially-engaged and critical spatial art practices that have emerged through 

collaboration, intervention, and activism. It is beyond the scope of this dissertation, 

however, to undertake an exhaustive study of the meanings associated with these 

concepts and terms.52 Rather, within the context of urban revitalization politics and the 

                                                
52 For a more comprehensive discourse addressing the role of collaboration, intervention 
and activism in contemporary community-based and site-specific art projects see Miwon 
Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity (Cambridge, 
Mass.: The MIT Press, 2002); Grant H. Kester, The One and The Many: Contemporary 
Collaborative Art in a Global Context (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011); Erika 
Suderberg, Site, Space, Intervention: Situating Installation Art (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2000); Nato Thomson and Gregory Scholette, The Interventionists: 
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project of Urban Occupations Urbaines, I consider how collaboration, intervention, and 

activism were conceptual frameworks for critiquing Griffintown’s uneven development 

as well as creative methods for participating and engaging in social, critical and spatial 

practices. 

 The practice of collaboration was key to the Urban Occupations Urbaines project, 

especially given that the concept of place has become a fundamental paradigm in a global 

time of displacements. Many different kinds of collaborations occurred throughout the 

project of Urban Occupations Urbaines. As mentioned in the Introduction, more than 

forty artists participated in the series; the artists’ installations and performances 

temporarily occupied twelve different (and specific) locations within Griffintown. A 

curatorial platform, Urban Occupations Urbaines’ creation and evolution was directly 

related to its collaborators, occupations, and the temporary artist-community-public 

constellations that emerged from the performances and exhibitions. The idea of 

collaboration, however, carries many meanings and, as I explore in Chapter Two, does 

not necessarily imply that one’s participation in the realization of site-specific or socially-

engaged art practices is constitutive of a collaborative process.  

 “The Latin word labour bears two opposite senses,” writes Paul Carter. “It can 

mean to move smoothly, to run flow, pass; to slip or slink (to meet); to fall down or 

collapse (from loss of support or rigidity); to fall down from exhaustion, to give way, to 

fail; and so on. Or it can mean the opposite: to work, labour, toil; to struggle with 

                                                                                                                                            
Users’ Manual for the Creative Disruption of Everyday Life (Cambridge, Mass.: The 
MIT Press, 2004); Malcolm Miles and Tim Hall, Interventions (Bristol: Intellect Books, 
2005); and David Pinder, “Arts of Urban Exploration.” Cultural Geographies 12.4 
(2005): 383-411.  
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difficulty; to suffer from strain.”53 Following Carter, I would like to suggest that the value 

of collaboration not only resides in production, but also in the labour of engaging in a 

process, and with processes that allow for unexpected forms of encounters and 

exchanges.  

 One of the greatest impulses driving the Urban Occupations Urbaines platform 

was to create a space where new encounters and critical engagements could be devised 

and performed between Griffintown’s contested spaces and artists, diverse communities 

and publics.  Griffintown’s shifting spatial, social and economic conditions, the various 

communities mobilized by the memory of Griffintown’s past and its ongoing 

revitalization, as well as the artists who participated in the Urban Occupations Urbaines 

series make up the primary sources relevant to my study. Moments of relating to or 

“getting to know” these sources and the community were organized through oral history 

interviews, taking artists on guided walks through the neighbourhood, mapping these 

walks, searching for a site, collecting local debris and materials for installations, as well 

as introducing the artists to local stakeholders and former residents of the neighbourhood. 

It was important to me to account for and reveal the living memories and experiences of 

Griffintowners to the artists. 

 Oral history practice emerged in the 1970s as a methodology for helping to bring 

voice to those who might not otherwise have the means to share their stories.54 In my 

work with urban landscapes, artists, and the project of Urban Occupations Urbaines, I 

                                                
53 Paul Carter, Material Thinking: The Theory and Practice of Creative Research 
(Carlton, Victoria: Melbourne University Press, 2004) 14. 
 
54 See “Critical Developments: Introduction,” in The Oral History Reader, eds. Robert 
Perks and Alistair Thomson (London: Routledge, 1998). 
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produced oral histories as fieldwork and as a way of examining peoples’ spatial 

relationships to Griffintown’s changing cultural landscape. As a method of interpellation, 

oral history interviews index ephemeral moments of interlocution, or what Grant H. 

Kester calls “dialogic processes” between artist-curator-community collaborations. 

“Dialogical processes,” Kester argues, have a capacity to necessitate an alternative 

reading of contemporary art practices and a potential to shift our understanding of these 

projects as discursive processes of negotiation.55 Collaborative processes demand 

different kinds of methods for engagement, such as oral history interviews and participant 

observation. Excerpts of interviews that have been included in the narrative of this 

dissertation highlight the interviewees as situated subjects who carry their own particular 

experience of and knowledge about Griffintown’s built environment, its history, and 

revitalization.  

One of the misconceptions about using oral history practice for studying changes to 

the built environment is that it is merely a tool for framing research and urban landscape 

history studies. On the contrary, geographers David Harvey and Mark Riley point out 

how oral sources can play a direct and active role in the study of the histories of built 

space.56 In Chapter Two I discuss the direct and active role that oral histories played in 

one of the UOU artworks. What, however, do oral sources bring to the study of the built 

environment, to the histories of space and spaces of history that otherwise would not be 

there?  

                                                
55 Kester H. Grant, Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004) 12. 
 
56 David Harvey and Mark Riley, “Talking Geography: On Oral history and the Practice 
of Geography.” Social and Cultural Geography 8.3 (June 2007): 1-4. 
 



 

 62 

Throughout the last decade oral history narratives have played a significant role in 

the creation of memoryscapes that reflect upon the effects of urban change and themes 

addressing a sense of place, community, as well as neighbouroods that are altogether 

disappearing. For example, sound artist Lisa Gasior created the audiowalk, Sounding 

Griffintown: A Listening Guide of a Montreal Neighbourhood (2007).57 Gasior used 

audio clips from interviews with former Griffintown residents to evoke the traces of 

Griffintown’s past. Gasior explains: 

[Sounding Griffintown] does not attempt to recreate history so 
much as allow listeners to contemplate how soundscapes change 
and how people’s memories differ yet combine to paint a sonic 
photograph of their old neighbourhood. The listening guide 
combines different disciplines of sound production with 
recordings of the ever-changing present (soundscape), interviews 
with former Griffintown residents (documentary), and the 
imagined sounds of the past (film sound techniques – sound 
effects and Foley). Drawing from similar work by Janet Cardiff, 
Diane Leboeuf, and Andra McCartney, Sounding Griffintown 
balances the sounds of the environment with recorded sounds 
and takes into consideration how the listener moves through that 
space and interacts with the environment.58 

 

What interests me about oral histories is how peoples’ memories become essential 

to understanding changes to the built environment. In the case of Gasior’s project, many 

of the narrator’s memories and experiences of Griffintown have become the only record 

left of particular sites. It is thus, in the absence of the built environment, that memory and 

oral histories can be active and public archives for researchers working in architectural 

                                                
57 Gasior’s audiowalk of Griffintown can be downloaded from her website. Griffinsound. 
Web. 19 July 2013. http://griffinsound.ca/griffintown/index.htm 
 
58 Lisa Gasior. Project description from “Sounding Griffintown.” Griffinsound. Web. 19 
July 2013.  
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history and urban studies. Similarly, Graeme Miller’s urban intervention, Linked: A 

Landmark in Sound, A Public Walk of Art (2003),59 used oral sources to create a 

memoryscape about a neighbourhood of approximately one thousand residents in East 

London whose homes were expropriated and further demolished to make way for the 

construction of a major motorway. Miller used the six-lane motorway, commonly 

referred to as the “M11,” as an organizing principle and installed twenty transmitters on 

lamp posts bordering the highway. The public was invited to walk with hand held radio 

receivers (on loan at the local public library) while listening to broadcasts of interviews 

given by former residents. Linked provided no visual clues of the neighbourhood’s built 

environment, only the voices of people describing their homes where a major 

transportation route has since taken their place. Geographer and oral historian Toby 

Butler argues how the merging of oral histories and public art practices, or the creation of 

audiowalks such as Gasior’s Sounding Griffintown or Miller’s Linked, create a deeper 

and embodied experience of the history of places and the built environment. For Butler, 

“memoryscapes,” or what he refers to as “sound trails,” function as performative 

explorations of urban landscapes, as well as interventions into the experience of moving 

through places.60 Likewise, what Steven High has called “mapping memories of 

displacement” or the “mobilities paradigm” has signaled a recent shift in oral history 

practices. High notes how the built environment, its morphology, and even the presence 

                                                
59 Graeme Miller. Linked. Web. 19 July 2013. http://www.linkedm11.net; and Graeme 
Miller and Toby Butler, “Linked: a Landmark in Sound, a Public Walk of Art.” Cultural 
Geographies 12 (2005): 77–88. 
 
60 Toby Butler, “Memoryscape: How Audio Walks Can Deepen Our Sense of Place by 
Integrating Art, Oral History and Cultural Geography.” Geography Compass 1/3 (2007): 
360–372. 
 



 

 64 

of absence in urban landscapes have become powerful cues for the stories and memories 

told about places.61 Oral history testimony, as Daniel James also reminds us, “enables us 

to approach the issue of agency and subjectivity in history.”62  

 In this dissertation, and within the context of urban revitalization politics, my oral 

history practice is a method for recasting the discourse and analysis of the built 

environment through an embodied experience of place. Unlike empirical evidence used 

for the interpreting the history of spaces, oral history narratives foreground embodied 

knowledge and experiences, as well as provide the textures and patina of spaces; telling 

stories and the act of recollecting a spatial experience evokes an other, less visible, or 

latent layer of the built environment. 

 The “intervention,” for this dissertation, is pedagogical, premised upon 

engagements with an urban or spatial problematic, and uses the potential that art and 

creative practices have to counter or subvert hegemonic practices. More than a theoretical 

or discursive exercise, however, the practice of temporarily intervening, claiming and/ or 

occupying specific contested locations throughout Griffintown was key to the Urban 

Occupations Urbaines project. The artworks realized for Urban Occupations Urbaines, 

while different in scope and scale to the Situationists and other avant-garde artists of the 

1960s and 1970s, fall into this concept of intervention in that the artists’ performances 

and installations offered alternative perspectives into the spatial and social conditions of 

                                                
61 Steve High, “Mapping Memories of Displacement: Oral History, Memoryscapes, and 
Mobile Methodologies,” in Place, Writing, and Voice in Oral History. ed. Shelley 
Trower (New York: Palgrave and MacMillan, 2011) 217-231. 
 
62 Daniel James, “Listening in the Cold,” in The Oral History Reader, eds. Robert Perks 
and Alistair Thomson (London: Routledge, 1998) 86. 
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Griffintown’s transformation.  According to Chantal Mouffe: “[t]oday artists cannot 

pretend any more to constitute an avant-garde offering a radical critique, but this is not a 

reason to proclaim that their political role has ended. They still can play an important role 

in the hegemonic struggle by subverting the dominant hegemony and by contributing to 

the construction of new subjectivities.”63  What characterizes the interventionist mode of 

the Urban Occupations Urbaines project is the ways the artists and public were 

politically, socially, and spatially engaged with a specific location in Griffintown. Within 

the paradigm of site-specific practices, Kwon notes the degree to which site-specific art is 

performing as an intervention resides in how the work is integrated into the site, and to 

what extent it is engaging the public, local community, or audience.  

 From a sociocultural perspective, cultural geographer David Pinder argues that 

intervening “through creative practice in public space is to enter into a crucial struggle 

over the meanings, values and potentialities of [urban] space at a time when its 

democracy is highly contested.”64 Similarly, Cynthia Hammond argues:  

urban interventions confound the more conventional 
expectations and disappointments of the urban realm, translating 
or inverting them. The city thus affords certain visual and spatial 
conditions, which in turn can be defamiliarized, brought into 
relief or emphasized by the interventions of an artist, an 
anonymous individual, an individual architect or even an entire 
community.65  
 

                                                
63 Chantal Mouffe, “Artistic Activism and Agonistic Spaces.” Art and Research: A 
Journal of Ideas, Contexts and Methods 1.2 (Summer 2007): 4. 
 
64 David Pinder, “Arts of Urban Exploration.” Cultural Geographies 12.4 (2005): 398. 
 
65 Cynthia Hammond, “Urban ‘Truths’: Artistic Interventions in Post-Socialist Space,” in 
The Post Socialist City: Continuity and Change in Space and Imagery, eds. Marina 
Dmitrieva and Alfrun Kliems (Berlin: Jois Verlag, 2010) 77. 
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In as much as urban interventions may be motivated by subjects who are asserting their 

“right to the city,” or their right to alterity for that matter, Hammond also proposes how 

interventions taking place in the field of the city might operate as “visual and spatial 

speech acts, which bring cities to articulate themselves differently… harness[ing] the 

potential of the built environment’s potential to act as architecture parlante, a speaking 

architecture that communicates in surprising and subversive ways.”66 Following 

Hammond, the intervention as it is deployed throughout parts of this dissertation is 

considered a method for mining the yet to be discovered forms of agency that comprise a 

“site.”  

 The question of activism surfaces throughout this dissertation. Here, it is a 

curatorial and methodological question, directly linked to my own political agency, and 

tethered to a history of community activism local to Griffintown. Without doubt, and as is 

revealed in the following chapters, Griffintown’s architectural history has been shaped by 

a powerful history of resistance, community activism and division. In anticipation of 

Griffintown’s gentrification, in 2007, ad-hoc groups comprised of urban, heritage and 

cultural activists such as the Community for the Sustainable Redevelopment of 

Griffintown, the Griffintown Horse Palace Foundation, and the Cultural Corridor 

Griffintown, among others, emerged in an effort to contest proposed developments and to 

preserve both the memory of and remaining aspects of Griffintown’s built heritage. My 

activism dovetailed with the community’s, but is not the same as the community’s 

activism. 

                                                
66 Hammond, “Urban Truths,” 72. 
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 A major concern regarding Griffintown’s development was that very little public 

consultation had taken place before the approval of the developers’ proposals. Between 

2009 and 2012, the city of Montreal hosted a series of public consultations to address the 

impact of Griffintown’s large-scale residential development, the lack of green and public 

space in developers’ plans, and the demolition of other infrastructures such as the 

Bonaventure Expressway and the Dalhousie Corridor (which I discuss in more detail in 

the following chapters).  The purpose of the Office de consultation publique (OCPM) is 

to facilitate a dialogue between citizens and city politicians regarding large-scale urban 

developments. In January 2012, the OCPM hosted Griffintown selon vous - Regards sur 

l'avenir (“Your view on Griffintown initiative - Future outlooks”), a two-day citywide 

event and invitation to citizens to share their perspectives on Griffintown’s 

revitalization.67 This gesture, however, seemed to me, and many others, to come too late 

and little more than a strategy to pacify the damage already incurred by the developers. 

The OCPM has since published a series of recommendations submitted by a number of 

individuals and members belonging to the abovementioned ad-hoc activist associations.68 

Thus, my involvement in the public consultation process, as well as my evolving 

encounters and complicity with the political activities associated with the Sustainable 

Redevelopment of Griffintown, the Griffintown Horse Palace Foundation, and Cultural 

Corridor gave Urban Occupations Urbaines an even stronger activist purpose. 

                                                
67 Myself and artists Cynthia Hammond and Thomas Strickland of pouf! art + 
architecture were invited to the event to set up information kiosk’s about our respective 
art and community projects in Griffintown. 
 
68 “Griffintown.” Office de consultation publique. n.pag Web. October 16 2013. 
http://ocpm.qc.ca/griffintown 
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 Activism also makes a subtle appearance in some of the artworks realized for 

Urban Occupations Urbaines, but these appearances are directly linked to the history of 

Griffintown’s community activism, and efforts to protect the neighbourhood’s built 

environment and cultural landscape. From a curatorial perspective, Urban Occupations 

Urbaines affirms the project of activism in works of art by also making visible, to use 

Suzanne Lacy’s words: “unknown relationship[s] between artists and audience, a 

relationship that may itself  become an artwork.”69 With this dissertation I draw the 

reader’s attention to how activism, in relation to the performances and installations 

created for Urban Occupations Urbaines, becomes a method for making public new 

subjectivities and engendering unexpected relationships with urban sites. What I aim to 

show is how activism circulates historically, locally, spatially, creatively, and 

communally. In the following chapters, I approach all three terms, collaboration, 

intervention, and activism, as methods in curatorial and site-specific practices that can 

foreground urban, social, and critical spatial discourses.  

 

Curatorial Practice and the Pedagogical Turn 

The pedagogical cannot be thought of in isolation from artistic 
productions or institutional policies; rather, it should be 
recognized as a mode of address that produces its publics, its 
constituencies, for better or worse, ranging from so-called 
populism to so-called socially-engaged art practices.70 
 

 

                                                
69 Suzanne Lacy, New Genre Public Art, 20. 
 
70 Simon Sheikh, “Letter to Jane (Investigation of a Function),” in Curating and the 
Educational Turn, eds. Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson (London: Open Editions, 2010) 69. 
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 My intellectual framework for this dissertation also brings together perspectives 

from recent curatorial discourse. I am particularly interested in the intersections of 

curatorial practice and pedagogy. Historically, curatorial work has been predominantly 

framed by visual discourses and the practice of display culture that is rehearsed and 

performed through the production of art on a global scale. Art historian and theorist 

Mieke Bal, in her essay “Curatorial Acts” broaches the performative potential of 

curatorial work in relation to acts of “framing.” For Bal, “the visual discourse of curating 

– in short ‘the curatorial’ – is a combination of framing objects and speaking through 

those framed objects to addressees […] the curatorial is a mix of acts of framing and 

being framed.”71  It is, however, Bal’s position that the curatorial belongs solely to a 

visual discourse that I take issue with and wish to counter. In what follows, I address 

curatorial practice within a wider interdisciplinary orientation and in relation to 

pedagogy, to propose how certain curatorial practices are creative and, with regard to the 

project of Urban Occupations Urbaines, how the curatorial can embrace and encompass 

spatial, political, social, performative, and embodied practices. 

 Perspectives on the role of the curator and curatorial practice have changed 

dramatically throughout the past fifty years. Until the 1960s, the role of the curator was 

generally considered that of an exhibition maker and caretaker of museum collections. 

Paul O’Neill, a leading expert on the “culture of the curatorial” explains that since the 

1970s the role of the curator has shifted significantly from “an actively residual element” 

                                                
71 Bal 180. 
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in exhibition making to a position in authorship, status, and creative value.72 By the 

1990s, curating had become an academic field of study and emerged with acuity in fine 

art graduate programs, signaling what Julia Bryan-Wilson calls the “age of curatorial 

studies.” International in scope, the aims of most of these programs call attention to 

curatorial studies as a growing field of scholarship with an emphasis on training curators 

to be critical and gain a more theoretical understanding of the roles and responsibilities of 

the curator and contemporary exhibition practices.73 Marie-Eve Beaupré succinctly puts 

it: “[o]ver the past two decades, we’ve witnessed the historization of the figure of the 

curator.”74 In the 1980s and 1990s, an explosion of journal and magazine content 

addressing curatorial practices was largely the result of transcripts taken from exhibition 

symposia and curatorial round-tables.75 These round tables became a privileged place in 

which international and “star” artist-curators could position themselves and their practice 

in relation to the making of art displays, the “biennialization” of contemporary art, and 

their participation in the cultural production of global art markets. As Canadian curator 

Joan Borsa points out:  

                                                
72 Paul O’Neill, The Culture of Curating and the Curating of Cultures (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2012) 34. 
 
73 My research into formal graduate programs offering curatorial studies consisted of a 
google search: “Curatorial Studies, Graduate Programs.” The results are numerous and 
varied, but nonetheless significantly show the expanse of options for curatorial studies in 
a global context. 
  
74 Marie-Eve Beaupré, “The Form of the Exhibition as a Text.” Esse 72 (2011): 49. 
 
75 O’Neill, “The Emergence of Curatorial Discourse from the Late 1960s to the Present,” 
in The Culture of Curating and the Curating of Cultures (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
MIT Press, 2012) 9-49. 
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Within dominant forums for international visual art discourse, 
such as mainstream art magazines, visual and cultural studies 
journals, media arts coverage and museum-sponsored exhibition 
catalogues, references to curatorial practice continue to highlight 
mega-scale exhibitions, biennials and projects by established 
American and European galleries and curators.76  

 

 In 2011 and 2012 the contemporary art world experienced a resurgence of 

scholarly attention on the subject of curatorial practices and the role of the curator in 

contemporary exhibition practices.77 Of particular interest to me is the work of curator 

and critical theorist Irit Rogoff, whose writing addresses curatorial practice in relation to 

what she calls the “event of knowledge.” Rogoff’s idea of the “event of knowledge” 

stems from the distinctions she makes between curating exhibitions and curatorial praxis. 

Rogoff identifies curating as the work of organizing and bringing art into a 

representational realm. The curatorial, for Rogoff, in contrast, inhabits an 

epistemological structure, co-creative processes, material, discursive and performative 

practices that may operate beyond or trouble the boundaries of contemporary and public 

                                                
76 Joan Borsa, “Site and Context-Oriented Curating: Staging Encounters between Art and 
Everyday Realities.” Diss. Concordia University, Montreal. 2006. 6. Borsa’s dissertation 
examines the ways in which curatorial practice is redefining its relationship to museum 
and gallery systems. In her “Introduction,” Borsa critically accounts for the ways that 
recent curatorial practices have started to employ strategies for challenging the cultural 
authority of museum practices and European/ American centric traditions of display 
culture.  
 
77 Recent publications that I have referred to as secondary sources, among others, 
include: Jim Drobnick and Jennifer Fisher eds. Journal for Curatorial Studies. n.p. Web. 
20 March 2013; Terry Smith, Thinking Contemporary Curating (2012); Beatrice Von 
Bismarck et al eds., Cultures of the Curatorial (2012); Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson, 
eds., Curating and the Educational Turn (2010); and Paul O’Neill, The Culture of 
Curating and The Curating of Cultures (2012). 
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art making practices.78  As Rogoff explains: “[i]f in curating the emphasis is on the end 

product - that even if that end product is very complicated and ends up performing 

differently than one might have assumed - in the curatorial, the emphasis is on the 

trajectory of ongoing, active work[.]”79 Processes of the curatorial, Rogoff continues, 

“[are] for more slippery, far less material. Nevertheless, the question at the level of 

practice is how to instantiate this as a process, how to actually not allow things to harden, 

and how to create a public platform that allows people to take part in these processes.”80 

Following Rogoff, this dissertation understands curatorial practice as some kind of 

manifestation, experiential dimension, and the work of bringing into visibility those 

unrecognized modes of participation. Similarly, Nora Sternfield argues that the 

pedagogical turn in curatorial practices “is not about handing down existing national and 

bourgeois values, not about the mere reproduction of knowledge, but about exploring the 

possibilities of an alternative production of knowledge that resists, supplements, thwarts, 

undercuts, or challenges [dominant] forms of knowledge.”81 

 In his essay “Borderline Artists, Cultural Workers, and the Crisis of Democracy” 

(1995) Henri A. Giroux argues that artists and cultural actors (such as curators) who are 

working in between and across different sites of cultural production are linked to making 

                                                
78 See Rogoff’s interview with Beatrice von Bismarck in the “Curating/ Curatorial,” in 
Cultures of the Curatorial, eds. Beatrice Von Bismarck et al (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 
2012) 7-38. 
 
79 Rogoff, “Curating/ Curatorial,” 23. 
 
80 Ibid 23. 
 
81 Nora Sternfield, “What Can the Curatorial Learn from the Educational?” in Cultures of 
the Curatorial, eds. Beatrice Von Bismarck et al (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012) 334. 
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“visible a wider project of connecting forms of cultural production to the creation of 

multiple critical public spheres.”82 Giroux’s position very much describes my curatorial 

experience because I was networking with a diverse group of cultural actors, community 

activists, artists and researchers. With Urban Occupations Urbaines I was working in 

between public and private spheres, as well as across various academic institutions and 

not-for-profit organizations. Giroux refers to a “revitalized notion of pedagogy” as an 

action or strategy for cultural workers to make visible the multiple constructions of 

agency, knowledge and relations produced in a “site of learning.”83 He writes: 

“[p]edagogical relations exist everywhere knowledge is produced, highlighting how 

conflicts over meaning, language, and representation become symptomatic of a larger 

struggle over cultural authority, the role of intellectuals and artists, and the meaning of 

democratic public life.”84 For me then, the curatorial became a mode of intervention, a 

mode of addressing different publics, and a critical spatial practice through which I could 

come to know Griffintown from multiple, and hitherto undocumented perspectives. 

 Rogoff’s proposition for “unlearning” in order to learn also signals towards the 

pedagogical purchase and potential of curatorial praxis. Rogoff makes a particularly 

powerful point relevant to the discussion of the pedagogical turn in cultural practices. In 

her essay “Turning,” Rogoff unpacks the concept of a “turn” to suggest that turning 

might provide clues for understanding the role of pedagogy in curatorial and art practices. 

                                                
82  Henri Giroux, “Borderline Artists, Cultural Workers, and the Crisis of Democracy,” in 
The Artist in Society: Rights, Roles, and Responsibilities, ed. Carol Becker (Chicago: 
New Art Examiner Press, 1995) 5. 
 
83 Giroux 8. 
 
84 Ibid 18. 
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“In a turn,” she writes, “we turn away from something or towards or around something 

and it is we who are in movement, rather than it.”85 The focus on the pronoun we in 

Rogoff’s speculative statement suggests that this turn is engendered by an internal will 

and desire. My reading of Rogoff’s turn is that it signals a transformation of some kind. If 

the turn is inside us then it has something to do with agency and, perhaps, with curiosity 

and the unexpected ways we find ourselves engaging in the world.   

  My interest in theories and perceptions of curatorial practice emerged after the 

Urban Occupations Urbaines project and, as such, has very much become a site from 

which to critically reflect upon Urban Occupations Urbaines’ impact. My call to artists, 

academics, and those actors (some of whom have been indentified in the Introduction) 

concerned with the preservation of Griffintown’s past and sustainable future was a shout 

out to “creatively and critically engage” with Griffintown’s spatial history and future 

becomings. I wanted the process of engaging in a critical spatial practice to be about 

devising a position and methods that I could use to bring together artists with a particular 

community and the spatial politics of a contested urban site. My thinking through the 

dimensions of curatorial practice are inextricably linked to ongoing discourses addressing 

critical pedagogy and (unframed) modes of knowledge production. “Criticality,” writes 

Rogoff, “as I perceive it is precisely in the operations of recognizing the limitations of 

one’s thought for one does not learn something new until one unlearns something old, 

otherwise one is simply adding information rather than rethinking a structure [.]”86 The 

project of Urban Occupations Urbaines became an important mode for addressing how 

                                                
85 Rogoff, “Turning,” 42. 
 
86 Rogoff, “What is a Theorist?” 145. 
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curatorial work can be about “inhabiting” or manifesting certain spatial, urban and 

creative processes that may or may not result in a final product or incite a public to act.  

 

Curatorial Methodology: Towards Subjectivity, Contingency and Affect 

To curate actively is to tend the ground, like a gardener would 
such that there are enough catalysts and agents around for things 
to happen to roots and leaves. Sometimes this may mean 
actively ensuring that agents sneak in and do their thing. That 
bees meet flowers and pollinate gardens beyond their fences. To 
be, in other words, an agent for agents. At other times it may 
just mean ensuring that the protocols of entry and access to the 
space of making art are such that catalysts, who are often 
outsiders, transients, and occupants of marginal positions, are at 
least not actively prevented from making their presence felt.87  

 

 When I initiated Urban Occupations Urbaines I did not identify as a curator; I did 

not come to this project with formal training in exhibition and museum practices; and I 

did not have any practical experience working in contemporary art galleries. I initiated a 

curatorial platform because I was inspired by Griffintown’s post-industrial landscape and 

by a concern for how this landscape was going to change. This dissertation is an account 

and analysis of the actions I took and my role as a cultural actor in Griffintown. 

Throughout the project of curating Urban Occupations Urbaines I became increasingly 

aware of my own creativity, social responsibility, and political agency in the course of 

engaging artists, communities and the public to intervene in the processes of 

Griffintown’s transformation.  

                                                
87 Raqs Media Collective, “To Culture: Curation as an Active Verb,” in Cultures of the 
Curatorial, eds. Beatrice Von Bismarck et al (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012) 104. 
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 The task of curating Urban Occupations Urbaines was rooted in highly 

contingent circumstances. As a site in transition, the local context of Griffintown remains 

unfixed; its context is improvised and rhizomatic.88 In other words, a public and 

participatory engagement with the historical context of a place is an engagement with its 

local contingencies. The site-specific events created for Urban Occupations Urbaines 

more often than not had contingent and multiple outcomes. The degree to which these 

events were public and producing discursive spaces were also dependent on the co-

occupation of each site by the artists, community and public; whether or not the public 

was present, the artist was present, the object of art was present and, in some cases, 

whether or not the site altogether disappeared.  

 Architect Jeremy Till provides a good argument as to the opportunities of 

contingency and to consider its affects and agency on its own terms, that is, for the ways 

it opens up uncertainty to “liberating possibilities for action.”89 Citing Louis Althusser, 

Till writes: “Instead of thinking of contingency as a modality of or an exception to the 

necessary, one must think of necessity as the becoming-necessary of contingent 

                                                
88 My use of the term rhizome follows French philosophers Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995) 
and Felix Guattari who, broadly speaking, conjure the meaning of the rhizome from its 
Greek origins, meaning an underground planetary system with a “mass of roots.” They 
describe a rhizomatic environment as a non-hierarchal space with multiple and perhaps 
infinite pathways. They compare arborescent and rhizomatic schemas, where the former 
is constituted by hierarchical order and unidirectional paths of growth, and the latter 
operates on a heterogeneous plane and provides endless possibilities for connections. See 
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, “Introduction: Rhizomes,” in A Thousand Plateau’s: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1987). 
 
89 Till’s arguments for the positive character of contingency are largely based on Bruno 
Latour’s critique of modernity. See Architecture Depends (London: The MIT Press, 
2009) 55. 
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encounters.”90 In the spirit of Haraway, Till further contends how, under contingent 

spatial conditions, we are asked to make choices that might not necessarily determine an 

outcome, but that “we enter into these choices as sentient, knowing, and situated 

people.”91 Perhaps too, this is where criticality enters the fold of curatorial and spatial 

practices, when, to quote Irit Rogoff, it “is taking shape through an emphasis on the 

present, of living out a situation, of understanding culture as a series of effects rather than 

causes, of the possibilities of actualizing some of its potential rather than revealing its 

faults.”92 

 My role as the curator of Urban Occupations Urbaines was contingent on the 

needs of the artists, my relationship to the community, and my shifting, however 

complicit, relationship to the sites used for installations and performances. The writing of 

this dissertation has equally been a curatorial project in that I have attempted to assemble 

a set of my own concerns that index the larger social and cultural experiences that have 

been enacted through Urban Occupations Urbaines and Griffintown. While its projects 

have ended, the curatorial platform of Urban Occupations Urbaines continues to exist in 

that I use it to question the ways in which curating site-specific art practices have the 

capacity to mobilize community, modes of intervention and activism, the public role of 

artists, and to engender collaborative forms of knowledge production. One of the goals of 

this dissertation is therefore to broaden the significance of interdisciplinary research and 

approaches to urban creativity by situating curatorial practice as a method for this kind of 

                                                
90 Till 55. 
 
91 Till 59. 
 
92 Rogoff, “What is a Theorist?” 146-47. 
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research and, more specifically, to propose that the contingent nature of socially-engaged 

and site-specific art practices carry their own forms of critical urban discourse and 

cultural pedagogy. 
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Chapter Two 

Ecologies of Engagement:  
Place, Community, and the Politics of Collaboration 

 
 
 In this chapter I use place and community as themes to examine two artworks.  

I put forward collaboration and participation as a provocation for examining the complex, 

and at times, contested meanings within the creative process of realizing two community-

based installations: A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined, by Candice Ivy; and Housing a 

Home: Borrowed Views, by Riaz Mehmood. A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined and 

Housing a Home: Borrowed Views were public art works that emerged from each of the 

artists’ respective interests to engage in collaborative exchanges with communities 

distinctly local to Griffintown. The sites relevant to the public art installations discussed 

in this chapter include the ruins of a nineteenth century church, and a disused, privately- 

owned green parking lot. In this chapter I also draw attention to the ambiguities 

associated with curating collaborative and community-based art projects, and the public 

role and responsibility of artists who seek to socially and creatively engage with 

communities through their art practices.  

 Critical debates addressing the aesthetic merits of socially-engaged art practices 

emerged in the late 1970s and 1980s. In the production of collaborative, community-

based, and socially-engaged art practices the spectator’s role shifted from consumer to 

participant and, in some instances, producer of the artwork.1 Recent scholarship 

                                                
1 Curator-artist Suzanne Lacy (Mapping The Terrain: New Genre Public Art, 1995), and 
cultural theorist Nina Felshin (But is it Art? The Spirit of Art as Activism,1995), among 
others, have tested and studied the role of collaboration and pedagogy in artistic 
practices. 
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addressing the participatory turn in contemporary art and urbanism has identified 

relational (Nicholas Bourriaud, 2002), social (Shannon Jackson, 2011), dialogical (Grant 

H. Kester, 2004) and collaborative (Tom Finkelpearl, 2013) aesthetics as different 

participatory modes.2 The problem, however, lays with the perception that relational, 

social, dialogical and collaborative practices have become synonymous with participation 

and, likewise, that participatory-based art projects imply some kind of social engagement 

and consensus among participants.3 As I discuss below, in my analysis of A Sounding: St. 

Ann’s Reimagined and Housing a Home: Borrowed Views, participants and participation 

in collaborative and community-based art projects can emerge from dissent as much as 

they might from consent. Moreover, dialogical, relational and social aspects of 

collaborative and participatory art projects can reveal the lack of participation in such 

projects. 

 Grant H. Kester points out that “[t]he proliferation of collaborative and 

participatory art work suggests certain transformations in the nature of contemporary 

practice that have broader implications for art historiography and theory.”4 Conversely, 

Claire Bishop has taken up these implications by identifying how socially-engaged, 

participatory, dialogical and collaborative art practices fall into the categories of either 

                                                
2 See for example Maros Krivy and Tahl Kaminer, eds. “The Participatory Turn in 
Urbanism.” Footprint 7.2 (2013). Web. 12 December 2013. 
 
3 See Kester H. Grant, The One and The Many: Contemporary Collaborative Art in a 
Global Context (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011); Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: 
Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London and New York: Verso, 
2012); Nato Thompson, ed. Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art From 1991-2011 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2012); and Shannon Jackson, Social Works: 
Performing Art, Supporting Publics (New York and London: Routledge, 2011). 
 
4 Kester, The One and the Many, 9. 
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aesthetic criticism or an ethical turn. I find Bishop’s critique problematic in that she sets 

up a discursive binary of aesthetics vs. ethics. She makes an effective case, however, for 

“an ethically charged climate in which participatory and socially-engaged art has become 

largely exempt from art criticism.”5 Bishop’s caveat, which I return to later in this 

chapter, addresses the emergence of the “ethical turn” in art practice and argues that this 

slippage into framing art criticism within a sociological discourse 

 has led to a situation in which socially collaborative practices 
are all perceived to be equally important artistic gestures of 
resistance: there can be no failed, unsuccessful, unresolved, or 
boring works of participatory art, because all are equally 
essential to the task of repairing the social bond.6 

 

For Bishop, the problem for “ethical” art projects is that one cannot be, in essence, 

critical of them. Bishop is not endorsing the idea that ethical artwork is beyond critique. 

Rather, in her view, it is problematic if the “social bond,” as an idea, supercedes aesthetic 

concerns. This tension between art that addresses the social bond and the question of art 

that may not be “art” in the sense of yielding to aesthetic (and I would add arbitrary) 

categories of “success” and “failure” is my point of departure for this chapter.  

 My interpretation of A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined and Housing A Home: 

Borrowed Views hinges on collaboration, the question of participation, how artists engage 

community in their work and, equally, how place and community is temporarily produced 

through socially-engaged art practices. As discussed earlier, one of the key curatorial 

                                                
5 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 23. 
 
6 Bishop 13. 
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directives guiding the Urban Occupations Urbaines series was to invite artists and the 

public to critically reflect upon aspects of Griffintown’s spatial history.  

Time played an equally central role in shaping the Urban Occupations Urbaines 

artists’ relationship to place. Like many of the artworks realized for Urban Occupations 

Urbaines, Ivy’s A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined and Mehmood’s concept for Housing 

A Home: Borrowed Views were durational artworks because each project developed over 

an extended period of time (months) and through the artists’ ongoing engagement with 

their respective sites. Claire Doherty, curator and founder of Situations, a British based 

public art organization,7 conceived of “Durational Approaches to Public Art” as a 

research platform for investigating the commissioning and practice of long term public 

art projects. “Historically,” writes Doherty, “ certain forms of public art commissioning 

had been aligned to the production of genius loci or sense of place.”8 Doherty’s 

durational approach to public art and projects “taking place” over long periods of time, is 

characterized by curators and artists who are considering their engagement with place, 

the specific contexts of a site, that is its community, conditions, and situations, over 

time.9 Doherty (following Doreen Massey) urges for a less fixed understanding of place, 

which, for me, suggests a practice that considers the values and contingencies of place. 

Following Doherty, durational public art practices afford opportunities for artists to make 

deeper connections with place, its history and community. 

                                                
7 “Situations.” Web 25 July 2013. http://situations.org.uk. 
 
8 Claire Doherty and Paul O’Neill, eds. Locating the Producers: Durational Approaches 
to Public Art (Amsterdam: Antennae, 2011) 2.  
 
9 Claire Doherty, Locating the Producers, 5. 
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 In the first half of this chapter, I focus on the dynamic relations between ideas 

about place and collective acts of remembering. In the second half of the chapter, I 

address more particularly the disparities between collaboration and site-specific practices 

in the making of public, community, and place-bound installations. My recollection of 

the process of realizing and facilitating the public art installations discussed in this 

chapter also takes into account Bishop’s critique of the ethical turn: the potential for 

failure in curating collaborative, participatory and site-specific art practices.   

 

 The Spatial Memory of Others  

St. Ann’s Church was the heart… really the heart of the 
community. No matter how you take away the memories… the 
building exists to me to this day. I can go there to the park and 
visualize [the building]. St. Ann’s church was an extension of 
our home. It was the continuity of our heritage, our ancestry. 
You know, you go back to a place, a former home and it’s been 
demolished and you look at it and what you really see is your 
memories of growing up… memories have a lot to do with it, 
the place.10  

  

  My interpretation of Candice Ivy’s installation, A Sounding: St. Ann’s 

Reimagined, considers the contested and complex relations between nostalgia and sites of 

memory by situating acts of remembering as cultural practices. In the words of oral 

historian Alessandro Portelli, cited by Steven High, I explore memory in this chapter “not 

[as] a passive depository of facts, but [as] an active process of creating meanings.”11 In a 

similar vein, geographer Doreen Massey writes: “The identity of places is very much 

                                                
10 Don Pidgeon. Personal interview. 11 October 2012. 
 
11 High, Corporate Wasteland, 14.  
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bound up with the histories which are told of them; how these histories are told, and 

which history turns out to be dominant.”12 Ivy used oral history sources in the process of 

creating A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined. My analysis of this installation therefore 

seeks to show the transformative potential oral history sources carry in the creation of 

place and community-based artworks.   

  A Sounding occupied the former site and ruins of St. Ann’s church. Presently, the 

triangular parcel of lightly wooded land where St. Ann’s Church once stood is a park. 

(Fig. 2.1) St. Ann’s church (like the New City Gas buildings) was built by Montreal 

architect, John Ostell (1813-1892),13 in the Baroque Revival style in 1854.14 (Fig. 2.2)  

The Irish Catholic Griffintowners revered St. Ann’s as the social and cultural heart of 

their community and diasporic identity.15  St. Ann’s church was demolished in 1970. A 

major contributing factor in the demolition of the church coincides directly (as I 

mentioned in the introduction) with the rise of modernist planning and the city’s 

preparations to host Expo ’67.   

                                                
12 Doreen Massey, “Places and their Past.” History Workshop Journal 39 (1995): 186. 
 
13 The legacy of John Ostell’s work in Montreal includes, among others, the McGill 
University Arts Building Complex (1839) and industrial buildings such as the New City 
Gas Company (1859) and the Canadian Sugar Refinery (1854). 
 
14 In 1884, the Sulpicians passed on the pastoral care of St. Ann’s parish to the 
Redemptorist Fathers who came from Belgium. Throughout the 1890s Redemptorist 
priests made a number of modifications to both the interior and exterior of the church. 
Most notably, the footprint of St. Ann’s was extended thirty-feet, a bell tower was added, 
and the interior gallery lining both sides of the church was dismantled. I retrieved these 
historical details from the personal archive of Don Pidgeon, a former congregation 
member, and his copy of the limited publication of Centenary: The Story of One Hundred 
Years: St. Ann’s Church, Montreal, 1954. 
  
15 Barlow. 
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The heritage status of St. Ann’s Park remains ambiguous. In 1999, the city of 

Montreal ordered an archeological survey of St. Ann’s ruins.16  This survey resulted in 

excavation of the original stone footings of the church’s transept, which had survived the 

demolition. Because of this study, the city recognizes St. Ann’s Park as an 

archeologically significant site. Whether or not the park is legally protected as a site of 

cultural heritage is still unclear. The site where St. Ann’s church once stood is, however, 

publicly acknowledged, as seen in figure 2.3, as a site of memory.17  Two freestanding 

memorial plaques mark the site, one located at the northeast and one at the southwest 

corner of the park. The plaques contain two different nineteenth-century photographs 

depicting St. Ann’s church, the presbytery, and St. Ann’s Academy surrounded by the 

density of Griffintown’s residential housing, and the neighbourhood at the height of its 

industrial activity. (Fig. 2.4) St. Ann’s demolition and the presence of its absence 

continue to elicit affective responses from former members of St. Ann’s congregation. In 

an oral history interview, Don Pidgeon, a resident of Griffintown between 1940 and 

1966, explained: “The commemoration of the park in the 1990s was to protect the whole 

area from development. We did not want the Archdiocese to sell the land. It was meant to 

keep the memory alive for the generations to follow.”18  

Since the early 1990s, former members of St. Ann’s parish have engaged in a 

                                                
16 Parc Sainte-Anne. Site Bifj-42. Mise en valeur des vestiges archéologiques. Ville de 
Montréal: Service de l’urbanisme, service des parcs, jardins et espaces verts. Mars 1999. 
 
17 In 2002, the name of the park changed from Faubourg de St. Anne to St. Ann’s Park 
Griffintown. Ville de Montréal. Bureau du patrimoine, de la toponymie et de l'expertise. 
n.p. n.d. Web. 15 October 2013; Charlie Fidelman, “Griffintowners Soak up Nostalgia: 
Former Irish Neighbourhood Memorialized in Park.” The Gazette 27 July 2002: A4. 
 
18 Don Pidgeon. Personal interview. 11 October 2012. 
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ritual meeting at St. Ann’s Park every 26th of July. These ritual celebrations, as 

manifestations of the Irish community, are reminiscent of what Svetlana Boym calls 

“reflexive nostalgia.” In Boym’s view, nostalgia is about relationships between people 

and objects, personal biography, practices of collective memory, and a potentially 

transformative experience.  “Reflective nostalgias,” she writes, “are aware of the gap 

between identity and resemblance; the home is in ruins or, on the contrary, has been just 

renovated and gentrified beyond recognition. This defamiliarization and sense of distance 

drives them to tell their story, to narrate the relationship between the past, present and 

future.”19 Boym has argued that nostalgia can work as a counter-hegemonic practice that 

does not necessarily fit into stable conventions of time and space. Rather, for Boym, 

nostalgia is not only directed toward the future or past but also “sideways,” towards a 

reflective meditation on the passage of time and “an interaction between subjects, objects, 

and actual landscapes[.]”20 Similarly, social geographer Alistair Bonnet argues for 

nostalgia’s place in the “radical imagination” and its potential, beyond critiquing 

modernity, to operate as a transgressive and productive affect for creating counter-

cultural spaces.21 Conversely, and within the context of Griffintown’s working class 

history, for Talja Blokland: “the image of the working-class community is itself a 

nostalgic construction of place. Such constructions are themselves divisive, in that they 

are not unanimously held by all residents, and become frames for reflecting on change 

                                                
19 Boym 50. 
 
20 Ibid 354. 
 
21 Alastair Bonnet, Left in the Past: Radicalism and the Politics of Nostalgia  (New York: 
The Continuum International, 2010) 10. 
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and division.”22 “Historical narratives, writes Blokland, “are processes of place-making 

that, once dominant in public discourse, affect what defines ‘the community’ and what 

does not.”23 Blokland continues: 

Researchers often pay attention to historical narratives of place-
making as collective memories that sketch a past. Such memories 
are, however, also forms of everyday politics and the notion of 
‘collective’ is socially and politically constructed itself and will 
seldomly include an entire neighbourhood population. Such 
memories create symbolic representations that help to define who 
is and who is not part of the ‘community’… we ought to consider 
the political consequences of collective memories in place-
making processes.24 

 

 Andreas Huyssen argues that sites of memory and representational forms of 

memory, while often marginalized as unofficial histories, have as much to do with 

revealing urban palimpsests, or what he refers to as “present-pasts,” as do the visible 

markers of built space.25 Herein lies the political currency of sites of memory. In 

Huyssen’s point of view, if memory is approached “as belonging ever more to the 

present… the act of remembering is always in and of the present, while its referent is in 

and of the past and absent.”26 Following Huyssen, it is the memory of St. Ann’s and the 

trace of this memory that, in the absence of architecture, has constructed a sense of place 

in St. Ann’s Park. 

                                                
22 Talja Blokland and Mike Savage, “Networks, Class and Place,” 224. 
 
23 Talja Blokland, “Celebrating Local Histories and Defining Neighbourhood 
Communities: Place-making in a Gentrified Neighbourhood.” Urban Studies 46 (2009): 
1594.  
 
24 Blokland, “Celebrating Local Histories,” 1608. 
 
25 Huyssen, Present Pasts, 51. 
 
26 Huyssen 3-4. 
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  Between 1940 and 1970, the population of St. Ann’s congregation dropped from 

approximately twelve hundred to forty family members.27  The decline of Griffintown’s 

population overlapped with the emergence of new political and ideological stakes in 

Quebec and, as seen in figure 2.5, most notably the contentious rise of the révolution 

tranquille (Quiet Revolution) and separatist movement.28 Johanne Sloan and Rhona 

Richman Kenneally describe this shift in Quebec’s societal and cultural values and the 

power structures between church and state as the “modern and secular coming-to-

consciousness of the Québécois.”29 From a personal perspective, Pidgeon feels that the 

demolition of St. Ann’s was a strategy enforced by Mayor Jean Drapeau’s administration 

in order to obscure the presence of the Anglophone minority and, more specifically, the 

dissolution of the working class and Irish Catholic identity in Montreal.30 Pidgeon recalls: 

I remember there was a period of time when this city didn’t 
respect any of its history. And Griffintown was a place that was 

                                                
 
27 See Barlow, and Harold Poitras, “Irish Stronghold Succumbs to Creeping 
Industrialism.” Montreal Star 23 September 1969: 61; and “End of an Era in 
Griffintown.” Montreal Star 4 July 1970: 55. 
 
28 For a detailed history on the Parti Quebecois, see Danielle Gauvreau, Diane Gervais 
and Peter Gossage, La Fécondité des Québécoises 1870-1970 (Montreal: Boréal, 2007).  
 
29 Johanne Sloan and Rhona Richman Kenneally, eds., “Introduction: Dusting off the 
Souvenir,” in Expo 67: Not Just Another Souvenir (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2010) 8. See also Marcel Fournier, “A Society in Motion: The Quiet Revolution and the 
Rise of the Middle Class,” in The 60s: Montreal Thinks Big, ed. André Lortie (Toronto: 
Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2004): 31-73. 
 
30 See Jean-Claude Marsan’s, Montreal in Evolution: An Historical Analysis of the 
Development of Montreal’s Architecture and Urban Environment (Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 1981) for a detailed survey on the growing divisions between 
Montreal’s immigrant populations throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Marsan argues that spatial and cultural divisions between immigrant communities 
accentuated the linguistic and racial differences between the Irish and the French. 
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on the bottom of a list of things to care about. The CNR 
[Canadian National Railway] in 1926 built train tracks right 
through the [neighbourhood]… Right through it. In the 60s, they 
cut the place in half with the construction of the Bonaventure 
expressway. Under Drapeau there was a law brought forth that 
you could not enhance your homes… you could not build a 
home. But you could build a business. So there was an attitude 
of getting rid of the whole area. The majority of homes were 
ramshackle. Nobody bothered to put up great housing because it 
was just for the workers.31 

 

 In light of Griffintown’s current gentrification, the memory of St. Ann’s is also 

increasingly and selectively being represented and leveraged by developers, a strategy, 

akin to what Boym describes as “building on a sense of loss of community.”32 In the 

spring of 2012, Devimco, for example, started to package aspects of Griffintown’s 

cultural heritage into the promotion of their condominium projects.33 The recent rise of 

cultural and community activism in Griffintown has forced the developer to adopt an 

attitude of empathy for the neighbourhood’s cultural heritage with an emphasis on the 

neighbourhood having been home to the first community of Irish immigrants on the 

island of Montreal. An invitation to one of Devimco’s promotional events reads: 

“Découvrez les racines Irlandaises de Griffintown.” One of the first billboards to 

advertise condominium development in Griffintown was erected by Devimco for the 

promotion of their project “District Griffin.” A simulacrum, the billboard depicted a 

hyperrealist image of the poplar trees in St. Ann’s park. In October 2012, I entered 

                                                
31 Don Pidgeon. Personal interview. 11 October 2012. 
 
32 Boym 42. 
 
33 “Griffintown: A Neighbourhood Rich in History.” District Griffin. n.d. n.pag. Web. 10 
October 2012.  
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Devimco’s newly constructed sales pavilion. How curious to me that upon entering this 

site, visitors are invited to become spectators and escape the past and locality altogether 

by entering into an immersive and fictional environment characterized by 3D virtual 

models, model condo suites, and renderings of new glass and steel buildings that boast 

panoramic views of the city. Here, the “District Griffin” sales pavilion became a virtual 

mise en scène situating prospective consumers in a future that claims to have arrived, 

which suggests that the promotional discourse of revitalization and redevelopment also 

operate in the future anterior.   

  Candice Ivy’s A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined was largely concerned with 

facilitating a relationship between art, community, and the spatial dimensions of memory. 

Ivy was born and raised in South Carolina. At the time that Ivy enquired about 

participating in the Urban Occupations Urbaines series, she was living and working as an 

artist and teacher in Boston. Ivy’s artistic practice involves creating immersive 

installations that address cultural relationships to historic landscapes, memory, and the 

tensions between contemporary art practices and historical sites and architectures. In her 

own words, Ivy explains her artistic practice: 

 My site-specific installations strive to explore, trace and heighten 
the histories embedded within the space I may be working with. 
This sort of investigation allows me to create works that have the 
potential to open dialogue as well as connect both intellectually 
and emotionally to the community.34 

 

 I first met Ivy in November 2010 when she came to Montreal to see St. Ann’s 

ruins first hand. We met at St. Ann’s Park. On this day, the weather was on the threshold 

                                                
34 See Candice Ivy’s proposal for Urban Occupations Urbaines in Appendix A. 
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of transitioning from autumn to winter. The sky was thick with heavy grey clouds and 

most of the leaves had fallen from the trees (in St. Ann’s Park).  On cold and grey days 

like this, Griffintown emerges like a grainy black and white photograph. As I did with 

many of the artists selected for Urban Occupations Urbaines, I walked with Ivy through 

Griffintown as a way of coming to know the larger spatial conditions in which the former 

St. Ann’s was situated.  

 Ivy, attentive to the tension between the absence of the site’s architecture and the 

material residue of St. Ann’s stone foundation, felt both a sense of exterior and interior 

within the site. Ivy explained to me that her first impression of St. Ann’s Park was of the 

scale and trace of St. Ann’s ruin. In her words:  

What I was really responding to was the physicality of the site. 
How nature was a part of the site and reclaiming it in some way. 
I was fascinated with the site as a space that was with and 
without boundaries. 35 

 
  
The title of what would come to be Ivy’s installation, A Sounding: St. Ann’s 

Reimagined, infers on some level a desire to make public and audible the memory of St. 

Ann’s and the significance of its absence for the former congregation. With Ivy’s 

installation, memory and acts of remembering took on an ever-increasing importance as 

she developed her project. In February 2011, I worked with Ivy to contact and arrange 

oral history interviews with former members of St. Ann's congregation. Once again, Ivy 

returned to Montreal to meet with those who agreed to share their stories and memories 

about St. Ann’s, and more generally about growing up in Griffintown. Based on these 

narratives and memories Ivy’s approach to bringing St. Ann’s into representation began 

                                                
35 Candice Ivy. Personal interview. Montreal. 23 April 2011. 
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to shift. Prior to Ivy’s engagement with former parishioners, her series of charcoal 

drawings featured the density of St. Ann’s neo-Baroque architecture, the smooth texture 

of grey stones and robust aspects of the building’s interior. (Fig. 2.6) Ivy explains that 

before meeting with former members of St. Ann’s congregation, she was largely focused 

on her own interpretation of the site:  

Once I began to do the interviews, the project… the drawings 
completely changed. When I first started the drawings, they 
were not really reflecting the history of the space. When I 
started interviewing the former congregation members… the 
way that they saw the history of the site was so completely 
different. It was so fragmented and I felt as though I needed to 
figure out how to put these fragments together. I was trying to 
figure out how to interpret these stories. Some were more 
interpretive, some were very elaborate, some were about dates, 
and others were more about the textural quality of that time, the 
sounds and the smells, or about the murmurs in the church or the 
ritual of the mass, and the singing and the bells. I was able to 
find overlapping narratives… a space that overlapped with each 
narrative.36  

 

Ivy’s fragmented drawings came to represent a process of translating the 

memories associated with St. Ann’s that were described to her by former members of St. 

Ann’s parish. For Ivy, what emerged from this process was how the actual design and 

choice of materials to construct the church (quite present in her first drawings) was not 

representative of the memories the community shared with her:  

I had a conversation about this with one of the former members 
of St. Ann’s parish and a Griffintown resident. And she was 
quite offended that I was making these drawings of the church 
architecture because for her that is not what St. Ann’s was. [For 
her] it embodied other values. And I had not even considered 
this until I had spoken with her. I was thinking of the space of 

                                                
36 Candice Ivy. Artist talk. Centre for Oral History and Digital Storytelling, Concordia 
University, Montreal. 13 April 2011. 
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the church, and the ritual and religious aspect of it, rather than 
the emotional connection that each person had. It was like home 
to them. It wasn’t about the bells or the architecture. It was more 
about the way the community felt in coming together… it was 
more about a space of community.37  

 
 

The focus here becomes less about “giving voice to the past” as it is about documenting a 

spatial experience. Oral histories, or the act of telling stories, may also be understood as 

processes for evoking what social theorist Rob Shields refers to as “affective 

virtualities.”38 For Shields, feelings such as nostalgia, hope and desire carry immaterial 

agency and yield affective relations to places. Within the context of the built 

environment, oral history sources also hold the power to reveal the narrators’ spatial 

relationship to the built environment, whether this is a particular neighbourhood, 

building, or site.  These kinds of spatial narratives can also work as a counterpoint to the 

nostalgic feelings that are often attached to changes occurring in the built environment; 

responses to sites of ruin, for instance, or buildings that have altogether disappeared. In 

this way, and unlike empirical historical sources, oral history sources spatialize and 

politicize what has passed, the act of recollecting, and remembering.  

  For the remainder of the winter of 2011, Ivy returned home to Boston to reflect 

upon her engagement with the stories she heard about St. Ann’s and how she would bring 

these oral histories into representation. Ivy explains: 

A lot of the drawing marks in my reimagining of the site were 
in a way trying to rebuild the church and reference the stone and 

                                                
37 Candice Ivy. Artist talk. Centre for Oral History and Digital Storytelling, Concordia 
University, Montreal. 13 April 2011. 
 
38 Rob Shields, Ecologies of Affect: Placing Nostalgia, Desire and Hope (Waterloo 
Ontario: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 2011).  
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the surface of the church, the physicality in constructing the site. 
At the same time I was also working with the fragmentation of 
memory… how memory is constructed and built physically. I 
began to approach the drawing process as a way to construct a 
narrative, impression or memory of the site.39 

 

 Ivy’s renderings of the site following her interviews with former congregation members 

were concerned with the reconstruction of St. Ann’s exterior, seen in figure 2.7, depicting 

a fragmented space of the church. A closer look into what would become the final 

memoryscape of Ivy’s drawing of St. Ann’s, seen in figure 2.8, reveals a repetition of 

lines that begin to sculpt the illusion of organic growth and bells (referencing St. Ann’s 

bell tower), out of their rightful place within the architectural program of the church, 

weaving themselves into an interior architecture. Following her interviews, and in her 

own words, Ivy explains: 

Listening to the rhythm of the stories was how I came to 
understand St. Ann’s. With the original drawings, I began to 
take apart the architecture to create an environment that is in 
motion. My drawing marks became web like, as if I was 
constructing this web of material together… and more fragile. In 
the interviews, people spoke about the alter, a lot. The singing 
and the bells were a common iteration too. I started thinking 
about the drawings sonically so they became like sound waves, 
like something that was vibrating. Staircases became 
chandeliers, and parts of the architecture became bells. The 
drawings were referencing memories and photographs but also 
ideas about time and transformation.40  

 
 

As figures 2.7 and 2.8 illustrate, Ivy’s panels became a visual-spatial canvas of redrafting 

and redrawing that revealed her process, while also engaging with the ruins of St. Ann’s 

                                                
39 Candice Ivy. Personal interview. Montreal. 23 April 2011. 
 
40 Candice Ivy. Artist talk. Center for Oral History and Digital Storytelling, Concordia 
University, Montreal. 13 April 2011. 
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and the collective memories shared with her.  Within the context of oral history practice, 

A Sounding would become a visual discourse about memory, place, and the former 

community of St. Ann’s lived experience of the site, both past and present.  

 From an ethnographic perspective, art historian Hal Foster critiques the ways in 

which aesthetic practices have come to represent the other, since “the authority of the 

artist goes unquestioned [and is] often unacknowledged.”41 For this reason Foster is 

critical of the use of ethnographic methods in art practice and production. But, he also 

regards the “othering of the self [as] crucial to critical practices,” and “a primary form of 

site-specific art.”42  “The problem of the politics of [the] ‘outside-other,” he writes, “is 

that there is no outside.”43 While I remain open to Foster’s critique of the “artist as 

ethnographer,” I would argue that Ivy, because of her willingness to engage in oral 

history interviews with the St. Ann’s community, did not become the authoritative artist-

ethnographer.  

 From the point of view of the “curator as ethnographer,” as it was in my case, I 

acted as a witness to the other, and I considered my role in Urban Occupations Urbaines 

to be mediator of relationships between outside artists, cultural actors, and Griffintown’s 

community insiders. From a feminist perspective, my agency as a facilitator of creative 

and collaborative work with Griffintown was neither from an insider or as Foster 

                                                
41 Kwon 138. 
 
42 Hal Foster, “The Artist as Ethnographer,” in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde 
at the End of the Century (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1996) 185. 
 
43 Foster 178. 
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suggests, an “outsider” position. Rather, it was situated.44  From this perspective, then, 

there is no coherence to the outsider/ insider binary. In my view, Griffintown belongs to 

no one person or group of insiders or outsiders. On the contrary, intervening with, 

witnessing, and tracing Griffintown’s spatial history shows how people have come to 

belong to the neighbourhood.  

  In one of our email correspondences, Ivy proposed that she would mill her 

drawing of St. Ann’s into five large panels for a hanging installation among the trees 

located within the ruins of the former church. I returned to the site to measure the 

distance between the trees in order for Ivy to determine the scale and dimensions for an 

enlarged drawing.  In late April 2011, Ivy returned to Montreal to install A Sounding, and 

what would be her first outdoor site-specific project. The multi-panel drawing consisted 

of five banners, seventeen feet in height and ten feet in width, each panel illustrating, as 

seen in figure 2.8, a section of architectural fragments that appear to make up a unified 

interior perspective of the church. On site and over the course of one week, Ivy and I 

devised a number of possibilities for rigging each panel to the park’s poplar trees, located 

in approximately the same location where the consecration altar would have been. Given 

the heavy spring showers and strong winds, the labour of installing the panels proved 

more challenging than had been anticipated. A number of trips to the hardware store 

                                                
44 See Donna Haraway’s use of the term situated in her text “Situated Knowledges: The 
Science Question in Feminism and Privilege of Partial Perspective.” Feminist Studies 
14.3 (Autumn, 1988): 575-599. 
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ensued. With assistance from UOU collaborators and community partners we were, 

however, able to rig the panels successfully.45 (Fig. 2.9) 

  Ivy, in addition to the large-scale panels depicting a memoryscape of St. Ann’s 

church, designed a sound component for the installation. Curiously, Ivy did not use in 

situ field recordings to compose her soundscape. Nor were excerpts of Ivy’s interviews 

with former St. Ann’s parishioners used as part of the soundscape. From a curatorial 

perspective, I was disappointed that Ivy did not integrate the voices of her oral history 

sources, as I had anticipated that she would. Instead, Ivy engineered a collage of sampled 

ringing church bells, children playing in a schoolyard, distorted organ sounds, and choir 

hymns with what appeared to sound like the rustling and scraping of leaves against a 

surface of glass. The sampling of found sounds and effects not related to the history and 

memory of St. Ann’s, for me, was an aesthetic imposition on the site, rather than the 

creation of a “sounding” and sensory experience of the space. The presence of Ivy’s 

sound installation was often drowned out by the ambient noise surrounding the park, 

particularly by rush hour traffic and daily construction work. Nonetheless, the park’s 

natural acoustic ambience allowed Ivy’s fictional “sounding” of St. Ann’s to lurk in the 

shadows of the panels and evoke another haunting layer from the site.  

  A Sounding occupied the former grounds of St. Ann’s church for ten days 

between May 6th and 15th 2011. Ivy and I imagined the ephemeral and public life of A 

Sounding as a participatory event. For the vernissage we invited the public, members of 

the former congregation and the Irish community of Montreal to bring something to the 

                                                
45 Erin Long, an installation artist and one of Ivy’s students, and Florence Larose, a 
Montreal artist and close UOU collaborator, assisted with the installation of the panels for 
A Sounding. 
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site; this could be a memory, a photo, or a song to share. It could also take the form of 

placing a candle or small object within the installation. A number of former congregation 

members brought personal objects and memorabilia to the event. A few individuals 

shared personal photos and their memories of watching the wrecking ball destroy the 

church; others shared an Irish folk song, and one individual confessed the enduring crush 

that he had had, as a young boy, on the parish organist. (Fig. 2.10) In this way, Ivy’s 

installation created a space of memory through her reimaging of the church’s 

architectural forms. As seen in figure 2.10, the agency and trace of St. Ann’s material and 

immaterial heritage were manifest within the park and permeated the ritual of meeting, 

producing what Shields refers to as a “syncretic moment.”46 Art historian Annie Gérin 

regards this kind of public art practice as an invitation to participate in a “secular 

communion,” or as a form of “public intimacy [that] is rare and ephemeral.”47 The 

contributions made by the former congregation members, bringing their personal affects, 

artifacts and living memories to Ivy’s installation, helped to achieve a syncretic and 

intimate public moment at St. Ann’s Park.  

 Both the presence of the church and its absence has given this site in Griffintown 

a sense of place. It is in response to the absence of St. Ann’s where acts of remembering 

have also become a source of emplacement for the community and production of a type 

of place-bound identity. Ivy’s installation shows, to use Blokland’s words, “where people 

relate to places for their identity, these identities become place-bound but not place-

                                                
46 For Rob Shields an assemblage of material and virtual/ immaterial entities or affects 
constitutes this syncretic moment. See Ecologies of Affect: Placing Nostalgia, Desire and 
Hope (Waterloo Ontario: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 2011). 
 
47 Gérin 247.  
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based. The places themselves have, just like people, multiple, shifting identities.”48 

Following Blokland, what gives St. Ann’s Park “a sense of place,” moves beyond the 

architectural traces of the church and the spatial dimensions of the site. What Ivy’s 

project and her use of oral history sources make visible is the presence of a spatial 

experience that was diffuse but also embodied. The significance of Ivy’s installation is 

that it demonstrated how this spatial experience has persisted and survived despite the 

history of Griffintown’s destruction and dislocation. This dislocation is what has given 

form to the disparate and fragmented senses of place that emerged throughout the process 

of creating and installing A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined. 

 Ivy’s Sounding was a call to engage with the ephemeral but powerful relationship 

between a missing church and the larger sense of community. This relationship, as the 

project demonstrated, can be galvanized through acts of remembering. Beyond the ruins 

of St. Ann’s, it is through the former parishioners’ acts of remembering where memory 

comes to be a force of resistance and supersede the neighbourhood’s spatial history of 

demolition. Ivy’s installation encouraged acts of remembering. Acts of remembering are 

not exclusive to the past. Rather, as a less visible trace and unofficial player in a site’s 

spatial history, acts of remembering carry their own forms of subjectivity and agency, or 

what Rob Shields identifies as virtual or immaterial affects.49 

  As a mnemonic device, the installation of A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined 

show how oral histories are important to participatory art practices, and that they can 

                                                
48 Blokland draws her formulation of place and identity from the work of Doreen Massey 
(1994, 1995) 270. 
 
49 Shields 6. 
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yield the production of community-specific art projects. A Sounding, however, was not 

only a mnemonic device. Aspects of participation were writ large in the realization of A 

Sounding, necessary in fact, to the process of producing the installation and dependent on 

Ivy’s sensitivity to local histories, to her “rememberers,”50 and ongoing relationships with 

the former members of St. Ann’s congregation. Ivy’s use of oral history sources 

transformed her intentions, the outcome of the installation, and interpolated other 

collaborators from the community. As such, the process of facilitating Ivy’s engagement 

with the former members of St. Ann’s parish, and realizing A Sounding as a community-

specific artwork was significant because it foregrounds the use of oral history in a 

transformative way and as a unique method of participation and collaboration.  

  Ivy’s collaboration with the former members of St. Ann’s congregation was a rich 

examination of the meanings associated with community and place. In order to offer a 

productive contrast, I now analyze Riaz Mehmood’s installation, Housing a Home: 

Borrowed Views to address the complexities of building a participatory site-specific art 

project in a location bearing very little public memory or visible historical significance. 

Mehmood’s project invokes themes of housing and dwelling and, as such, I precede my 

analysis of Housing a Home: Borrowed Views by briefly tracing the history of 

Griffintown’s housing crisis and community activism.  

 

 The Neighbourhood that Never Happened 

 Griffintown’s architectural history is no stranger to the crisis of failed public 

                                                
50 Talja Blokland uses the term “rememberer” to describe oral history interviewees.  
“Celebrating local Histories and Defining Neighbourhood Communities: Place-Making in 
a Gentrified Neighbourhood.” Urban Studies 46.8 (July 2009): 1593-1610. 
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housing and ensuing community activism. Moreover, tracing aspects of Griffintown’s 

architectural history also shows how entangled it has been with the history of the city’s 

general disinterest in its class struggles. As briefly discussed in the introduction, Herbert 

Brown Ames’ study of the working class at this time in Griffintown’s socio-economic 

and cultural history shows residents of the neighbourhood were immersed in poor, 

overcrowded, and unsanitary living conditions.51 As seen in figure 2.11, the domestic 

buildings in this region were mainly comprised of two-storey tenement style single-

dwelling houses built from brick and wood.52 In 1897, Ames conceived of the “Diamond 

Court” project as a response to these issues and as an innovative, model design for 

improving these living conditions. Figure 2.12 shows that the social housing complex 

“consisted of four blocks of buildings, containing homes of varying size and rental, for 

thirty-nine families.”53 Families in the same complex would share a single front door, 

gas-lit vestibule, and interior stairways leading to their respective apartments. Ames 

writes:  

The construction is of the most substantial character. The walls 
are of solid brick; the floors rest on steel beams and an air space 
in the roof gives warmth in the winter and coolness in the 
summer. The floors of the kitchen are of concrete and drain to 
the centre… every dwelling has its own sink, stationary 

                                                
51 Ames, The City Below The Hill (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972)  
 
52 For a thorough history of the evolution of Griffintown’s built environment see also 
David Hanna, Griffintown: Son histoire et son cadre bâti (Montréal: Ville de Montréal: 
Service de la mise en valeur du territoire et du patrimoine, November 2007) Web. 15 
November 2012. 
http://www.griffintown.org/history/docs/docGriffintownHistoireCadreBati.pdf. 
 
53 Ames 112-13. 
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washtub and water closet. There is a janitor on the premises, his 
services being given in lieu of rent.54  

 

Ames’ experiment in social housing, despite its nearly eighty years of existence, was 

targeted by the Drapeau administration as a slum clearance project.55 The city drafted a 

permit to demolish Ames’ Diamond Court on 1 April 1967, the same year the city was 

preparing to host a World Fair, Expo 67.56  

In 1970, Joseph Baker, an architect and professor at McGill’s School of 

Architecture, initiated the Community Design Workshop. Baker launched the 

Community Design Workshop in response to the deprived communities living in 

Montreal’s working class neighbourhoods lacking basic housing and public amenities.57 

The key aims of the Community Design Workshop were to ameliorate Griffintown’s 

housing crisis by integrating a student body of architects “in training” into the 

neighbourhood. With the community’s approval Baker moved the Community Design 

Workshop experiment into the neighbourhood. “Operation Griffintown” was comprised 

of a team of five architectural students who appropriated an abandoned two-storey 

tenement style house in the neighbourhood for a makeshift architectural studio and 

                                                
54 Ames 113. 
 
55  Harold Poitras, “Slum Clearance Project Urged for District No. 2: Hanley Goes to 
Bat.” Montreal Star 23 January 1962: 3. 
 
56 Archives de Ville de Montréal. VM2  Role d’evaluation. Bobine 931. 04-13697,1966. 
 
57 The Community Design Workshop operated in other working class neighborhoods 
throughout the city, including Point Saint Charles. For more details on the objectives of 
the Community Design Workshop see Joseph Baker, “An Experiment in Architecture.” 
The Canadian Architect 18 (1973): 30-41. Baker also features working with the 
Community Development Workshop students in Michel Régnier’s documentary film, 
Griffintown (1972). Web. 30 October 2012.  http://www.nfb.ca/film/griffintown. 
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temporary community drop-in center. (Figures 2.13 and 2.14) Baker recalls the 

workshop space as a focal point and place for Griffintown’s remaining residents and a 

group of local community activists known as the Griffintown Progress Association, to 

meet and discuss their housing needs.58 Baker and the Community Design Workshop 

held meetings with local residents to review building codes, lot sizes, parking facilities 

and discuss, more specifically, the general lack of public and community amenities in the 

district. Before the demolition of St. Ann’s Academy, a girls school managed by the 

Sisters of St. Ann’s, the Community Design Workshop proposed the rehabilitation of the 

deteriorating building into a community service centre that would house a health care 

clinic and daycare centre.59 Given the lack of recreational space at this time in 

Griffintown’s cultural history, the Community Design Workshop students also opened a 

space, in the apartment below their studio, for local children to come and play. Despite 

the Community Design Workshop’s efforts and proposals, it seemed, to use Baker’s 

words, that “Griffintown was mortally ill.”  In Bakers’ view, Griffintown’s built 

environment was in crisis. Baker recalls:  

[T]he situation was hopeless… because anything of value 
was being demolished. The school had been demolished. 
The church had been demolished. It was the conscious 
decision of the Drapeau administration to rezone the 
neighbourhood industrial, which prevented any housing 

                                                
58  Sheila Arnopoulos, “Cry for Community Center: Indignant Griffintown Makes a 
Stand.” Montreal Star 26 June 1970: 3; and Angela Ferrante, “Griff isn’t dead yet – 
Residents.” Montreal Star 3 August 1970: 3. 
 
59 Susan Pomerantz, “Griffintown Romps Again.” Montreal Star 3 July 1971: 66; Janet 
MacKenzie, “Griffintowners are fighting back with aid of three federal grants.” The 
Gazette 28 June 1972: n.pag; Ken Whittingham, “Residents Unite to Save Griffintown: 
$20,000 Grant is just a Start.” Montreal Star 13 July 1972: C8. 
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from being improved. Our role there was to show that it 
was possible, with minor improvements, such as building 
parks and activities for children, to make it at least livable. 
We alerted the planning department of the city of 
Montreal… we asked them to look into the problem of 
housing. Their answer was that there was nothing to be 
done about housing because the area had been rezoned 
industrial. Eventually, the neighbourhood just frittered 
away. It became a losing battle.60  

 
 

Tracing Griffintown’s lineage of community activism through Ames’ Diamond Court 

housing project, Baker’s Community Design Workshop project, and the actions of the 

Griffintown Progress Association, show that powerful forces emerge in response to the 

ruins of deindustrialization. These initiatives show that the failure of community 

amenities and social/ public housing developments, specifically in Griffintown, have less 

to do with the failures of architecture and the built environment, and more to do with the 

failures of municipal politicians, their lack of responsibility towards the city’s 

socioeconomic development,61 and the planned obsolescence of Griffintown’s spatial, 

cultural and social history. 

 

Housing a Home  

 Between 2007 and 2012, I came to know Griffintown by way of multiple itinerant 

journeys where I encountered a number of marginal subjects and transgressive 

communities who were temporarily reusing or occupying Griffintown’s unresolved and 

                                                
60 Joseph Baker. Personal interview. Montreal. 11 October 2012. 
 
61 Katherine G. Bristol, in her essay “The Pruit-Igoe Myth,” analyzes how the failure of 
public housing projects in America are often blamed on design, and argues that these 
failures are, in reality, the responsibility of multiple mismanaged social and economic 
factors at the civic level. Journal of Architectural Education 44.3 (May 1991): 163-170. 
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precarious spatial conditions. The traces of these marginal communities have been most 

visible, to name but a few sites, in the defunct Wellington Tunnel (Fig. 2.15), the 

Canadian National Railway (CNR) signal tower (Fig. 2.16), and the collection of 

makeshift shelters located under the CNR viaduct, a site which I return to in Chapter 

Four. (Fig. 2.17) Each of these sites hugs the curves of the Lachine Canal’s industrial past 

and its more recent transformation into a public multipurpose path. As early as the 

summer of 2011, and, because of rezoning the periphery of the aforementioned sites into 

demolition zones, access to these spaces, especially for those who temporarily repurposed 

these sites as sources for shelter, was prohibited. It is not my intention to poeticize or 

romanticize the social, economic, and cultural conditions in which alternative spaces for 

shelter or “homes” are emerging or manifest in urban environments. Rather, through the 

lens of site-specific and socially-engaged art practices I wish to critique the processes by 

which alternative productions of space, unsanctioned forms of spatial interventions, and 

forms of dwelling emerge from the failure of socio-ecomomic development and, more 

importantly, how these actions equally signify the spatial value of unprogrammed and 

indeterminate urban spaces.  

  Riaz Mehmood’s project for Housing A Home was originally conceived as a 

laboratory to take place in a storefront location and as an installation project that would 

engage a handful of artist-participants in a collaborative exploration of themes related to 

community, home, and identity. Mehmood had proposed Housing a Home as a 

completion project to his 2010 mentorship residency at Montréal arts intercultural 
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(MAI), a contemporary visual and performing arts organization.62 Mehmood identifies as 

a multidisciplinary artist.  Originally from Pakistan, and before establishing an artistic 

practice, Mehmood obtained a degree in civil engineering from the University of 

Engineering and Technology in Peshawar. Mehmood’s practice includes performance, 

video and photography, which he uses to explore a number of issues related to identity, 

history and media.63  

  In June 2010, I contacted Montréal arts intercultural, as I did with many other 

Montreal-based arts organizations, about potential collaborations. These collaborations 

could take the form of, among other things, sharing resources, cultural exchanges, 

community outreach and, as was the case with Mehmood, enlisting local artists and 

residents to participate in critical and creative engagements with Griffintown’s changing 

cultural landscape. In July 2010, I met with Mehmood to talk about his proposal: Housing 

a Home. Mehmood explained to me that the processes of “building” homes or shelters in 

most villages in Pakistan are based on a non-commercial exchange of sharing skills to 

serve a basic social need. Mehmood’s concept for Housing a Home was not to recreate a 

singular concept of an ideal home or community. Mehmood wanted to make, in his own 

words, a “community centered installation” that would convey a sense of a shared, 

evolving and imaginative space; to reflect on notions of home and the poetic, as well as 

the spatial relationships between a city’s residents and its public/ private spaces.64 For 

                                                
62 For more information about Montréal arts intercultural’s programming see, 
“Mandate.” Montréal arts intercultural. n.d. n.pag. Web. 3 January 2013. 
 
63 For more information about Mehmood’s artistic portfolio see, Riaz Mehmood. “Artist 
statement.” Web. 4 November 2012.  
 
64 See Mehmood’s proposal to Urban Occupations Urbaines in Appendix A. 
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Mehmood, the concept of Housing A Home marked a shift in his art practice and his 

desire to experiment with processes of collaboration, participation, and recycling found 

objects. I was drawn to Mehmood’s proposal and the themes he wanted to explore for 

their potential to address the broader concepts of shelter and dwelling, place and home. I 

also envisioned Mehmood’s project having the potential to establish connections with the 

community at Benedict Labre House.  

  Benedict Labre House was founded in 1952 as a volunteer organization and drop 

in day center for homeless men. Since 1956, Benedict Labre House has occupied a row of 

three housing duplexes in Griffintown, built between 1870 and 1875.65 Marjorie Conners 

founded Patricia House, a women’s shelter, the same year Benedict Labre House was 

established.66 Patricia E. Nolan writes: “Patricia House was established as a house of 

hospitality focusing both on the needs of transient, marginalized women in Montreal and 

on the needs of low-income women and children from Griffintown. Accommodations and 

meals were offered to transient and marginalized women: sex trade workers, alcoholics, 

and repeat offenders.”67 Karen Projean, in her sociohistorical study of Benedict Labre 

House, cites a personal journal entry from Joanabbey Sack. Sack managed Patricia House 

and in 1968 wrote: “As the House evolved, I also evolved; Patricia House moved to 

                                                                                                                                            
 
65 Planification détaillée du secteur de Griffintown: analyse du cadre bâti, Synthèse 
(Montréal: Ville de Montréal, 2007). Web. 15 October 2013. 
 
66 The original Patricia House was located on Murray street in Griffintown. See, Patricia 
E. Nolan, “Benedict Labre House 1952-1966: The History of an Unofficial Lay 
Apostolate.” Master’s Thesis. Concordia University, 2001; and “Our Roots.” Benedict 
Labre House. n.d. n. pag. Web. 20 October 2013. 
 
67 Nolan, “Benedict Labre House 1952-1966: The History of an Unofficial Lay 
Apostolate.” 
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Ottawa street, just around the corner from Labre House, and out of the several rooms 

grew cooking exchanges, tutoring sessions, workshops and eventually a community-run 

clothing room.”68 Patricia House closed in 1979 when Conners died. The Benedict Labre 

House, however, continues to provide hospitality, food, clothes and laundry services to 

more than five hundred guests each week.69 Sack’s journal entry and the on-going 

activities at Benedict Labre House are evidence, which shows again, that Griffintown 

holds a long history of community activism, and proves that the neighbourhood has never 

been a dead or empty urban space.   

 With the frequent displacement of the homeless and squatters throughout the 

project of Griffintown’s real-time gentrification, I saw Housing a Home as an opportunity 

to critique the history of Griffintown’s socio-economic development of public housing, as 

well as engage Benedict Labre House in a collaboration. In response to Mehmood’s 

proposal to use a storefront space, and given that in Griffintown empty commercial store 

front spaces were virtually non existent, I proposed to Mehmood that we occupy a gated 

parcel of manicured green space located in between the Bonaventure expressway and the 

Canadian National Railway (CNR) viaduct. (Fig. 2.18) The site is privately owned by 

local land developer Roland Hakim & Associates. I came to know the Hakim’s through 

the Community for the Sustainable Redevelopment of Griffintown (CSRG) and other 

various adhoc meetings organized to discuss and address the concerns regarding 

Griffintown’s revitalization. The borders of the Hakim’s site are characterized by a six 

foot high chain link fence and a gate with an opening large enough for a vehicle to pass 

                                                
68 Joanabbey Sack, “Where will I live in this city?” in La Maison Benoît Labre 1952-
2012, 36. 
 
69 Jennifer Willard. Personal interview. 25 September 2012. 
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through. One tree stands in the site. The Hakims’ land was developed as a sustainable 

eco-friendly parking lot and envisioned as an experiment for alleviating parking traffic on 

the neighbourhood’s narrow streets.  Tiles, seen in figure 2.19, recycled from plastic, and 

embedded beneath the light surface of manicured grass were designed to provide a 

sustainable alternative to asphalt parking lots by creating the effect of a cooling island.70 I 

knew that occupying this site would also mean spatially situating Mehmood and his 

interest to engage in a community-centered installation art project within an urban 

interstice and the contested boundaries of municipal plans to create a prestigious gateway 

into the city.  

 I had previously been drawn to the Hakims’ disused parking lot for its 

underdetermined and ambiguous nature; a site on the margins of planned space. I have 

always been attracted to interstitial urban spaces for the ways they call to the imagination 

and embody the complex relations between temporality and possibility, the unplanned for 

and future potentials. For Elizabeth Wilson, these kinds of interstitial spaces leave room 

for spontaneous and unexpected things to take place. “For this spontaneity,” she writes, 

“is also necessary; it is often in these unnoticed places that creativity occurs.”71  

 For many months, spanning three seasons, on my many dérives through 

Griffintown, I would intentionally pass by the gated parking lot, pausing momentarily to 

see what had changed about the site since my initial discovery of the space. I had 

envisioned this location as a site of creative action before Mehmood’s project of Housing 

                                                
70 The Hakims’ parking lot has never been used because the city continues to deny them a 
permit to operate the lot as public space. 
 
71 Elizabeth Wilson, “Against Utopia: The Romance of Indeterminate Spaces,” in 
Embodied Utopias: Gender, Social Change and the Modern Metropolis. Amy Bingaman, 
et al. eds (London: Routledge, 2002) 258. 
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A Home began.  For me, this site had become a sublime surface, in the sense that it 

emerged from below, from in between, and through a spatial threshold where the traces 

of the city’s history of industrialization, deindustrialization and modern urban planning 

converged.  

  In September 2009 the City of Montreal adopted the Société du Havre de 

Montréal’s (SHM) proposal to redevelop Montreal’s major inner city transportation 

route. The urban planning objective of Projet Bonaventure is to redefine this region of 

Montreal in “an imaginative and inspiring way” in order to emphasize the many aspects 

of the city’s built heritage.72 Established in 2002, the SHM, a para-municipal real-estate 

agency and the lead organization behind the redevelopment of Montreal’s harbourfront, 

put forward a mission to establish a new city gateway and revitalize the relationship 

between the Lachine Canal and the city. The SHM describes the corridor of terrain in 

question, a portion of which is seen in figure 2.20, as a “hostile environment” and “no 

man’s land.”73 Since I began researching the process and effects of Griffintown’s rapid 

gentrification, I have found that the city often describes the plans as a way to diversify 

and mend the urban fabric by creating a new identity for the neighbourhood. According 

to the SHM, Projet Bonaventure is expected to “place culture at the heart of the new 

district’s identity.”74  

 The cornerstone of SHM’s vision for the rehabilitation of this site rests in the 

                                                
72 Projet Bonaventure was originally conceived as Quartier Bonaventure.See Quartier 
Bonaventure, Office de consultation publique de Montréal, “Documentation déposée par 
le promoteur,” section 3. 1. Web.15 October 2012. 
 
73 Ibid.  
 
74 Ibid. 7-8. 
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Bonaventure expressway’s transformation into an urban arterial boulevard.75 As seen in 

figure 2.21, and according to the SHM’s documents, the existing architectural structure of 

the expressway will be lowered to improve pedestrian and traffic flow. In 1967, an 

editorial in The Gazette, however, praised the new expressway as a road with spectacular 

views of the city and the Lachine Canal. The editorial stated: “The Bonaventure 

expressway, for example, sweeps around the shore of the river and into the centre of the 

city, some of it going through land which was undeveloped and unkempt and other parts 

of it through former slum areas.”76 Ironically, the Bonaventure Expressway, once 

considered a model of modern urban planning, has more recently been described as “an 

impenetrable obstacle between the city and the St. Lawrence.”77  Promoted as a 

rehabilitation project, the development also considers public art, green space, public 

transportation, and sustainability through the creation of convivial public spaces in the 

neighbourhood. The SHM describes the implementation of the project as playing a key 

role in reclaiming the identity of Griffintown.78  

 

Embodied Utopias: A Site Desired 

                                                
75 Ibid. 4. 
 
76 “Roads with a View.” The Gazette 14 June 1967: n.pag. 
 
77 Société du Havre de Montréal. The Montreal Harbourfront: Final Report and 
Recommendations. trans. Terry Liston (Montreal: Impressions Numéricart, April 2006) 
12. 
 
78 The Société du Havre de Montréal’s master plan illustrates the creation of new spatial 
links between the Lachine Canal, the South West Borough of Montreal, and the city’s 
harbourfront, also one of the city’s popular tourist destinations. 
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 I came to love spending time in the Hakim’s disused green parking lot.  A year 

would pass between the time that Mehmood and I first met to discuss a collaboration in 

July 2010 and our reconnaissance in Griffintown, in July 2011. During that year I sent 

Mehmood photos of the site illustrating how it changed throughout the seasons and at 

different times of day, and we maintained an email correspondence. I provided him with 

archival documents pertaining to the site’s history, the proposed plans for the future of 

the site, and various local media items regarding the perception and politics of the 

neighbourhood’s revitalization.  I suspect that in the time that elapsed between 

Mehmood’s agreeing to occupy and build his project on the Hakim’s lot, I too began to 

imagine or anticipate the possibilities of our occupation without knowing what and how 

the collaboration would manifest.  

 The project of realizing Housing a Home marked the tenth Urban Occupations 

Urbaines event. As Urban Occupations Urbaines evolved my curatorial encounters with 

the multiplicity of spatial, architectural, cultural and social expressions throughout 

Griffintown became more subjective. These experiences also became increasingly 

buoyed, and perhaps at times clouded, by my own imagination and hope for a future in 

Griffintown not yet realized; a future built by citizen’s initiatives, a future that includes 

social and creative spaces for public, cultural, and community activities.   

 Standing on the Hakim’s lot, enclosed by the chain link fence, a sense of isolation 

takes hold. The white noise of constant traffic whipping by on the Bonaventure, the 

frequency and thrum of passing trains clanging on the tracks above injects a certain 

rhythm into the site, evoking the voyageur in me. There, I was keenly aware of the past, 

the stark reminder that countless homes were demolished and that people were displaced 
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to make room for the Bonaventure. Traversing the Lachine Canal, the Bonaventure and 

the railway viaduct, two elevated structures, were also my cues for making connections 

with those sites beyond, only partially visible. Because of my frequent visits to the lot, I 

began to anticipate how Mehmood’s installation could be a point of access to otherwise 

unattainable views, sublime and uncanny views afforded by the site’s interstitial location. 

What could the public be invited to see, and to imagine, from here?  As with many 

underdetermined, under-construction, and abandoned sites in Griffintown, the Hakim’s 

lot was an excellent viewing platform, where one could scrutinize the history of 

Griffintown’s uneven development. As my role shifted from curator to occupant, the 

site’s spatial agency became clear. Located nowhere, and yet somewhere, the site became 

a very powerful place from which I could imagine a number of possible interventions on 

the site.  

 The term “embodied utopias” is relevant to the related concepts of indeterminacy 

and place as they were alive to me in the Hakim’s lot, 2010-2011, during which time it 

seemed utopian to me. “In what sense,” however, and to borrow from Elizabeth Grosz, 

“can the utopic be understood as embodied?” Grosz, reading Thomas More (1478-1535), 

points out how his definition of the term utopia implies “no place,” formed from the 

Greek adverb ou (not) and the noun topos (place).79  The placelessness of utopia, in the 

masculine Western sense however, is a limiting and exclusive idea.80 Wilson rejects 

More’s literary utopia and argues that his idea of utopianism tends “towards the 

                                                
79 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, 135. 
 
80 See Thomas More, Utopia. eds. George M. Logan and Robert M. Adams (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
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authoritarian in its prescriptions for every detail of life, so that the cities [he] envisaged 

became merely a part of a much grander plan for human economic, social and cultural 

life. No part of human experience was left unregulated in the majority of these plans. 

Above all, nothing was hidden in utopia.”81 In contrast, and from a feminist perspective, 

Grosz situates utopia as place that does exist and within the realm of possibilities and 

processes, desire and anticipation. Grosz, drawing from Luce Irigaray’s theory of sexual 

difference, argues that embodied utopias belong to  “a dimension of the virtual, an 

admixture of the latency of the past and the indeterminacy of the future, the mode of 

linkage between an inert past, conceived as potential, and a future not yet in 

existence[.]”82 For Grosz, “the utopic is not that which can be planned and built, for that 

is to imply that it is already an abstract possibility that merely requires a mode or 

realization.”83 Utopias, she continues, are out of time and have “yet to take place; it is 

that which has staked a place in the future.”84 Likewise, Angelika Bammer, in her 

construction of the relationship between feminism and utopia, claims the utopian as a 

“movement beyond the set limits into the realm of the not yet seen.”85 Bammer 

continues: “the utopian is powerfully real in the sense that hope and desire (and even 

                                                
81 Wilson 258. 
 
82 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, 137. 
 
83 Ibid 136. 
 
84 Ibid 146. 
 
85 Angelika Bammer, Partial Visions: Feminism and Utopianism in the 1970's (New 
York and London: Routledge, 1991) 7. 
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fantasies) are real, never ‘merely’ fantasy. It is a force that moves and shapes history.”86 

The wonderful challenge with the idea of an embodied utopia, then, lies in sustaining the 

concept as a mode of temporality, as a felt desire, and thinking future, like place and 

placelessness, as possibility rather than as a fixed site.  

  

Borrowed Views: The Politics of Collaboration 

  In June 2011, Griffintown was marked by an overwhelming infiltration of 

demolition and construction. Temperatures soared in the summer of 2011 and, in 

Griffintown, the rhythmic pounding of pile drivers vibrated throughout the 

neighbourhood. Dust and debris hung thick in the blistering heat, creating a blanket of 

visual noise throughout the neighbourhood’s narrow corridors. On 24 June 2011, I met 

Mehmood and the artist-participants87 on site to discuss strategies for collaboration, 

collecting materials, and engaging with the local community. At this time I also 

introduced the artist-participants to the curatorial framework of Urban Occupations 

Urbaines, how our collective partnership with Montréal Arts Interculturel had been 

shaped and what resources, vis-à-vis this institutional support, would be available to us.88 

Questions about who dwellings and shelter are organized for and the politics of squatting 

                                                
86 Bammer 7. 
 
87 Key artist-participants in the HHBV project included: Anne Bertrand, Larissa Diakiw, 
Didier Defolie-Noulin, Danielle Lewis, and jenna dawn maclennan. Information about 
these artists and their practice can be found at Urban Occupations Urbaines, “Housing a 
Home: Borrowed Views.” Web. 25 October 2012.  
 
88 Montréal arts intercultural’s collaboration with Urban Occupations Urbaines in the 
realization of Mehmood’s installation consisted of a modest budget to cover the costs of 
bringing generated power to the site, the rental of equipment for constructing objects, and 
the promotion of a vernissage for the exhibition.  
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and community formed the basis of our discussions at this time. There was a collective 

desire to play with the boundaries of the parking lot and question its inside/ outside and 

public/private characteristics. The contrast of the horizontal and vertical play between the 

lot’s enclosed and in-between vantage point with the one tree on site inspired research 

into tree house architecture, followed by lengthy discussions about the labour and 

logistics of building this kind of structure. Based on my thoughts about the views 

afforded by this location, I proposed to Mehmood and the participating artists that the 

project of Housing a Home become Housing a Home: Borrowed Views89 (HHBV). The 

contingent nature of our collaboration and our discourse on the subject of building a 

“home,” or even a tree house, became as much a part of the occupation of the site as it 

was a part of the process of negotiating the differences between the artists’ diverse 

practices and my curatorial vision for the Urban Occupations Urbaines series.  

  Curator Joan Borsa has observed that alongside the challenges and risks inherent 

in facilitating public and collaborative-based art works, often the curatorial process is 

also unfolding within the development of these kinds of projects.90 As the curator of 

Housing a Home: Borrowed Views, I felt an urgency to use the site in a creative way to 

critique the social and spatial costs of Griffintown’s uneven urban renewal. I also 

proposed to Mehmood that we approach the Benedict Labre House about their interest in 

participating.  

  A large part of the collaboration between Mehmood and the artist-participants 

took the form of dialogue and, with the exception of collectively gathering found objects 

                                                
89 A “borrowed view” is a term most frequently associated with landscape architecture. 
 
90 Borsa 194. 
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and material, very little activity took place on site. Due to this lack of action, or perhaps 

inactive participation, I became concerned with the artists’ commitment to the project and 

how little work was actually being produced. The lack of financial remuneration for one 

of the artists’ participants and, more specifically, her discomfort with sharing creative 

authorship, moved her to reconsider and withdraw her contribution to the collaboration. 

Two weeks before the vernissage, no objects had yet been constructed. How would the 

immaterial labour of our occupation  - the reflexive, discursive, often turbulent, and 

contested nature of our participatory and collaborative work, not readily visible on site - 

produce a meaningful experience for the remaining artist-participants, the public, and 

community?  Claire Doherty and Paul O’Neill have reflected upon the challenges of 

collaborative and participatory art practices that are similar to the one I have just 

described. Reflecting on durational public art practices, they write: 

There is a multiplicity of modes of interaction between people, 
which has a destabilizing effect on the perception that there is an 
actual time and place in which to experience or participate in an 
event. This is most evident in the number of people contributing 
to projects who are unaware exactly what they are taking part in 
and what the outcome is to be; their participation is not 
something that can be measured or evaluated in a clear way… to 
do so in the process of the project’s development would be to 
curb the possible spaces in which the unexpected could 
happen.91 

  

While I share Doherty and O’Neill’s position on the value of making space for the 

unexpected, I also believe that creativity and therefore participation requires a rigorous 

work ethic and willingness to experiment with available materials and the spatial 

parameters of site-specific projects. 

                                                
91 Doherty and O’Neill 10. 
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 16 July 2011. Mehmood, in collaboration with some of the artist-participants, 

decided to construct an architectural structure resembling a simple wooden housing frame 

(Fig. 2.22) from our collection of found and recycled materials. A white, lightweight 

canvas was stretched over this frame at a scale of approximately 8’x 6’x10’. (Fig. 2.23) 

Mehmood and participating artists placed the “house” under the tree and began to play 

with the design of the frame to create specific views of the lot. A number of cardboard 

tubes perforated the canvas surface of the structure.  As seen in figure 2.24, these tubes 

varied in scale, creating multiple or “borrowed views” through the house and onto the 

lot’s surrounding, vernacular, material culture, including graffiti on the façade of the 

Canadian National Railway viaduct, a pile of rubble, and the iconic Farine Five Roses, an 

illuminated sign which has been part of the Montreal skyline since 1954.  

 The presence of this uninhabitable dwelling, located under the one tree on the 

Hakim’s parking lot, appeared, to use Jill Stoner’s words, as a “minor architecture” 

amidst the inhospitable and large scale transformations occurring under the auspices of 

Griffintown’s revitalization. (Fig. 2.25) Stoner conceives the appearance or construction 

of “minor architectures” as spatial opportunities for engaging with “latent but powerful 

desires to undo structures of power.”92  In no way was the house offering a solution to the 

crisis of social and economic marginalization, abandonment, and displacement occurring 

in Griffintown. Rather, our construction of the house afforded an opportunity to playfully 

contest Griffintown’s revitalization through large-scale developments. But the structure, 

in my view, was also reminiscent of an architectural folly since it had no utilitarian 

                                                
92 Jill Stoner, Toward a Minor Architecture (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 
2012) 7. 
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purpose and appeared on the lot as merely an ornament within the greater landscape of 

Griffintown’s deconstruction and construction.93  

 18 July 2011. As Mehmood and artist-participants continued to experiment with 

creating views on site, my role as curator shifted temporarily to one of a creator. I 

charged myself with the task of collecting recycled cork shipping-pallets from New City 

Gas and transported this material to the Housing a Home: Borrowed Views site with 

Harvey Lev’s pick-up truck. I arranged these pallets, as seen in figure 2.26, into a variety 

of configurations that began to vaguely reference the spatial syntax of Moshe Safdie’s 

modular housing complex, Habitat 67.94 Not a miniature version of Habitat 67 per se, 

rather, the pallets were intended to perform as an ensemble of urban furniture and provide 

a variety of borrowed and partial views quite different from those produced by the social 

and architectural ideals of the late 1960s.  

 23 July 2011. On the twenty-third day of our occupation of the gated green 

parking lot, we formally opened up the site to the public and hosted a vernissage. (Fig. 

2.27) On site and visible was the accumulation of the traces of our labour; collecting and 

assembling a number of objects, the most obvious of these being the folly and cork 

pallets.  A certain aesthetic confusion claimed the site too: were the piles of sawdust, the 

                                                
93 The architectural folly takes its origins in eighteenth-century English and French 
gardens. Broadly speaking, follies at this time were considered a place of retreat or 
leisure, a purely decorative element designed for aesthetic pleasure in garden landscapes. 
Contemporary discourses on follies have been described as structures without purpose, or 
spaces of alterity. See for example, Gordon Graham, “Can There be Public 
Architecture?” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 64. 2 (Spring 2006): 243-49; and 
Farées el-Dahdah, “The Folly of S/M, Recto verso.” Assemblage 18 (August 1992): 6-19. 
 
94 Moshe Safdie designed Habitat 67 for Expo 67, which in turn was part of the impetus 
for building the Bonaventure Expressway, which resulted in the destruction and division 
of Griffintown. 
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hammer, table saw, and paint cans a part of the installation? What began to emerge on 

site was a non-sequential series of provocations for reflecting upon Griffintown’s present 

spatial condition and providing the public with a collective experience and multiple, yet 

partial views or perspectives into Griffintown’s changing topography.  Less visible were 

our dialogic process and the discursive aspects of our four-week occupation of the site. 

What, then, had the concept for Housing a Home: Borrowed Views actually become?  

 In our process of realizing Housing a Home: Borrowed Views we did not directly 

address or engage the local community, nor the history of Griffintown’s public housing 

crisis, or, as proposed, actively seek out the collaboration that I had envisioned with the 

community at Benedict Labre House. The initial concept for Housing a Home: Borrowed 

Views transformed into a highly process-oriented installation project that came to serve 

the artist-collaborators, rather than the creation of a community centered installation. 

Housing a Home: Borrowed Views, became a spatial intervention that facilitated public 

encounters and an aesthetic civic engagement. The difference between a community 

centered art project and aesthetic civic engagement depends entirely on the degree to 

which artists and curators actively engage or consult community and local actors 

throughout the creative process. Nina Felshin’s views on activist art practices becomes 

particularly useful here. For Felshin, what often distinguishes political and community art 

projects is not what lies in the content of the artworks, but rather in what lies in the 

artists’ “methodologies, formal strategies, and activist goals.”95 Irrespective of the out 

come of the curator-artist collaboration that Mehmood and I had pursued, the challenges 

we faced throughout our collaboration foreground for me how curatorial practice is about 

                                                
95 Felshin 9.  
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working to sustain collaborations among artists, among artists and community 

participants, and taking care to recognize the shared authority in the production of art 

objects, their cultural and curatorial meanings.  Over all, our collaboration became a 

means for me to critically reflect upon my own curatorial position and deepen my 

individual agency within the project.  

 What Mehmood had imagined as a “community-centered installation” project, 

became an act of occupying the site and a project for experimenting with the 

nonconforming uses of urban spaces and those critical spatial practices, conceived as 

occupations (rather than exhibitions), that fall outside of a city’s zoning by-laws. What 

was for me a failure in the production of a “community-centered installation,” in fact, 

sidesteps Claire Bishop’s ethics/ aesthetics binary to reveal how collaborative and 

participatory art projects are necessarily dependent on the processes of accumulating 

creative differences and how these processes can be fraught with discontent and 

fallibility.  

 
 
The Agonism of Participation 
 
 By way of concluding this chapter, I return to Claire Bishop’s critique of 

participation as it relates to both of the projects I have discussed in this chapter. In 

response to Bishop, I argue that questions of participation implicate dialogical, extant, 

and contradictory social processes.  A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined and Housing a 

Home: Borrowed Views sought to produce temporary moments of communal publicness 

through participatory and collaborative art making strategies.  Based on my experiences 

working with Ivy and Mehmood, I would like to put forward a more dynamic and 
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complex understanding of participatory art practices. Such a perspective summons the 

ideas of Chantal Mouffe, and what she calls “agonistic modes of participation.” “To 

participate,” explains Mouffe, “you need the possibility of choice, not simply 

participating in the creation of a consensus. Its necessary to have this choice that implies 

a decision between alternatives that can never be reconciled.”96 In other words, to engage 

and to participate is a choice; consensus, inclusion and equality are not implicit in every 

participatory act. Issues of power will always surface too, between those who stage 

participatory projects and those who choose (not) to participate. 

 As a curator responsive to Claire Doherty and Paul O’Neill’s concept of 

durational art practices, I have come to understand that participatory process rely upon  

extended periods of time [that] allow for a generative, rather 
than fixed, outcome… If we are to think of participation as more 
than a closed, one-off relational or social interaction with art, 
duration must be considered as a temporal process of 
cohabitation, whereby time can contribute to something that is 
immeasurable, unquantifiable and unknowable from the outset.97  

 
 
Doherty and O’Neill’s concept of duration does not portend to be a solution to the 

inherent social contradictions of working collaboratively. Rather, for Doherty and 

O’Neill, the concept of duration “aims to problematize the time component of art’s 

engagement with publicness and civic responsibility.”98 In other words, consideration for 

                                                
96 Chantal Mouffe, “The Space of Agonism: Markus Miessen in Conversation with 
Chantal Mouffe,” in Critical Spatial Practices 2, eds. Nikolaus Hirsch and Markus 
Miessen (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012) 31. 
 
97 Doherty and O’Neill 13. 
 
98 Doherty and O’Neill 10. 
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multiple forms of agency, openness to temporality and uncertainty, and choice, become 

intrinsic to the value of durational art practices.  

 This chapter has attended to collaborative practices, how site-specific art practices 

work as methods for building relationships to sites, and how a sense of community and 

place is produced, or not as was the case with Housing a Home: Borrowed Views, 

through collective acts of remembering, participatory and socially-engaged art practices. 

In the following chapter, I carry forward ideas about collaboration in the work of two 

theatrical and performance events to problematize the city as mise en scène, the role of 

performance in the built environment, the role of the spectator in site-specific 

performance and exhibition practices, and the potential role that post-industrial 

landscapes play in making places of performance. 
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Chapter Three  

Urban Scenographies: Mise en scène / en abyme 
 

We no longer look upon space as a Euclidian, purely physical 
entity; nor as a Kantian container with fixed boundaries; nor as 
a volume that may be empty, neutral even, to be filled with 
things or objects, furnished with purpose, and thus be given 
functionality and meaning. Instead, we have learned, and maybe 
always felt, that space is not one, but many. It may be 
imaginary; fleeting, and ephemeral. It may be solid, static, and 
consistent. What we have experienced is that our understanding 
and our perception of space depend on our personal and cultural 
background, on our social and political conditioning, on 
cognitive processes of memory and recall, of attention, and of 
visual and aural stimuli. We know that by our sheer presence we 
are active participants within space that surrounds us, and that 
we always influence or change the spatial parameters and 
characteristics of that space.1 
 
 

Scenography scholar Thea Brejzek’s ruminations on space are a good introduction to the 

themes in this chapter and my analysis of how theatre and performance correspond to and 

transform urban spaces. In what follows, I analyze the roles that theatre and performance 

play in site-specific practices in two projects: Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance of 

“Fenêtres murées/ Daylight Robbery,” and Stephen Lawson and Aaron Pollard’s 

(2boys.tv) theatrical installation, darlingARCADE. In particular, I draw attention to how 

each of these projects enacted and fictionalized Griffintown’s historical narratives and 

spatial politics on different scales. Both projects were performed within Griffintown as a 

neighbourhood in “development.” Théâtre Nulle Part staged their performance in the 

human scale of a dead end street; the street and the displacement of Griffintown’s 

                                                
1 Thea Brejzek, “Scenography or: Making Space,” in The Dissappearing Stage: 
Reflections on the 2011 Prague Quadrennial, ed. Arnold Aronson (Prague: Arts and 
Theatre Institute, 2012) 16. 
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working class history effectively became the mise en scène for this performance.2 In 

contrast, 2boys.tv staged Griffintown’s then post-industrial landscape through the 

performance of small-scale objects within a group exhibition of miniature theatres, or 

mise en abymes. 3 The performance material here was allegorical, sometimes ahistorical, 

and largely concerned with perceptions of post-industrial Griffintown and the processes 

by which the neighbourhood was transforming.  My discussion of Théâtre Nulle Part’s 

site-specific performance in a cul-de-sac, and 2boys.tvs’ exhibition of darlingARCADE in 

a reclaimed post-industrial arts complex, index my larger interest in theatricality, 

spectatorship, and exhibitions as practices that, through performance, can temporarily 

reconfigure the meaning of urban spaces. I use theatre and performance to describe, more 

accurately, how these two projects transformed Griffintown into an “urban scenography,” 

whereby specific locations and histories played an active role in creating these 

performances and artworks. Théâtre Nulle Part and 2boys.tv used theatricality as a 

device to bring the active presence of Griffintown’s historical narratives, architecture, 

landscape, and materiality into performance. I highlight the ways these two projects 

engage with the agency of Griffintown’s interstitial landscapes, their histories, and how 

                                                
2 The concept of mise en scène is French and translates as a literal action for putting 
something on stage. Paul Allain and Jen Harvie, however, point out that by the twentieth 
century the term referred to the “theatre as a total act.” See The Routledge Companion to 
Theatre and Performance (London and New York: Routledge, 2006) 171. 
 
3 Theatre historian Patrice Pavis describes mise en abyme: as “a device in which an 
enclave is embedded in the work (which may be pictorial, literary or theatrical), 
reproducing certain of its structural similarities or properties (specular reduplication) […] 
A mise en abyme is any mirror that reflects the entire narrative by simple, repeated or 
specious duplication […] In theatres, this device features a structural and thematic 
doubling.” See, Dictionary of the Theatre: Terms, Concepts and Analysis. Trans. 
Christine Shantz (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999) 215. 
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these spaces become interlocutors and collaborators in the creation of theatrical 

encounters, site-specific performances and installations. For Laura Levin,  

Far from exhibiting naïve anthropomorphism, such an approach 
can productively blur the distinctions between human and object 
worlds and ground murky words like ‘space’ and ‘site’ in the 
socially responsive language of ecology… In taking seriously 
artistic claims that the site is performing, or communicating in a 
material language particular to itself, we can undo Cartesian 
thinking that underlies many accounts of site-specific 
spectatorship.4 

 

I explore Levin’s idea of material and spatial language through an analysis of Théâtre 

Nulle Part’s performance in a cul-de-sac and darlingARCADE’s collection and exhibition 

of miniature shoebox theatres.  Recognizing the potential for performativity and 

theatricality of urban spaces stems from my own theatre practice and, equally, from 

artists whose performance and/ or installation practices seek publics and spectators 

outside of the “white-cube” and/ or purpose built performance venues. The collective of 

artists working with Théâtre Nulle Part and darlingARCADE called theatre into existence 

not by designing or building a theatre or gallery, but by claiming parts of Griffintown’s 

shifting post-industrial landscape as a site of performance. In this chapter, I draw from 

ideas about urban scenography and the mise en scène of the city to sketch a wider history 

of the spatial trajectories that theatre history and performance theory share with urban 

design.  

 

The “Scenes of the Street”    

                                                
4 Laura Levin, “Can the City Speak? Site-Specific Art After Poststructuralism,” in 
Performance and the City, eds. D. J. Hopkins, Shelley Orr and Kim Solga (New York: 
Palgrave and MacMillan, 2009) 241. 
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  I consider theatrical encounter in the built environment and performing site-

specific theatre as scenographic practices. From a theatrical point of view, scenography is 

the art of creating a space, scene or place, a fictional environment or series of dramatic 

locations. The etymology of the term scenography, as it was introduced in Aristotle’s 

Poetics as “skenographia,” refers to its Greek origins: skene and grapho, meaning to 

describe, stage or build a scene, or bring objects into representation through perspective.5 

Within continental Europe, throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 

scenography, while synonymous with theatre design practices, or the construction of 

theatrical scenery and the rendering of perspective drawings to represent dramatic 

locations, also came to share a history with the planning of the built environment and 

urban landscapes. Scenographers Dorita Hannah and Olav Harsløf explain: 

Although Aristotle referred to skenographia in Poetics as a 
‘scenic writing’ connected with stage painting, and Vitruvius 
described scaenographia as the art of perspective, it was the 
Renaissance architect Sebastiano Serlio who utilized scenografia 
as a means of integrating the science and craft of architecture, 
scenery and painting into a combined stage and auditorium, which 
in turn influenced the planning of buildings, cities, and 
landscapes.6 

 
  Architectural historian Anthony Vidler’s study of “The Scenes of the Street” 

illuminates a history of unique relations between scenography and urban planning, and 

argues that in both fields professionals used theatre design practices as mnemonic 

                                                
5 Canadian Oxford Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998); Joslin 
McKinney and Philip Butterworth, eds. The Cambridge Introduction to Scenography 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
 
6 Dorita Hannah and Olav Harsløf, eds., “Introduction: Performative Expressions Across 
Disciplines,” in Performance Design (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2008) 
11 and 12. 
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devices.7 According to Vidler, throughout the Renaissance, “the public realm of the street 

took on the functions of the theatre of daily life – the city as the stage for social action.”8  

Vidler draws from the scenographic designs of Italian Renaissance architects Sebastiano 

Serlio (1475-1554) and Andrea Palladio (1505-1580) to examine how the advent of 

perspective design for the theatre, stage décor, and pictorial tableaux influenced early 

Renaissance street arrangements and, more broadly, the principles for rational urban 

planning.9 Serlio and Palladio conceived of scenography as a direct link between real and 

imagined (theatrical) worlds by drawing from perspectival images. Based on Vitruvius’ 

architectural doctrines, Serlio designed three theatrical scenes. The tragic scene depicted 

a street flanked by classical public buildings and represented the rational order of the 

street. (Fig. 3.1) The comic street represented a residential or common environment 

illustrated by arcades and less formal buildings. (Fig. 3.2) The pastoral or satirical scene 

represented a rural landscape completely removed from urban life. (Fig.3.3) Serlio used 

his scenes as backdrops in Renaissance theatres; the effect of perspective illustrations on 

a two-dimensional surface gave the illusion of three dimensions to a fictional and 

dramatic location.10  

  Approximately thirty years later, Andrea Palladio designed the Teatro Olimpico11 

                                                
7 Vidler 18. 
 
8 Ibid 18. 
 
9 Vidler’s study focuses predominantly on the cities of Paris and London. 
 
10 For a complimentary study of Serlio’s scenes, see also David Wiles, A Short History of 
Western Performance Spaces (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2003).  
 
11 Palladio died shortly after construction began on Teatro Olimpico. Venetian architect 
Vincenzo Scamozzi (1548-1616) was hired to complete the project and used Palladio’s 
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by inserting the pattern of the streets of Olympus into the architecture of the mise en 

scène. As seen in figures 3.4 and 3.5, each of the seven perspectives of the street of 

Olympus was permanently built into the stage picture. Connected at the same point from 

the proscenium of the stage, the perspective of each street gave the illusion of a mise en 

abyme. Such a perspective of the street appeared infinite or, perhaps, as if it were 

disappearing entirely. Palladio’s staging of urban streets inside the architecture of the 

theatre brought the space of the real into the space of fiction and, as Vidler explains:  

This synchrony of street and theatre was not coincidental but 
represented the double role of urban space and theatrical space 
in humanistic culture; even as the public realm of the street took 
on the functions of the theatre of daily life – the city as a stage 
for the social action within its protecting walls – so did the 
theatre retain its place as the mnemonic device par excellence 
for the ideal depiction of the world.12 

 

 This mnemonic play between the streets of the city within the mise en scène of the 

theatre shifted with the advent of Enlightenment ideals and preconceived notions that the 

city should be realized as a total work of art.13 At this time in the history of cities, Vidler 

observes that a city’s utility became entirely dependant on the rationalization and 

beautification of “its points of entry, passage ways and built environment.”14 Vidler’s 

historical account for the relations between urban streets and theatre designs also signals 

                                                                                                                                            
sketches as a guide for realizing the theatre. See Oscar G. Brockett, Margaret Mitchell, 
Linda Hardberger, Making the Scene: A History of Stage Design and Technology in 
Europe and the United States (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 2010). 
 
12 Vidler 18. 
 
13 Vidler 21.  
 
14 Vidler 22. 
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a visual and spatial shift in the history and design of cities that moves from the interior of 

theatrical spaces and architectures to a larger urban stage and scale.15 As Vidler surmises:  

The tragic scene, no longer just a backdrop for civic activity, 
was being given technical specifications and rational 
classification. The street, planned as a building, was gradually 
absorbing the functions of circulation (of materials, goods, and 
people) as it retained its role as a public scene… The theatrical 
street became, when realized in the city, a form of public order 
that at once demonstrated the unity of citizenship throughout the 
urban realm by means of its visual and technical artifice.16 

 
  Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries theatre buildings emerged as 

the defining and enduring features of urban landscapes. Marvin Carlson points out that 

the theatre building became a distinct urban element with a capacity to hold many 

meanings for its society. “[T]he stability of theatre as an element,” Carlson writes, “does 

not mean that its urban role is stable but, on the contrary, that it has been able to 

accommodate itself to a variety of urban functions as the city around it has changed.”17 

Likewise, Stanton Garner Jr. contends: “[w]hether it inhabits the center or the margins of 

the city, theatre has always been deeply implicated in the structure and interplay of civic 

meanings.”18 Conversely, Dorita Hannah has argued: “Although theatre buildings 

continue to be constructed, they remain passive receptacles for performance, maintaining 

(instead of challenging) the art form and disciplining the collective body into well-

                                                
15 See also M. Christine Boyer’s study of the history, varying affects and scales of 
performance and theatrical culture in cityscapes: The City of Collective Memory: Its 
Historical Imagery and Architectural Entertainments (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
MIT Press) 1996. 
 
16 Vidler 20. 
 
17 Carlson 16. 
  
18 Garner 95. 
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behaved citizens rather than creative participants.”19 Similarly, for performance theorist 

Baz Kershaw “performances in theatre buildings are deeply embedded in theatre as a 

disciplinary system.”20 Carlson and Garner remind us of the ways theatre buildings play a 

role in urban scenography and how they become key places for the diffusion of arts and 

culture in cities. Hannah’s and Baz’s argument, on the other hand, refers to the 

potentially oppressive spatial and social experience of purpose built theatre venues. 

Certainly not all theatre buildings comply with Hannah’s and Baz’s strict terms, but their 

perspectives do point to the increasing commodification and institutionalization of theatre 

and performance practices. “The developing theatre estate,” writes Baz, “is integral to the 

disciplines of late capitalist consumerism, paralleling the spread of shopping malls, 

heritage sites and other tourist venues.”21 In my view, site-specific performances and 

theatre “in the street” afford encounters with social and cultural economies that exist 

outside of purpose built theatre venues, as well as the potential for staging and contesting 

dominant spatial arrangements of power in urban sites.22  

  Throughout the early twentieth century the notions of “city as theatre,” the “urban 

stage,” or the city as “a theatre of social action,” brought forward by public intellectuals 

                                                
19 Dorita Hannah, “Containment and Contamination: A Performance Landscape for the 
Senses at PQ03,” in The Senses in Performance, eds. Sally Banes and André Lepecki, 
(New York: Routledge, 2007) 135-6. 
 
20 Baz Kershaw, The Radical in Performance: Between Brecht and Baudrillard (London: 
Routledge, 1999) 31. 
 
21 Kershaw 32. 
 
22 See Jen Harvie and Michael McKinnie for each of their very engaging discussions on 
the political economies of culture in Performance and the City, eds. D.J. Hopkins, 
Shelley Orr and Kim Solga (New York: Palgrave and MacMillan, 2009). 
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such as Lewis Mumford,23 were public provocations to citizens to step out from behind 

the edifice and institutionalization of cultural activities. Mumford’s call to revisit and 

critically reflect upon the performative qualities within the emergent uses of otherwise 

non-theatrical spaces for cultural activity still has relevance today. In this chapter, I argue 

that the use of non-theatrical spaces for performance, or the theatricalization of urban 

spaces, also contributes to making new meaning out of theatre and urban experiences.  

The terms “traditional” and “conventional” are used frequently in theatre and 

performance studies discourse to describe staging conventions established in the 

Renaissance. The proscenium arch is a theatrical staging convention par excellence, used 

as a framing device to direct the spectator’s gaze onto the stage. The proscenium arch has 

also been described as an imaginary “fourth wall,” or fictional boundary, that separates 

two spatial realities, one experienced by the spectator and the other by the performers.24   

  The emergence of the European theatrical avant-garde (1890-1950) and artists 

such as Antonin Artaud (The Theatre and its Double, 1964) Gertrude Stein, the Russian 

Constructivists and Vsevolod Meyerhold and, later, modern theatre directors such as 

Peter Brook and Ariane Mnouchkine, among others, sought to break with the theatrical 

conventions and static spatial relationships created by proscenium style stages.25 Brook26 

                                                
23 Lewis Mumford, “What is a City?” in The City Reader, eds. Richard T. Legates and 
Fredric Stout (London and New York: Routledge, 1996) 183-8. 
 
24 See Louise Pelletier’s historical analysis of the uses of the proscenium arch, “Theatre 
Architecture and the Role of the Proscenium Arch,” in Architecture in Words: Theatre, 
Language and the Sensuous Space of Architecture (New York: Routledge, 2006) 77-103. 
 
25 See Bert Cardullo and Robert Knopf, Theatre of the Avant-Garde: A Critical 
Anthology (Stanford: Yale University Press, 2001). 
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and Mnouchkine’s reuse of abandoned and post-industrial buildings as sites of 

performance, respectively, was in fact necessary and has come to shape more broadly 

their perspectives and approaches to using space for creation and theatrical production.27 

By the 1960s and 1970s, theatrical experiences and performances occurring outside 

“traditional” or “conventional” performance venues were perceived as experimental 

theatre practices.28 Since the 1990s, however, site-specific theatre and devising 

performances in “found” or non-theatre spaces has become increasingly popular and a 

mainstream cultural experience.29 For these reasons Théâtre Nulle Part’s site-specific 

performance in a cul-de-sac, or “non traditional theatre space,” is not an unprecedented 

approach to performance. The use of a non-traditional theatre space, as I demonstrate 

below, does have potential to alter the spatial relations established between spectators and 

                                                                                                                                            
26 British theatre director Peter Brook’s influential book The Empty Space (1968) serves 
as both a critique and celebration of the theatre and its relationship to space. For Brook, 
theatre is a form of communication, it should be “rough” and “immediate,” a gesture of 
searching for the possibilities of space and the relationships between performers and 
spectators; otherwise, we are always at risk of producing what he calls “deadly theatre.”  
 
27 In 1964, Ariane Mnouchkine, a French theatre director, political and social activist, 
claimed an abandoned ammunition factory located in the outskirts of Paris. To date, her 
company Théâtre du Soleil continues to use “La Cartoucherie” as a space for creation, 
performance, social and political gatherings.  
 
28 See for example Marvin Carlson, “Non-Traditional Theatre Space,” in The 
Disappearing Stage: Reflections on the 2011 Prague Quadrennial,” ed. Arnold Aronson 
(Prague: Arts and Theatre Institute, 2012): 24-35; Anna Birch and Joanne Tompkins, 
Performing Site-Specific Theatre: Politics, Place, Practice (New York: Palgrave and 
MacMillan, 2012). 
 
29 Performing site-specific theatre has become especially mainstream in the United 
Kingdom in the last decade. See for example Fiona Wilke, “Mapping the Terrain: A 
Survey of Site-Specific Performance in Britain.” New Theatre Quarterly 18. 2 (2002): 
140-60; and Cathy Turner, “Palimpsest or Potential Space: Finding a Vocabulary for Site 
Specific Performance.” New Theatre Quarterly 20. 4 (2004): 373-90.  
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performance in site-specific theatrical encounters.  

 Circumspect treatments of relations between performance and the city, citizenship 

and claims for the social and political efficacy of performance are pervasive in 

performance theory discourse. What performance theory has and continues to afford its 

“actors” and “audiences”, both in theory and in practice, is a shifting discourse open to 

multiple readings. Since the 1990s, much cultural studies scholarship has turned its 

attention towards theorizing how performance and theatrical arts have come to be 

practices for engaging with and framing experiences of the city. In their introduction to 

Performance and the City (2009), the editors examine how the field of performance 

studies has intensified the meanings associated with embodied experiences of city spaces. 

Citing urban Geographer Nigel Thrift, D.J Hopkins writes: “at what point does the idea of 

the urban “text” fail fully to account not only for the multiple physical, material, and 

psychic interactions between city and citizen, but also for the city as a space of tension 

and negotiation framed in countless ways by formal and informal works of 

performance?”30 In a similar vein, Una Chaudhuri and Eleanor Fuchs conceive urban 

landscapes as a spatial paradigm for rethinking the concepts of theatricality and 

performative practices.31 Garner also posits that cities have “regularly formed part of an 

avant-garde redefinition of performance space.”32 Further, he contends that urban 

                                                
30 Nigel Thrift, “Introduction,” in Performance and the City, eds. D.J Hopkins et al (New 
York: Palgrave and MacMillan, 2009) 5. 
 
31 Una Chaudhuri, and Eleanor Fuchs. eds., “Land/Scape/Theatre and the New Spatial 
Paradigm,” in Land/Scape/Theatre (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 2002) 1-7. 
 
32 Stanton B. Garner Jr. “Urban Landscape, Theatrical Encounters: Staging the City,” in 
Land/Scape/Theatre, eds. Una Chaudhuri and Eleanor Fuchs (Michigan: University of 
Michigan Press, 2002) 101. 
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performances and interventions have come to engage the “city’s material and social 

landscapes” to “disclose the wider theatricality of urban space.”33  

    German Dramatist Bertolt Brecht’s (1898-1956) concept of the “Street Scene” 

(Die Straßenszene) becomes particularly useful here, as a spatial paradigm for rethinking 

contemporary theatricality and urban performance practices. Modern political theatre 

emerged in response to Brecht’s aesthetic practices and theories.34  Brecht’s street scene 

was his basic model for an epic theatre and a method for countering the conventions of 

traditional theatre practices, which, in his view, were used as mimetic apparatus for 

entertaining the bourgeois masses. Brecht’s use of the term is more specifically rooted in 

using theatre, that is the street, as a social and political platform.35 Brecht states:  

It is most important that one of the main features of ordinary theatre 
should be excluded from our street scene: the engendering of 
illusion […] One essential element of the street scene must also be 
present in the theatrical scene if this is to qualify as epic, namely that 
the demonstration should have a socially practical significance.36  

  

In Walter Benjamin’s view, the purpose of Brecht’s street scene was to critique how the 

conventional and “functional relationship between stage and public, text and 

                                                                                                                                            
 
33 Garner Jr. 101. 
 
34 See Baz Kershaw for a close reading of the political nature of Brecht’s performance 
theories. The Radical in Performance: Between Brecht and Baudrillard (New York: 
Routledge, 1999). 
 
35 Epic theatre was a term first coined by Erwin Piscator (1893-1966), a theatre director 
with whom Brecht frequently collaborated. 
 
36 Brecht 122. 
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performance, producer and actors, remained almost unchanged”37 since the advent of 

Renaissance stage design. Benjamin explains that the “[street scene] takes as its starting 

point the attempt to introduce fundamental change into these relationships.”38 In other 

words, Brecht’s epic theatre broke with Aristotle’s mimesis and theatre design’s 

illusionistic conventions staged, for example, in Serlio’s and Palladio’s street scenes.  

 For Brecht, street scenes became the ultimate mise en scène, an aesthetic and 

political device for simultaneously staging historical events and for “dialecticizing” past 

and present events.39 Astrid Oesmann explains that Brecht was concerned with the 

“historicity of objects [and] artifacts”40 and the development of his theatrical aesthetics 

were conceived to “construct a historical experience out of art.”41 Following Oesmann, 

Brecht used the street scene as a technique for raising consciousness about society’s 

historical and dialectical moments. 

 Brecht’s legacy lies in the pedagogical function of his street scene whereby he 

conceived of the city as a method for instructing spectators and/ or the public about the 

oppressive socioeconomic, cultural and political conditions of his time.  In Jacques 

Rancière’s view, “Brecht’s theatre, the archetypal form of ‘politized’ art, [was] built on 

an extremely complex and cunning equilibrium between forms of political pedagogy and 

                                                
37 Walter Benjamin, Understanding Brecht. Trans. Anna Bostick (New York: Verso, 
1998) 2.  
 
38 Benjamin, Understanding Brecht, 2. 
 
39 Brecht 282. 
 
40 Astrid Oesmann, “Art as the Speaker of History,” in Staging History: Brecht’s Social 
Concepts of Ideology (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2005) 17-25. 
 
41 Oesmann 21. 
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forms of artistic modernism.”42 Understood this way, Brecht’s street scenes open up ways 

for considering performance and scenography as a method for intervening in urban 

processes, cultural experiences, and social transformations. In what follows, I briefly 

situate Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance in Le Dalhousie, a cul-de-sac in Griffintown 

which was temporarily occupied by community activists and artists as a public space. 

 

Street Scenes: Le Dalhousie 

 In May 2010, I collaborated with the community initiative, Le Corridor culturel 

de Griffintown,43 to launch a number of performances and social events in a cul-de-sac, 

commonly referred to by Griffintown’s locals as Le Dalhousie. As I explain below, the 

cul-de-sac became a contentious site within the context of the city’s plans for urban 

renewal and revitalizing Griffintown. Le Dalhousie is a leftover, irregularly shaped parcel 

of interstitial space. Historically, Le Dalhousie constitutes part of Griffintown’s original 

street grid and appeared in the nineteenth century as a short street running four blocks 

along a north-south access. (Fig. 3.6)  As figures 3.7 and 3.8 illustrate, Le Dalhousie is 

eclipsed by two more recent structures that establish the spatial boundaries around this 

unusual recess: the massive concrete wall of the Canadian National Railway (CNR) 

viaduct, built in the early 1940s, is seen on the left, and the iconic nineteenth century 

New City Gas building, located on the right.44 The mouth of the cul-de-sac presages a 

                                                
42 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics. Trans. Gabriel Rockhill (New York: 
Continuum International Publishing, 2004) 62.  
 
43 See “Pour quoi un corridor culturel?” Le Corridor Culturel de Griffintown. n.d. n.pag. 
Web. 14 January 2013.   
 
44 See “New City Gas.” Heritage Montréal. n.d. n.pag. Web. 1 March 2013. 
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volume deeper still. The texture of the site is characterized by the appearance of a number 

of bruised, rusty and cracking surfaces. A closer look reveals that Le Dalhousie also 

performs an evolving non-human and ecological life; a tree grows out of the viaduct 

façade and the peeling asphalt reveals weeds pushing through fragments and remains of 

the street’s original nineteenth century cobblestone. In figure 3.8 there are no people, yet 

from this perspective, the ruinscape of Le Dalhousie visibly sustains the traces of varied 

gestures and performances that have been taking place here over a number of years.45  

 In September 2009, the City of Montreal announced preliminary plans to use the 

Dalhousie cul-de-sac for a regional bus corridor expected to move approximately 1400 

buses and 42,000 commuters daily between Montreal’s south shore and the city centre.46 

(Fig. 3.9) Plans for the “Dalhousie Corridor” coincided with the city’s plan to revitalize 

its harbourfront and to reorganize the Bonaventure Expressway (as discussed in Chapter 

Two), one of Montreal’s major transportation routes on and off the island. Local 

stakeholders such as business proprietors, residents and members of the ad hoc 

Community for the Sustainable Redevelopment of Griffintown (CSRG) opposed the 

                                                
 
45 Architectural theorist and historian, David Leatherbarrow, argues that landscapes, both 
the built and the unbuilt contain “performances that [sediment] themselves into its fabric 
… Topographical inscriptions do, indeed, give evidence of previous enactments, but they 
also indicate those that are still occurring and may unfold in [the] future.” See 
Topographical Stories: Studies in Landscape and Architecture (Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004) 12. 
 
46 Catherine Solyom, “Dalhousie Street Project Upsets Residence.” The Montreal 
Gazette. 19 September 2009. n.pag. Web. 19 September 2009; Andy Riga, “Dalhousie 
Bus Corridor Set in Stone.” The Montreal Gazette. 1 September 2010. n.pag. Web. 1 
September 2010. 
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“Dalhousie Corridor” project and circulated a petition to stop its development.47  Key 

issues were increased air and noise pollution, high-density traffic, the projected and 

prohibitive cost of the project (originally estimated at $119 million) and how the change 

would compromise the integrity of existing historic buildings in the neighbourhood. The 

transformation of the cul-de-sac into a bus corridor would also immediately condemn 

parts of the New City Gas complex.48 Consequently, recommendations to review the bus 

corridor’s impact on the neighbourhood were put forward to the city and explored in a 

series of public consultations.49  

 In May 2010, Harvey Lev and Judith Bauer, key players in spearheading the 

community initiative Le Corridor culturel de Griffintown, named the cul-de-sac ‘Le 

Dalhousie’, and launched a number of community events on the site. In June 2010, 

Esther Hageman and Margaret Griffin, local artists working and living in Griffintown, 

began to dig up earth and landscape the fringes of the cul-de-sac. (Fig. 3.10) Lev donated 

all kinds of found objects from his paper factory, such as chairs and materials for 

                                                
47 As a result of the public consultations the original proposals for the Dalhousie Corridor 
were revised in 2010. To date, it appears the Dalhousie Corridor project has been 
terminated. See “Overview of the Dalhousie Corridor.” Jeff Dungen. n.d. n.pag.Web. 28 
April 2013. http://www.griffintown.org/dalhousie/overview-en.htm 
 
48 For comprehensive details about the impact of the bus corridor on the New City Gas 
building, located adjacent to the cul-de-sac, see “Impacts vibratoires sur le bâtiment de la 
New City Gas situé au 172 rue Dalhousie.” Office de consultation publique de Montréal. 
n.d. n.pag. Web. 21 February 2013. 
 
49 The documents submitted by members of the Committee for the Sustainable 
Redevelopment of Griffintown (CSRG) can be found on the Ville de Montréal website: 
http://ocpm.qc.ca/griffintown. 20 June 2013. See also the CSRG website for an archive of 
city documents pertaining to both the original and revised plans for the bus corridor: 
“Corridor Dalhousie.” Committee for the Sustainable Redevelopment of Griffintown. n.d. 
Web. 28 February 2013. 
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constructing multiple and flexible platforms for staging live music and poetry readings. 

He also arranged with the city for a temporary concrete block to prevent parking on the 

site, as well as a portable toilet for public events. Lev shared with me that he always 

imagined the future of this site as a “speaker’s corner,” a place where anyone who had 

something to say or express could do it from this space. In Lev’s own words: 

Just because the city doesn’t know what to do with space 
doesn’t mean the public doesn’t know what to do with it. The 
public is often stonewalled or blocked by rules and regulations. 
There is a bureaucratic distaste for the natural evolution of urban 
life and space.50 

 

 A painted white square mysteriously appeared on the side of the Canadian 

National railway viaduct, in the event that someone would want to screen a film - and 

they did. Even the graffiti taggers left this surface alone. Jeff Dungen, official 

spokesperson for the Committee for the Sustainable Redevelopment of Griffintown 

(CSRG), organized the new residents in his building to donate and plant flowers in the 

garden. When the Canada Post sorting station was demolished to make way for a new 

condo development, also located in Griffintown’s most western section, the wild rose 

bushes from that site were rescued and replanted in the garden that Esther and Judith had 

cultivated. Many weeks passed and playful objects, placed anonymously, appeared and 

disappeared from the cul-de-sac.  

  

 

                                                
50 Harvey Lev. Personal interview. Montreal. 21 January 2009. I also used excerpts from 
these interviews in my Masters thesis, “Reclaiming the Darling Foundry: From Post-
Industrial Landscape to Quartier Éphèmére.” Masters Thesis. Concordia University, 
2009.  
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Théâtre Nulle Part 

 In August 2010, I introduced Mélanie Binette, the artistic director of Théâtre 

Nulle Part to Le Dalhousie.51  Théâtre Nulle Part took their initial inspiration for a 

performance in Le Dalhousie from the image of condemned buildings, boarded up 

windows, and the general decay felt throughout Griffintown’s streets.  As Binette (MB), 

explains in our interview:  

 
MB: I think what I felt most [in Griffintown] were these kinds of 
spectres… these ghosts… the neighbourhood is really inspiring 
this way. When you took me to Le Dalhousie I was stunned by 
the architectonic element of this cul-de-sac and its angles… its 
steepness and narrowness. Two eras of time are facing each other 
in this space. The [wall of the] viaduct and the New City Gas 
building are creating this really artificial site in fact. In 
Griffintown, there is really nothing logical about its built 
environment. There are many layers of things growing and 
disappearing. It’s really chaotic. That’s what I like about 
Griffintown. Concerning Le Dalhousie it is this idea of chaos that 
spoke to me… the way the viaduct cuts across what once used to 
be a street… 
 
SJ: Based on your response to the site and desire to engage with 
its many layers, what happened next? 
 
MB: Collectively we began to do some research into the 
neighbourhood… discovering some of the popular historical 
narratives. I also read about plans for the redevelopment of the 
neighbourhood and the texts you gave me about the politics of 
urban renewal in the area… the real-estate developers, the 
Devimco project. We were interested in how these stories could 
make a site “talk.” So our first step was to draw from our physical 
response to the architecture of the site… how do we feel walking 
in this area? Then we looked at the historical background and 
political issues emerging in the neighbourhood. 52 

 

                                                
51 Théâtre Nulle Part loosely translates as “Theatre Nowhere.” 
 
52 Mélanie Binette. Personal interview. Montreal. 7 February 2011. 
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 The performers spent three weeks developing and rehearsing their performance in 

situ. In their three public performances (staged between 17 and 19 September 2010), 

Théâtre Nulle Part used the surface of the Canadian National Railway viaduct to perform 

a narrative of shadows, evoking the spectres and history of a by-gone community. The 

performers used flashlights as extensions of their own gestures, to light themselves and 

each other, as they choreographed themselves within episodic scenes throughout the cul-

de-sac. The performers’ use of the Canadian National Railway façade as a surface for 

performing shadows and gestures also allowed the spatial qualities of the site to perform. 

The performers used found leftover random objects in the site as props to demonstrate 

different locales belonging to the domestic, social, and working class histories of 

Griffintown. (Figures 3.11 and 3.12) For example, they used a broken stepladder to create 

an image of two young boys sitting by the side of a railway track. (Fig. 3.13)  Scenes and 

gestures such as these embody a genre of performance techniques that resonate, for me, 

with Brecht’s theories of the “social gest” and historization. In practice, Brecht’s street 

scenes were strictly utilitarian in that they demonstrated a system of gestures derived 

from everyday life and materials. Brecht explains: “the social gest is the gest relevant to 

society, the gest that allows conclusions to be drawn about social circumstances.”53 

Brecht’s theory of historization is commonly referred to as the “Alienation Effect,” or 

“A” effect. In Brechtian terms the “A” effect became a method or performative device for 

defamiliarizing (Verfremdungseffekt) a familiar gesture, street scene or social condition.54 

                                                
53 Brecht 104-5. The term “gest” used by Brecht in this context carries the same meaning 
as the word gesture. 
 
54 In some cases, the “A” effect is referred to as the “V” effect (Verfremdungseffekt). See 
Fredric Jameson’s use of the term in Brecht on Method (USA: Verso Press, 1998). 
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“The “A” effect,” wrote Brecht, “consists in turning the object of which one is to be made 

aware, to which one’s attention is to be drawn, from something ordinary, familiar, 

immediately accessible, into something peculiar, striking and unexpected… familiarity 

[turned] into awareness.”55 A Brechtian reading of Théàtre Nulle Part’s performance at le 

Dalhousie allows for both the cul-de-sac and Griffintown’s historical, material, and 

present shifting landscape to emerge as a backdrop. The most striking images in Théâtre 

Nulle Part’s performance were the shadows and gestures cast by the women’s bodies 

onto the harsh, cold and crumbling façade of the Canadian National Railway viaduct. 

(Fig. 3.14) This imagery prompted me to go searching beyond Brecht’s street scene for 

another perspective and interpretation of these gestures and to consider the affects and 

agents of such representations.  

 

Historicized Performances 

 Feminist scholar Elin Diamond, in her formulation of a “gestic feminist criticism” 

reminds us that “Brecht exhibit[ed] a typical Marxian blindness toward gender 

relations.”56 Further, she suggests that while Brecht’s theories are full of inconsistencies 

and elide the question of gendered spaces, the street scene, serving as an “apparatus of 

representation,” and his theories of alienation and historization still carry political 

                                                                                                                                            
 
55 Brecht 143-4. 
 
56 Elin Diamond, “Brechtian Theory/ Feminist Theory: Towards a Gestic Feminist 
Criticism,” in Unmaking Mimesis: Essays on Feminism and Theatre (New York: 
Routledge, 1997) 44.  
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resonance.57 As Diamond explains, the “political tension in Brecht’s practice depends on 

positing an identity between aesthetic time and bourgeois historical time. This in term 

lends urgency to his estrangement devices,” such as the “A” effect.58 What I believe 

Diamond is drawing attention to is how Brecht’s “A” effect brings about the ambiguities 

of identity, whether they belong to a human subject, a community, or site like Le 

Dalhousie. Diamond’s reading of Brecht’s alienation effect is particularly apropos to 

Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance since all of the performers were women and played 

with the roles of gender. At the time of their performance, the identity of the cul-de-sac 

was very much in question.  In Diamond’s view, what Brecht’s theory on gestus signifies 

is “the moment in performance when a play’s implied social attitudes become visible to 

the spectator. To read a gesture, a line of dialogue, or a tableau gestically is to draw into 

analysis the author’s history, the play’s production conditions, and the historical gender 

and class contradictions through which stage action might be read.”59 Conversely and 

from a post-Brechtian and feminist perspective, “When gender is alienated or 

foregrounded,” writes Diamond, “the spectator is able to see what s/he can’t see: a sign 

system as a sign system.”60 Diamond continues:   

Understanding gender as ideology – as a system of beliefs 
and behaviour mapped across the bodies of women and 
men which reinforces a social status quo – is to appreciate 
the continued timeliness of Verfremdungseffekt, the 
purpose of which always is to denaturalize and 

                                                
57 Diamond 45. 
 
58 Ibid 145. 
 
59 Ibid xiv. 
 
60 Ibid 47. 
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defamiliarize what ideology – and performativity – makes 
seem normal, acceptable, inescapable.”61 

 

 Théâtre Nulle Part used Le Dalhousie as a site for examining the memory of 

place, the history of Griffintown’s working class community, and addressing the politics 

of displacement. As Binette explained to me: “We were creating fiction, inspired both by 

our personal lives and the historical narratives of the neighbourhood.”62 According to 

Diamond, this combining of a present and past body in performance invokes for both 

spectators and the performing body a historicized performance. In Diamond’s feminist 

rereading of Brecht’s theory for an epic theatre she explains that within the historicized 

performance, “gaps are not to be filled in, seams and contradictions show in all their 

roughness, and therein lies one aspect of spectatorial pleasure - when our differences 

from the past and within the present are palpable, graspable, applicable.”63 Following 

Diamond, the historicized performance in the cul-de-sac occurred in the moments when 

the four women defamiliarized the spectators’ preconceptions about their gender, spatial 

and ethnic histories. Historicized performances make visible and politicize the social, 

cultural, and economic aspects pertaining to ones life, without categorizing the subject(s) 

into a fixed identity or predetermined gender role. I also argue that Griffintown’s 

development narrative was temporarily defamiliarized, historicized and suspended 

                                                
61 Diamond 47. 
 
62 Mélanie Binette. Personal interview. Montreal. 7 February 2011. I also provided 
Théâtre Nulle Part with archival sources and my own research about Griffintown’s 
working class history that eventually inspired the creation of certain texts for their 
performance. 
 
63 Diamond 87. 
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through Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance. The fiction of this performance defamiliarized 

Le Dalhousie’s past and present reality. What made Théâtre Nulle Part’s historicized 

performance so powerfully creative was the interlocution between the history of a 

fictional past, being present in the reality of the site, and in the company of concerned 

spectators who also shared some stake in Le Dalhousie’s future.  

 Each performance began at twilight and, over the course of twenty-five minutes, 

immersed the public into a veritable “dramaturgy of unveiling”64 the cul-de-sac’s spatial 

agency. Distant traffic and city sounds ricocheted in whispers, and near sounds, loose 

rubble crunching under foot, the “brrrring” and restless flapping of pigeons in the rafters, 

collaborated in shaping a social, sensory, spatial and “spectatorial consciousness”65 

within the performance. Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance in Le Dalhousie underscored 

the potential for the cul-de-sac to be experienced as an embodied place and other than it 

seemed. As Gay McAuley contends, regarding the spatial reality of all forms of theatre: 

“being there is a major part of the performance experience; the aesthetic is enmeshed in 

complex ways within the social, the fictional within the real.”66   

 The performance of Fenêtres murées/ Daylight Robbery was designed to compel 

the public to move freely within the site. (Fig. 3.15) By inviting the spectators to move 

                                                
64 “Dramaturgy of unveiling” is a term I borrow from Patricia Falguières essay, 
“Playground,” in A Theatre Without Theatre (Barcelona: Museu D'Art Contemporani de 
Barcelona, 2008) 33. 
 
65 Garner Jr. 102. 
 
66 Gay McAuley, “Site-Specific Performance: Place, Memory and the Creative Agency of 
the Spectator.” Arts Journal of the Sydney University Arts Association 27 (2005): 47. 
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with the performance throughout the cul-de-sac, the performers also elicited a certain 

shared, communal, and spatial empathy with the site. As Binette explains: 

The audience too became actors in a way in this performance. The 
stories we told were secondary to the site… what the public 
remembers most is their journey through the site, into the dead 
end. Because we were performing narratives about the past, in a 
way this organic movement throughout the space, between 
narratives, might parallel those kinds of historic manifestations of 
processions in public spaces. Moving organically through the site, 
into the dead end, we felt like we were part of a community… 
that we were sharing a memory about a site… even though the 
memory [was] not ours.67 

 

From an environmental theatre perspective, with site-specific performances Levin 

explains: “the focus has been primarily on anthropocentric aspects of the genre, exploring 

the empowerment of spectators as participants within the theatrical event.”68 The 

spectators of Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance became site-specific subjects, or what 

McAuley refers to as “spectatorial agents,” actively situated and interspersed throughout 

Le Dalhousie’s mise en scène. But Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance in the cul-de-sac 

also interpolated the public or spectators to play a physical and tactile role in witnessing 

the spatial, material and historical specificity of the site. Throughout the duration of the 

performance spectators physically moved deeper and deeper, shoulder-to-shoulder, into 

the dark, craggy, and narrowing wedge of the cul-de-sac.  

 To counter the present commodification of Griffintown’s working-class history, 

Théâtre Nulle Part used the cul-de-sac as a historical site to defamiliarize the economic 

and social conditions of Griffintown and Montreal’s working class citizens. The 

                                                
67 Mélanie Binette. Personal interview. Montreal. 7 February 2011. 
 
68 Levin, “Can the City Speak?” 242. 
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performance in question brought life to Le Dalhousie because Le Dalhousie and the 

history of Griffintown’s de/industrialization stirred such creativity. Théâtre Nulle Part’s 

performance relied on the spectators and, more broadly, the public’s agency to 

collaborate in the production of a theatrical experience, or scenography, that 

defamiliarized spatial and spectatorial meanings, as well as generated other forms of 

political agency within the greater context of Griffintown’s gentrification. These socio-

creative gestures ask us to reconsider the role of the artist and spectators’ presence within 

site-specific performances, as well as the role public agency plays in the semiotics of 

urban scenographies. As Marvin Carlson argues: “the entire theatre, its audience 

arrangements, its other public spaces, its physical appearance, even its location within a 

city, are all important elements of the process by which an audience makes meaning of its 

experience [...] places of performance generate meanings of their own.”69 Accordingly, 

McAuley suggests that within site-specific performances the “creative agency shift[s] to 

some extent to the spectator, for in performances like this, the deep engagement with 

place is part of the spectator[s’] experience rather than the creation of the producers.”70 

The deconstruction of conventional performer-spectator relations throughout Théâtre 

Nulle Part’s performance further contributes to the meaning and conditions of the 

performance. Throughout Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance, the relations, movements 

and proximity between the spatial properties of Le Dalhousie, the performers and the 

spectators were in constant negotiation. Performing site-specific theatre, however, does 

not completely break with convention. Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance was scripted 

                                                
69 Carlson 2. 
 
70 McAuley 48. 
 



 

 149 

and, while the performer-spectator relationship was altered and very much textured by 

the spatial features of Le Dalhousie, the performer-spectator relationship is essential, 

broadly speaking, to the creation of a theatrical encounter. 

 By situating a theatrical performance within a cul-de-sac, relations between the 

spectator and mise en scène become defamiliarized and, equally, politicized. Théâtre 

Nulle Part’s performance was political because it raised working-class consciousness at a 

time in Griffintown’s development when its industrial history and deindustrialization was 

and continues to be used for capitalist interest and gain. In this way, the use of non-

theatrical or “found” spaces for performance highlights theatricality and modes of 

spectatorship in a wider social, cultural and political context.71 Overall, Théâtre Nulle 

Part’s performance shows how expanding the spatial paradigms of theatricality into 

urban spaces, such as a street or a cul-de-sac, carried the potential to create new and 

temporary publics.  

 

Reimagining an Other Public Space 

 Visually, aurally, and haptically the topography of Le Dalhousie offered a visceral 

urban experience that contrasted vividly with the image and experience of traditionally 

designed public performance spaces. Le Dalhousie’s wedge of space is an unusual 

geometry that, itself, defamiliarizes Western forms of public space, such as the piazzas 

and public squares of Renaissance Europe and colonial outreach. Le Dalhousie is not 

“public” by definition. Le Dalhousie’s reputation as a public site, or rather as a site of 

                                                
71 The concept of “found” space is often described as the use of non-theatrical 
performances spaces for theatrical events. The term emerged in the 1960s and in the work 
of theatre artists such as Peter Brook. See for example,  
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public interest for local residents, artists and the wider public, was processual and 

evolved alongside its temporary and tenuous occupations.72  

While Le Dalhousie’s publicness rests in the gestures of its users, its material 

uniqueness relies on its mutability, active indeterminacy, and porousness: a smooth space 

permeable to outside influences, temporary forces and the diverse rhythms of its 

occupants – both human and non human.  Ideas of geometric abstraction are 

deterritorialized in the micro ruinscape of Le Dalhousie. The cul-de-sac is a restless site 

whose brief publicness was cultivated through a series of dialogues between city 

officials, those contesting the site’s reuse for a bus corridor, and by the imagination of its 

users. As artist and architectural historian, Cynthia Hammond contends: “the publicness 

of space is not a given; rather, it is something to be continually rehearsed and negotiated, 

exercised, and sometimes lost. The occupation of space, whether by authority, 

advertising, tourists or citizens, inflects the degree to which it may be said to be public.”73  

While the appropriation of Le Dalhousie represented an act of resistance towards 

municipal plans for the site’s transformation into a bus corridor, beyond this perception, 

those temporarily acting upon this site were also determining an other space that reorients 

the discourse away from the tropes of historical preservation and resistance, and towards 

something else. The cul-de-sac’s temporary appropriation for cultural and public 

                                                
72 Temporarily claimed as a space for public art exhibitions, live music and impromptu 
performances, Harvey Lev and Judith Bauer describe Le Dalhousie as an “outdoor space 
in which to celebrate all forms of expression.”72 See “Le Corridor culturel de 
Griffintown.” Corridor Cultural. Web. 14 January 2013. 
 
73 Cynthia Hammond, “Urban ‘Truths’: Artistic Interventions in Post-Socialist Space,” in 
The Post Socialist City: Continuity and Change in Space and Imagery, eds. Marina 
Dmitrieva and Alfrun Kliems (Berlin: Jois Verlag, 2010) 80.  
 



 

 151 

activities performed a reoccurring cultural motif within Griffintown’s recent and ongoing 

spatial transformations. Interpreted this way, Le Dalhousie was rehearsing and staging a 

groundswell of social and cultural processes at work in the neighbourhood. 

 Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance in Le Dalhousie shows that there is a kind of 

public art that nurtures dominant divisions of power and space, there can also be 

performances and public art interventions that contest these divisions by rehearsing the 

publicness of space. In this way, while Le Dalhousie still contends for a place in 

Griffintown’s future, it also temporarily played a key role in a process of 

re/conceptualizating the meaning of what constitutes public spaces. Despite the initial 

controversy regarding the reuse of the cul-de-sac as a bus corridor, the economy of public 

exchange that occupied the site of Le Dalhousie in 2011 showed what dialogical 

processes hold for the production of publics. Participation and dissent, social processes, 

contingency and contestation (re)write relations between multiple subjects. They also 

outline a wider ethical concern for the future of marginal and interstitial urban sites such 

as Le Dalhousie cul-de-sac. What the occupation of Le Dalhousie for cultural and 

communal events did was create conditions for engaging with the ephemeral and micro 

political spaces of the city that allowed the patina of local history to be performed and, 

therefore, be more intelligible within the public sphere.  

Reimagined as a public space, Le Dalhousie recasts the discourse between spatial 

appropriations and acting in public within a field that Deutsche describes as “critical 

urban practice[s].”74 Following Deutsche’s critique of public space in relation to uneven 

                                                
74 Deutsche 64. See also Jane Rendell’s use of this concept in Art and Architecture: A 
Place Between (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2006). 
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urban development, and those meanings given to art in the public sphere (as discussed in 

the literature review), it bears asking, under what urban conditions can public space be 

reimagined? As Rosalyn Deutsche has argued, a critical analysis of the presence of art in 

public spaces needs to be rescued  “from its ghettoization within the parameters of 

aesthetic discourse, even critical aesthetic discourse, and resituate[d], at least partially, 

within critical urban discourse.” 75  By resituating notions of public space and art, no less 

creativity, within a spatial and critical urban discourse new approaches to interpreting 

creative gestures and occupations that are occurring within unresolved urban and 

architectural conditions have the capacity to both problematize and broaden our 

understanding of their currency and resonance. Le Dalhousie, as a place of performance, 

infers an urban ephemerality and, in reality, only performed as a public space for as long 

as it was imagined as one. It is in this sense that I see the spaces and places in between 

the vestiges of Griffintown’s built heritage, an ethos of culture and creativity that is being 

procured and performed by the collective, activist, and topographical imagination of 

diverse collaborators and participants.  

A critical analysis of the events at Le Dalhousie and the processes by which it was 

temporarily claimed and occupied as a public space are important because it is a way to 

account for the fleeting and temporal emergence of public space in Griffintown at a time 

when most of its landscape was being sold off for private development, and very little 

consideration was given to the development of public and community spaces. 

 

 

                                                
75 Deutsche 63. 
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A Theatre of Memory 

 27 August 2012. I returned to Le Dalhousie, disturbed to find that the site had 

become a garbage bin of consumer and cultural waste. The New City Gas, temporarily 

transformed into a “performance venue,” and no longer in danger of being condemned, at 

least for now, has been touted as “Canada’s new super club.”76 The recent conversion of 

New City Gas has also triggered a flurry of corporate cultural events promoting creativity 

as a trademark and the potential for Griffintown to become an urban site that will 

contribute to the creative economy of the city.77 

 On this day, as I stood in Le Dalhousie, the cul-de-sac was filling up with BMWs, 

and the New City Gas was filling up with people who clearly had exclusive access to the 

event inside the building. Empty Perrier bottles, Budweiser beer boxes and garbage bags 

were being flung out the side door into the cul-de-sac. I squeezed through a temporary 

chain link fence at the side of the building and tried to take a quick peek into the venue. I 

was abruptly stopped by two men dressed in black suits who told me if I had a ticket for 

the event that I needed to go to the main entrance to get in. I don’t remember New City 

Gas ever having a main entrance. There used to be so many ways to get into Harvey 

Lev’s building. Among the waste of consumption, I stood in Le Dalhousie comforted 

momentarily by the memories of what had taken place on the site only eighteen months 

earlier. I searched for any remaining visible traces of the events that were organized by 

and for the community, running my hand over the cracks, crevices and protruding rebar 

of the Canadian National railway viaduct’s façade. I stopped to lean and listen. A train 

                                                
76 “Canada’s New Super Club: New City Gas.” Web. 5 March 2013. 
 
77 See for example, C2Montreal.“Commerce + Creativity.” n.p.Web. 22 July 2013. 
http://www.c2mtl.com/about/what-is-c2-mtl/ 
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screeched by, but no pigeons today. Staring into the deep recess of Le Dalhousie, the city 

at my back, I recalled moments of thinking that the future of this site had so much 

potential. I was both nostalgic and painfully haunted by the future to come. Yet it was 

almost as if the site, the walls of Le Dalhousie were whispering to me: “it’s alright, in this 

moment, this space is for you.”  

  

darlingARCADE: Queering the Post-industrial landscape  
 

 My analysis of Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance in the cul-de-sac was inspired 

by a feminist reading of Brecht’s street scenes to show the power that site-specific theatre 

practices have to spatialize and politicize the social histories of urban places. In the 

following section I illuminate how the larger scale of Griffintown’s development 

critically engaged a group of artists to reflect on the neighbourhood’s changing post-

industrial landscape and create an exhibition of miniature theatrical scenes.  

 August 2011. In collaboration with Stephen Lawson and Aaron Pollard 

(2boys.tv), I conceived darlingARCADE as a group exhibition with a collective of artist-

participants to question the accepted and dominant modes of perception and public 

interaction with Griffintown’s post-industrial state and imminent transformation. 

darlingARCADE was the recreation of a second edition to 2boys.tv installation and 

performance of boutiqueARCADE .78 2boys.tv identify as transdisciplinary queer artists 

whose oeuvre spans a wide repertoire of creating and presenting multi-disciplinary 

cabaret works, performances, videos and installations in clubs, galleries, museums, 

                                                
78 boutiqueARCADE was a concept originally commissioned by Escales improbables de 
Montreal in 2009. 
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theatres and festivals both nationally and internationally. In reference to the first 

exhibition of 2boys.tv ARCADE project they wrote:  

Existing as both an interactive and contemplative performance 
work, boutiqueARCADE seeks to ‘polish’ the dark little urban 
cracks so they themselves become a city of light, providing a 
frame (a mise-en-abyme, the shoebox, this strange mysterious 
theatre within a theatre) that valorizes and celebrates the 
forgotten and discarded spaces of the city.79 

 

2boys.tv’s concept for an ARCADE project was inspired by the flâneur as classically 

defined by Charles Baudelaire (1821-1867) and Walter Benjamin’s (1892-1940) Arcade 

Project. My analysis of darlingARCADE therefore incorporates Benjamin’s ideas on the 

flâneur, allegory and collecting, and how they relate to experiences of the city, and 

critiques of the same. darlingARCADE was realized by fifteen artist-participants and 

conceived as a participatory artwork and group exhibition with the intention of 

challenging local perceptions about Griffintown’s gentrification, allowing the public and 

viewers to question their own constructed realities about the history of the 

neighbourhood, its present gentrification, and future.80 Hence, I situate darlingARCADE, 

more broadly, in what Dwight Conquergood has referred to as “performance 

ethnography.”81 For Conquergood, the radical paradigm of knowing, or what he refers to 

as “epistemic performances” comes from knowledge based in participation, personal 

                                                
79 2boys.tv, “boutiqueARCADE.” n.d.Web. 12 October 2012. 
 
80 See Appendix B for a comprehensive list of names of the artists who participated in the 
creation of darlingARCADE. 
 
81 Dwight Conquergood, “Beyond the Text: Toward a Performative Cultural Politics,” in 
The Future of Performance Studies: Visions and Revisions, ed. Sheron J. Dailey 
(Washington, DC: National Communication Association 1998) 32. 
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engagement and practice. In Conquergood’s view, knowledge is located, and 

“[p]roximity, not objectivity, becomes an epistemological point of departure and 

return.”82 Similarly to Donna Haraway, Conquergood argues for a “knowledge that is 

anchored in practice and circulated within a performance community, but is ephemeral… 

embodied, tacit, intoned, gestured, improvised, coexperienced, covert.”83  My analysis of 

darlingARCADE builds on this idea that collectivity, participation, witnessing, and 

engagement are pedagogical and epistemological; forms of learning and understanding.    

  darlingARCADE derives part of its name from Walter Benjamin’s reflections on 

the unredeemed potential and “fossilized remains” of the nineteenth century Paris 

Arcades.84 The Paris Arcades, or “Paris Passages,”85 are the origins of modernity’s ruined 

shopping malls and what has been commonly referred to as “Retail Ruin,” “Dead Malls,” 

or “Ghost Malls” in North America.86 Benjamin reflected upon and wrote about the Paris 

Arcades after they had fallen into disrepair and ruin. Following Susan Buck-Morss, for 

Benjamin, the Arcades were urban spaces where “exchange value no less than use value 

                                                
82 Dwight Conquergood, “Performance Studies: Intervention and Radical Research.” The 
Drama Review 46.2 (2002): 149. 
 
83 Conquergood 146. 
 
84 See Susan Buck-Morss’ detailed study of Benjamin’s methodology of dialectics and 
the concept of “Ur” in “Natural History: Fossil.” The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter 
Benjamin and the Arcades Project (London and Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1989) 59-
77.  
 
85 Buck-Morss. 
 
86 See for example, Vanessa Parlette and Deborah Cowen, “ Dead Malls: Suburban 
Activism, Local Spaces, Global Logistics.” International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research 35. 4 (2011) 794-811; Russel Smith, “Why are artists so obsessed with the fall 
of the mall?” The Globe and Mail. n.pag. Web.18 March 2013.  
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lost practical meaning, and purely representational value came to the fore.”87 Benjamin’s 

arcades were the architectural and cultural epitome of an urban phantasmagoria. It is well 

known that Benjamin drew from Baudelaire’s literary figure, the flâneur, to take a 

subjective position on the enduring effects of modernization and critiquing the 

commodification of culture in nineteenth century Paris. As Buck-Morss explains, 

“Benjamin perceived historical nature as an expression of truth’s essential transitoriness 

in its contradictory extremes - as extinction and death on the one hand, and as creative 

potential and the possibility for change on the other.”88 darlingARCADE was very much 

created out of such an idea since the artist-participants, like me, became immersed in the 

creative potential of Griffintown’s then post-industrial landscape. In this way, the 

darlingARCADE also functioned as a creative platform for reflecting upon a dialectical 

moment, when Griffintown’s past, present and future were at stake and appropriated by 

developers to advance the discourse of renewal and revitalization.  

  Having had the opportunity to participate in boutiqueARCADE, I approached 

2boys.tv about modifying their concept in a way that would allow multiple artist-

participants to create an ARCADE project with a particular focus on Griffintown. In 

August 2011, we sent out a call for participation to members of the Griffintown 

community, local artists, and our respective networks within academic institutions and 

other local and cultural organizations. 2boys.tv and I held a workshop with confirmed 

artists-participants in September 2011. 2boys.tv introduced participants to the concept for 

ARCADE and ultimately how the project works as an exhibition. Essentially, the objects 

                                                
87 Buck-Morss 81-2. 
 
88 Buck-Morss 66. 
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on display in ARCADE consist of shoes and miniature theatrical dioramas contained in 

shoeboxes. The artists were asked to design their own individual shoes and shoeboxes 

using the overarching theme of Griffintown’s uneven development as a point of 

departure.  

  In Benjamin’s “One-way Street,” as he conceived it throughout his Arcades 

Project, he argues for a witnessing and experiencing of the transitory character of modern 

urban life through a tactile and haptic practice vis à vis the flâneur. Benjamin depicts the 

figure of the Parisian flâneur as an urban character on the threshold of metropolitan life. 

For Benjamin, the flâneur takes stock and collects images belonging to the detritus of 

historical change. He is a figure who also draws attention to marginal urban spaces and 

that, which is in passage and transition. In contrast to a melancholic portrayal of the 

flâneur, Jen Harvie envisions the liberation that comes with the performative aspects of 

the flâneur. “The performative flâneur,” she writes, “whose subjective navigation of the 

city’s spaces produces both the city itself in the subject’s image and the flâneur himself 

as agent of his own identity.”89 It would be remiss of me, however, not to point out how 

gender biased the figure of the flâneur has become within Benjamin and Baudelaire’s 

gaze. In her essay, “The Invisible Flâneur,” Elizabeth Wilson asserts that the image of 

Benjamin’s flâneur “emerged in postmodern feminist discourse as the embodiment of the 

‘male gaze.’ He represents men’s visual and voyeuristic mastery over women. According 

to this view, the flâneur’s freedom to wander at will through the city is essentially a 

masculine freedom. Thus the very idea of the flâneur reveals it to be a gendered 

                                                
89 Jen Harvie, “Agency and Complicity,” in Performance and the City, eds. Kim Solga et 
al (New York: Palgrave and MacMillan, 2009) 205.   
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concept.”90  

 Benjamin’s figure of the flâneur also shares the outmoded spaces of the 

nineteenth-century city and the fate of commodity culture with the figure of the collector. 

For Benjamin, “in every collector hides an allegorist, in every allegorist hides a 

collector.”91 In what follows, I describe how darlingARCADE artist-participants 

performed as collectors of imagery, interstitial histories, and objects by mining and using 

Griffintown’s shifting landscape as a source of creativity. But unlike Baudelaire and 

Benjamin’s flâneur who wandered the streets of Paris without purpose, the artist-

participants’ encounter with Griffintown’s post-industrial landscape was focused and did 

have purpose. 

  In August and September 2011, I invited the darlingARCADE artist-participants 

to join me on multiple walks through Griffintown. I led them to discover, experience, and 

witness the spatial and material qualities of specific places in Griffintown. For many of 

the artists, it was through their participation in the darlingARCADE project that they 

came to be familiar with Griffintown for the first time. Griffintown’s streets and the 

discovery of its secret spaces, became a method for sensing, thinking about, and coming 

to know the processes and conditions under which Griffintown’s landscape was 

changing: politically, ecologically, socially, spatially, economically and culturally. 

Performing as intrepid wanderers of Griffintown, we collected objects, images, materials 

and cultural artifacts for our shoes and shoeboxes. (figures 3.16 and 3.17)  

                                                
90 Elizabeth Wilson, “The Invisible Flâneur,” in Postmodern Cities and Spaces. eds. 
Sophie Watson and Katherine Gibson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995) 65. 
 
91 Benjamin, The Arcade Project, 211.  
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 darlingARCADE was installed in the storage space of the Darling Foundry (hence 

the title of this exhibition), a former nineteenth century metal works factory. In 1998, the 

ruined post-industrial complex was claimed by Quartier Éphémère, an artist collective 

who repurposed the former factory into a permanent home for artist residencies and the 

exhibition of contemporary visual arts.92 Since 2007, I have held a relationship with the 

Darling Foundry, and continue to maintain one with Caroline Andrieux, the founder and 

artistic director. Andrieux, a supporter of the UOU initiative, donated the use of the space 

for our project. I chose to stage the darlingARCADE exhibition in the storage space 

because it was a post-industrial space and place that lent itself to transformation. The raw 

brick walls, depth, volume and intimate qualities of the space were desirable for creating 

a temporary exhibition. Aspects of the site’s transformation were minimal, cost effective, 

and included: painting, installing lighting fixtures, reusing and re-organizing pre-existing 

construction materials in the space. As seen in figure 3.18, I assembled hundreds of 

generic empty shoeboxes to create the illusion of a “stock room,” transforming the 

Darling Foundry storage space into a pseudo “pop up” mercantile environment that also 

staged an atmosphere similar to the now trendy de-industrialized retail outlets so 

prevalent in cities. At the same time I was altering the space,  darlingARCADE artist-

participants used the space both as a workshop for building their respective shoeboxes 

and shoes, as well as a site for exchanging ideas, construction methods, and materials. 

(Figs. 3.19, 3.20 and 3.21, 3.22)  

                                                
92 For a thorough analysis of the Darling Foundry’s transformation see my Master’s 
Thesis “Reclaiming the Darling Foundry: From Post-Industrial Landscape to Quartier 
Éphémère,” Master’s Thesis. Concordia University, 2009. 
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 30 September 2011. Upon entering the Darling Foundry’s storage space,  

disguised as a “shoe boutique,” the public was invited to “shop,” chose a shoe, and in 

return the artists, performing as “store clerks”, brought a shoebox to the spectator who 

willingly performed as a “viewer/ consumer.” Shoes were displayed on a plexi-glass shelf 

spanning the entire length of one wall. (Fig. 3.23) Opposite the shoe display, I installed 

seating and shelving to provide the customer with a comfortable position from which to 

peer into and view the interior of the shoeboxes. (Figures 3.24 and 3.25) The viewers’ 

moved throughout the “boutique,” exploring their tactile and sensory engagement with 

the shoes and miniature theatrical scenes displayed in the shoeboxes.93 The performative 

aspect of the viewers’ engagement with the shoeboxes was achieved under the conditions 

of creating a breach or what Josette Féral calls “cleavages” in the viewers’ gaze. The first 

breach removes the observed performance or object from its everyday context. The 

second breach inscribes both reality and fiction into the space of representation,94 which 

in this case was a shoebox. In her own words, Féral explains: “Theatricality is the result 

of these two simultaneous cleavages: between everyday space and representational space, 

between reality and fiction. It points out that signs and objects, displaced from their 

habitual context, signify differently.”95  The darlingARCADE viewer/ spectator’s 

participation and handling of the shoes and shoeboxes was essential to the meaning of the 

exhibition.  

                                                
93 Petersen 222. 
 
94 Féral 10 and 11. 
 
95 Féral 11. 
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 darlingARCADE was an invitation to the viewers and the public to critically 

reflect on the non-consumer creativity that Griffintown inspires. The artists’ presence at 

the exhibition also allowed for the viewers to engage in a dialogue with them about the 

research and process of creating the artworks. With darlingARCADE, the viewer/ 

consumer’s private and singular encounter with the interior space of each of the 

shoeboxes was in constant negotiation with the viewers’ participation in the public and 

social space of the exhibit.96 In this way, the mise en scène of the darlingARCADE 

boutique was a defamiliarization of shoe-shopping, an activity often associated with 

femininity, a counter-proposal to the commodification of Griffintown’s landscape and, 

more broadly, to consumer economies and the capitalist production of space. 

 

Ficto-Ethnographic Objects: The Politics of Display 

  2boys.tv have described the content of the shoeboxes as fictional realities. 

Jacques Ranciére’s notion of the “labour of fiction” is particularly useful for 

understanding the theatrical meanings, political and aesthetic affect produced within the 

theatrical display of the darlingARCADE installation. For Rancière, the practice of 

“[f]iction is a way of changing existing modes of sensory presentations and forms of 

enunciation; of varying frames, scales, and rhythms; and of building new relationships 

between reality and appearance, the individual and collective.”97 darlingARCADE 

                                                
96 See also Jane Rendell, “Pre-positions” in Site-Writing: The Architecture of Art 
Criticism (London: I.B Taurus, 2010), where she argues “how the viewer’s experience, 
compromising both perception and conception, varies according to cultural identity and 
geographic location, and has an intimate as well as public dimension.” 3. 
 
97 Rancière, Dissensus, 141.  
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displayed a number of fictional narratives about Griffintown that personified each of the 

artist’s experience of a specific site in Griffintown. In this way, treading upon and 

through Griffintown’s surfaces, volumes, depths, decay and revitalization informed each 

of the artist’s concept and the materials they chose and used to create the boxes and 

shoes. The artist-participants flânerie and ever increasing exposure to Griffintown’s 

spatial politics, fading local economy, and increasing commodification began to take on 

aesthetic and materials forms in darlingARCADE.  

  The objects on display in the darlingARCADE consisted of seventeen shoes. 

These shoes, some found, some crafted, were also altered by each of the artists. Made 

fashionable and fantastic they were also rendered completely useless as wearable 

products. Each shoe belonged to a corresponding shoebox and privileged different ways 

of looking, namely peeping into each miniature theatre. The visual narrative of objects 

contained within, what I call ficto-ethnographic objects,98 created a fictional reality that 

signified a certain ethos for the traces of Griffintown’s materiality, cultural history, and 

future becomings. The materiality of things, however, has more than aesthetic qualities 

and can often carry historical, sociopolitical and cultural resonances. From a Benjaminian 

perspective, the collection of these kinds of objects that bear no commodity value is an 

index of subjectivity. In Benjamin’s words: 

With the vitiation of their use value, the alienated things are 
hollowed out, as ciphers they draw meanings, subjectivity takes 

                                                
98 I borrow, indirectly, the concept of “ficto-ethnographic objects” from the literary form 
of ficto-criticism, namely used by anthropologists whose research and writing blur the 
boundaries between ethnographic observation and cultural history, fact and fiction. 
Anthropologist Michael Taussig’s works of ficto-criticism are considered a highly 
experimental or radical approach to ethnographic research. See, for example, The Magic 
of the State (1997) and My Cocaine Museum (2004). 
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possession of those things, insofar as it invests them with 
intentions of desire and fear, and insofar as the defunct things 
stand in as images of subjective intentions, the latter present 
themselves as immemorial and eternal.99 
 

 In suggesting that the objects on display performed as “ficto- ethnographic 

objects,” I am referring to Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s critique of display practices 

and her position that ethnographic (museum) practices share similar procedures and 

values with performative practices.100  For Kirshenblatt-Gimblett the object of display, its 

context, and the place of the display all play a role in what she describes as the “political 

economy of showing.”101 For Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, the burden of interpreting the 

display of the ethnographic object also depends on the in-situ or contextual location of 

said object(s). darlingARCADE was in situ but also time specific as most locations in 

Griffintown that were brought into representation, aestheticized and displayed within the 

shoeboxes were in the process of transforming or under the threat of altogether 

disappearing. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett contends that ethnographic objects are made, not 

found. Whereas Conquergood’s performance ethnography implies putting the “agency 

back into play,”102 for Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, ethnography, by virtue of collecting, 

moving and displaying an artifact, creates the artifact through the process of identifying 

collecting, moving, and displaying the object. In Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s view, objects 

                                                
99 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, 63. 
 
100 Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “Agency of Display,” in Destination Culture: 
Tourism, Museums and Heritage (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998) 248.  
 
101 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1. 
 
102 Conquergood, “Beyond the Text,” 31. 
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and artifacts “are what they are by virtue of the disciplines that ‘know’ them”103 and, I 

would add, the subjects who make them. As a collection of ficto-ethnographic objects, 

darlingARCADE exhibited each artists’ perceptual and subjective experience of 

Griffintown, ultimately bringing into representation, or visibility, what they valued and 

most resonated with them about the neighbourhood’s material becomings, what was 

disappearing, and what was being left behind.  

 

Allegorical Mode or Queer Aesthetics? 
 
 Benjamin’s reflections on the figure of the flâneur also evoke his observations on 

the relations between cities and modern allegory. For Benjamin, there exists a direct 

correlation between the figure of the flâneur and allegorical forms.  Benjamin used 

allegory as a method for reflecting upon city streets as affective and experiential sites to 

show how metaphors of the city and the built environment persisted throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Transience is key to understanding Benjamin’s use of 

the allegorical mode and, as Buck-Morss points out, the temporal mode is “one of 

retrospective contemplation.”104 

 Allegory, as I use it here, conveys multiple perceptual and narrative meanings. 

Allegory derives from the Greek word allegoreo, formed from allos (other) and agoreuo 

(to speak in a place of assembly, the agora, the marketplace.)105 Speaking otherwise, or of 

                                                
103 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2. 
 
104 Buck-Morss 166-68. 
 
105 Jeremy Tambling, Allegory: The New Critical Idiom (New York: Routledge, 2010). 
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an other space and/ or place determines the logic of the allegorical principle. In Alan 

Knight’s reading of Benjamin’s treatment of allegory he writes:  

The allegory envelopes time… leading to a temporal dimension 
for the particular, as opposed to the ideal and the universal. The 
transitoriness of the metropolis is, in the modern allegory, 
opposed to the immutability of mythical time, and it was in his 
work on the Baroque poets that Benjamin found the idea that 
the ‘failed material’ of his own historical era could be elevated 
into the position of allegory.106  
 
 

 For Benjamin, allegorical forms also correspond with forms of perception and 

become a potential device for questioning the possibility of relationships between things 

such as collecting and the nineteenth-century market place. The recuperation and 

aesthetization of found objects and materials for the ARCADE shoeboxes transformed 

these materials into allegorical scenes because they (re)presented a place or origin from 

which they were collected and also signif[ied] a loss of this referent.107 Jeremy Tambling 

explains that “allegorical desire begins not from a firm point of origin, but rather from a 

gap.”108 Allegorical desire emerged in the creation of darlingARCADE, quite literally, 

from the artist-participants’ encounters and discovery of Griffintown’s interstitial and in 

between spaces. Griffintown’s indeterminacy and post-industrial state at this time was 

also performing as a kind of spatial gap within the larger history of Montreal’s urban 

development.  

                                                
106 Alan Knight, “On the Reuse of Form: Montreal’s Allegorical Monsters,” in City 
Metaphors Urban Constructs: Urban Architecture in Montreal 1980-1990 (Montreal: 
Éditions du Méridien, 1992) 110. 
 
107 See Tambling, chapter six for his thorough discussion on the difference between 
allegory and symbolism. 
 
108 Tambling, 166-7. 
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 Unlike the characteristics of the mise en scène produced through Théâtre Nulle 

Part’s performance, the creation of a mise en abyme in some shoeboxes became a spatial 

device for casting the viewer’s gaze into a miniature theatre, where one spatial reality 

collapses inside another, or what Edward Soja has identified as “Thirdspace.” In Soja’s 

words: 

Everything comes together in Thirdspace: subjectivity and 
objectivity, the abstract and the concrete, the real and the 
imagined, the knowable and the unimaginable, the repetitive and 
the differential, structure and agency, mind and body, 
consciousness and the unconsciousness, the disciplined and the 
transdisciplinary, everyday life and unending history.109  

 

Soja’s Thirdspace directly relates to his study of Los Angeles and the history of the city’s 

uneven development and production of “unjust geographies.”110 Soja’s witnessing and 

documentation of the spatial injustices occurring in Los Angeles is significantly different 

in scale than the landscapes brought into representation in the darlingARCADE 

shoeboxes. My point here, however, is to show how Soja’s Thirdspace can be 

experienced on multiple scales in the space of cities.   

 darlingARCADE was an exhibition that observed, witnessed, and imagined 

Griffintown’s transformation through three distinct scales: the miniature scale of the art 

object, the human scale of the arcade, and the collective scale of the neighbourhood as a 

site in development. For Susan Stewart, the miniature performs a “world of things [that] 

can open itself to reveal a secret life - indeed, to reveal a set of actions and hence 

                                                
109 Soja describes third space as a critical injection into the binary of spatial-political 
discourses, which allows “the creation of another mode of thinking about space.” 
Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real and Imagined Spaces (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1996) 56-7. 
 
110 Edward Soja, Seeking Spatial Justice (Minneapolis: Minnesota, 2010). 
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narrativity and history outside the given field of perceptions - [that] is a constant 

daydream that the miniature presents.”111 darlingARCADE achieved its performative 

power through the interior scenography of the shoeboxes. The relationships between 

images, sound, and objects within the space of each shoebox defined the emergence of 

this interior world and equally became a site for registering the traces of the participants’ 

research and flânerie. 

 The allegorical and fictional reality at play in darlingARCADE took on various 

subject matter, forms and materials in each of the shoeboxes. A number of shoeboxes 

displayed a static composition of multimedia elements illuminated by miniature LED 

lights, and photo collages mixed with objects consisting of recycled and raw materials, 

detritus and ephemera found in the neighbourhood, such as, for example, dirt, broken 

glass, and piles of crumbling rubble. Other boxes displayed moving images and 

soundscapes, played back through ipod devices and headphones, moving objects and 

photo collages that represented a particular location in Griffintown. Artist André Fry, for 

example, utilized a number of reflective devices and a short video (played back on an 

ipod) to alter the viewers’ perspective of the objects inside of his shoebox, entitled 

“Cherry bull-awesome.” Fry’s title refers to the Lowney chocolate candy filled with a 

cherry and mixture of syrup and coconut. Fry used the image of this candy to critique the 

transformation of the former twentieth century Lowney chocolate factory into a 

condominium development.112  In 1962, the Lowney factory closed. Between 2004 and 

                                                
111 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the gigantic, the souvenir, 
the collection (Baltimore: London: John Hopkins University Press, 1984) 54. 
 
112 Walter M. Lowney established the candy factory in Griffintown in 1905. Architect 
Louis Auguste Amos (1869-1948) designed the Lowney buildings. The façade of these 
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2006 Groupe Prével, the developers, began to repurpose the buildings into “loft style” 

condominium suites.113 Looking inside Fry’s shoebox, the viewer’s gaze is set upon a 

series of vertical mirrors, arranged as high-rise condominium towers, which created a 

kaleidoscope effect. (Fig 3.26) Fry conducted interviews with new residents of the 

Lowney lofts and, using an ipod, projected and reflected video excerpts of these 

interviews onto the mirrors for the viewer’s gaze. Fry’s shoe consisted of a silver 

coloured high heel dipped in chocolate with a cherry blossom chocolate stuck to the heel. 

 One of the “low tech” shoeboxes directed the viewer/ consumer to open the lid of 

the box and interact with the object inside. (Fig. 3.27) Artist Jonathan Lemieux designed 

a small handmade book containing a fictional short story about a young man who found 

himself estranged in Griffintown. Limited reproductions of this fictional short story, 

entitled “Mon souffle” (“My Breath”), was the only object in the box and given to the 

viewer as a souvenir. In this way, Lemieux’s shoebox subverted the physical embodiment 

of consumerism and boutique culture by transforming the object in the shoebox, designed 

                                                                                                                                            
buildings feature a rhythmic fenestration that highlights the verticality of the Neo-Roman 
style building. See Communauté Urbaines de Montréal. Répertoire d’architecture 
traditionnelle sur le territoire de la Communauté urbaine de Montréal. Architecture 
industrielle. Montréal: CUM, 1982. 
 
113 Groupe Prével’s Lowney loft development is flanked on either side by the repurposing 
of multiple post-industrial buildings that include the Dow Brewery, a former garage and 
delivery warehouse (constructed in 1929), and the Gault Brother’s Company, a former 
garment factory built in 1901. The Dow Brewery complex of warehouse and fermenting 
buildings were built between 1924 and 1929. Architect Louis-Auguste Amos (1869-
1948) designed the delivery warehouse in question. L’École Technologie Supérieure 
(ÉTS) is responsible for the development and repurposing of the former Dow Brewery 
complex. David Hanna, Griffintown: Son histoire et son cadre bâti. Montréal: Ville de 
Montréal: Service de la mise en valeur du territoire et du patrimoine, 2007. Web. 1 
March 2013; Planification détaillée du secteur de Griffintown: analyse du cadre bâti, 
Synthèse (Montréal: Ville de Montréal, 2007). Web. 15 October 2013. 
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to engage the viewer, into a cultural experience and gift exchange, rather than an 

economic transaction.   

 Artist Joanna Donehower focused on the Chalet du Parc Gallery, Griffintown’s 

former bathhouse, commonly known as a “comfort station,” which is presently a print 

and copy shop.114 (Fig. 3.28) The former bathhouse is located at the base of Murray 

Street, bounded by the Lachine Canal to the south, the defunct Wellington Tunnel to the 

west, and directly north and across the street from St. Ann’s Park. In the 1930s, 

Montreal’s public bathhouses were often referred to as Camilliennes after Montreal 

Mayor Camillien Houde (in office between 1928 and 1932).115 Houde, unlike his 

successor Jean Drapeau, was widely known for protecting and commissioning the 

creation of public spaces in Montreal throughout the 1930s and early 1940s. The art deco 

style Chalet du Parc Gallery was built in 1932 during Houde’s administration.116 For 

                                                
114 The original purpose of these kinds of chalets were intended to provide public toilets 
and bathing facilities for residents in Griffintown who lacked the basic necessities of 
water and in door plumbing.  See Claudine Déom, “L’urbanisme et les bâtiments 
municipaux de la ville de Montréal 1929-1939.” Mémoire. Université du Québec à 
Montréal, 1995; David Hanna, Griffintown: Son histoire et son cadre bâti (Montréal: 
Ville de Montréal: Service de la mise en valeur du territoire et du patrimoine, November 
2007) Web. 15 November 2012. 
http://www.griffintown.org/history/docs/docGriffintownHistoireCadreBati.pdf. 
 
115 Public restrooms at this time were commonly referred to as Vespasiennes. Since, 
however, Mayor Camillien Houde was in office at the time of constructing public 
restrooms in Montreal, they were popularly named after him as les Camilliennes. 
“Vespasiennes ou camilliennes? Un extrait de film des années 1930.” Archives de 
Montréal, 1913-2013. Web. 18 October 2013. 
 
116 Parc Gallery was named after Daniel Gallery (1859-1920) a municipal councilor 
representing the district between 1898-1910. Parc Gallery first appears on city plans in 
1912. (Goad map) Architect David Jerome Spence (1873 – 1955) designed the art deco 
chalet. The building’s uniqueness lies in the quality of materials used and its decorative 
motifs. Ville de Montréal. Les rues de Montréal. Répertoire historique (Montréal: 
Méridien, 1995). Web. 15 October 2013. 
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Donehower, the former comfort station fixed itself in her mind “as a space with multiple 

histories, multiple possibilities... its past life as a place of public comfort… spatially 

divided by gender, with or without attendants... a place of various kinds of 

transactions.”117 Donehower’s shoebox, appropriately named La Camillienne, housed 

several places at once: a bathroom, a copy-shop, a place of erasure, a place for men and 

women, land and water, and those in-between. A closer look into the interior of 

Donehower’s allegorical scene shows the people in the space are photocopied images. 

(Fig. 3.29) The architectural lines in the box divide the space in a straight line down the 

middle creating a perspective that guides the viewer’s eyes to rest upon a small-scale 

photocopy of the comfort station’s façade. A video, played back on an ipod, performed 

like a scanner and was reproduced at different rates of speed giving the effect that 

something or some surface is being cleaned, or maybe wiped away. Donehower also 

created a soundscape for La Camillienne created from a looping audio collage of music 

taken from Madame Bolduc,118 the sounds of a toilet flushing and communication 

technology, such as a facsimile. In light of Griffintown’s revitalization and the public’s 

call (vis à vis the public consultations with the city) to incorporate public spaces into its 

future, Donehower’s La Camillienne brings aspects of both the comfort station’s 

imagined past and present use into a dialectic relationship to signify and critique the 

disappearance of these once necessary public urban spaces. Donehower plastered her 

corresponding shoe with text, bringing into imagery our collective walking tours in 

                                                
117 Joanna Donehower. Email exchange. Montreal. 4 February 2013. 
 
118 Mary Rose Anna Travers (1894-1941) was a French Canadian singer and musician 
who performed Quebecois and Irish folk songs under the stage name Madame Bolduc. 
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Griffintown. The heel of the shoe, as Donehower explained: “contained an aquarium 

holding messages in bottles, mermaids, and coral from travelogues and imaginary 

bestiaries of earlier centuries.”119 (Fig. 3.30) In this way, Donehower’s shoe also 

conveyed a double meaning in that it became an embodied and allegorical extension of 

our collective walks and ambulatory methods for gathering materials.  

 The truth of these ficto-ethnographic objects found within the darlingARCADE 

shoeboxes, which for me includes multimedia elements as much as found objects, lies not 

in their realism or historical accuracy about Griffintown’s transformations, but rather in 

how they produce what Roland Barthes has called “archeological verisms.”120 The 

objects on display in darlingARCADE functioned as indexes or artefacts, and, through 

allegory, as counter-narratives, scenic interventions, and performers of other truths 

concerning the perception of Griffintown’s past, present and future. As a collection (of 

fragments), darlingARCADE did not constitute a unified representation or narrative of 

Griffintown. Rather, in a powerful way that moves beyond Benjamin’s baroque form of 

allegory, which creates a melancholic contemplation in the viewer, the shoeboxes 

performed as a kind of queering of Griffintown’s post-industrial landscape and present 

development. The late performance and queer theorist José Munoz’s (1967-2013) 

                                                
119 Joanna Donehower. Email exchange. Montreal. 4 February 2013. 
 
120 Roland Barthes articulates his notion of archeological verism through a critique of the 
costumes designed for Bertolt Brecht’s production of Mutter Courage: “it is not at all a 
history-as-dates which has dictated the truth of costumes: it is the notion of war, of an 
overland, interminable war, which is sustained and constantly made explicit not by the 
archeological veracity of a certain shape, a certain object, but by a dusty and plastery 
gray, by the threadbone state of fabrics, the dense, stubborn poverty of wicker, rope, and 
wood.” “The Diseases of Costume,” in Critical Essays, trans. R. Howard (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 1979) 42. 
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position on queer subjectivity and aesthetics best encapsulates my use of the term queer. 

Munoz writes,  

Queerness is a structuring and educated mode of desiring that 
allows us to see and feel beyond the quagmire of the present … 
Queerness is that thing that lets us feel that this world is not 
enough, that indeed something is missing … Often we can 
glimpse the worlds proposed and promised in queerness in the 
realm of the aesthetic. Turning to the aesthetic in the case of 
queerness is nothing like an escape from the social realm, 
insofar as queer aesthetics map future social relations.121 
 
 

Following Munoz, what I am to convey by using the term queer to frame the work that 

darlingARCADE was doing as an exhibition, performance, spatial and “viewing” 

experience, is the idea that queerness is a critical space with political currency and can 

become a lens for revealing, experiencing, and coming to know other and multiple 

cultural and social realities. Unlike allegory, in the Benjaminian sense of the term, the 

queer, taken here as a verb, can provide the impetus for a strong critique of  

“development” involving the misuse of power and a critical intervention with hegemonic 

values and heteronormative spatial practices on an urban scale. From a queer perspective 

then, while some of the artists’ assemblage of objects in the darlingARCADE shoeboxes 

were allegorical representations of Griffintown’s post-industrial landscape, other artists 

asked the viewers to actively engage their imaginations with unreal (fictional) and 

unrealized spaces in Griffintown.   

darlingARCADE, as a group exhibition, staged different perspectives and 

representations of the experiences each of the artists had in the process of engaging with 

and gathering material from Griffintown’s post-industrial landscape. As a collection, the 

                                                
121 José Munoz, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity (New York: 
New York UP, 2009) 1. 
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shoeboxes and their contents produced a history of Griffintown that stands outside of any 

chronological narrative of the neighbourhood, offering other points of view about the 

cultural experiences post-industrial landscapes have to offer. The collection of 

darlingARCADE boxes, as miniature theatrical places and private-made-public spaces, 

may well be taken then as an invitation to imagine an alternative spatial reality, perhaps 

even a queer one, to the capitalist production of space. 

 

Scenography and Spatial Consciousness  
  
 Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance and the darlingARCADE exhibition projects 

illuminated Griffintown’s sites, surfaces, textures, depths, volumes, decay, and 

revitalization as unique and timely landscapes.  The Dalhousie cul-de-sac and multiple 

other locations in Griffintown, their social, spatial and interstitial histories, became the 

artists’ interlocutors and collaborators in the making of their scenes, performances, and 

exhibition.  Both projects present, in my view, very different discourses on contemporary 

urban scenography. darlingARCADE and Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance show how 

scenographies manifesting the urban realm, whether these take on the scale of a mise en 

scène (the Dalhousie cul-de-sac) or mise en abyme (a shoebox), have the capacity to 

immerse the public, to quote Kathleen Irwin, in “a rich experiential event that engages the 

senses and both confirms and disturbs a preordained perception of a given place.”122 Such 

a perspective contrasts the illusive and mimetic effects of scenography used throughout 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Contemporary approaches to scenography, 

                                                
122 Kathleen Irwin, The Ambit of Performativity: How Sites Make Meaning in 
Performance (Berlin: Lambert Academic Publishing, 2009) 54. 
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instead, experiment with the potential ways in which scenography appropriates the 

aesthetics and tools of theatre and architectural design, and emerges as the social 

production of space. “It is the potential,” writes Thea Brejzek, “for creating 

transformative spatial processes that sets scenography apart from all other spatial 

disciplines. The making of space through scenography transforms the maker, the viewer, 

and the setting into co-authors and witnesses of that process.”123 Following Brejzek, 

Théâtre Nulle Part’s performance and the darlingARCADE exhibition were an invitation 

to the public to become participants in each of the events and witnesses to the processes 

by which Griffintown was transforming.  

 In this chapter I have demonstrated how artists, historical sites, the culture of 

post-industrial landscapes and various publics are engaged and become interlocutors 

through performative scenographic (art) practices. I also show how this process moves 

beyond traditional or conventional theatre practices, by queering space, foregrounding 

gender and physically involving the spectator in site-specific work. Thus far, my 

emphasis has been on the human user of Griffintown. In the following chapter, I move to 

discuss how the culture of non-human subjectivities in Griffintown were made visible, or 

engaged through site-specific art practices and how non-human species, too, make up the 

ecology of post-industrial landscapes, becoming witnesses and co-authors in the social 

histories, life-worlds and creation of place in Griffintown.

                                                
123 Brejzek 18. 
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Chapter Four 

Towards a Critical Posthumanist Landscape 
 

[T]he idea of the posthuman by now enjoys widespread currency in 
the era known as the anthropocene. It elicits elation in equal 
measure to anxiety and it stimulates controversial cultural 
representation.1 

  

 “Why is everyone so busy accommodating humans only?”2 Esther Hageman 

wrote the aforementioned query to accompany her design proposal for Griffintown 

Interrupted, an international architectural design competition inspired by the contested 

nature of Griffintown’s revitalization. Curator Ya’el Santopinto3 conceived Griffintown 

Interrupted and describes the competition: 

 [Griffintown Interrupted is] an unsolicited design competition 
which became a catalyst for change on a contentious urban site. 
The competition structure was designed within the framework 
of [my] thesis, investigating alternative roles for the architect as 
instigator, facilitator and curator, and harnessing the untapped 
potential of the design competition as a platform for new forms 
of architectural discourse. Griffintown Interrupted aimed to 
support citizens in finding alternative channels for critique and 
discourse on the fate of Griffintown.4  

 

                                                
1 Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2013) 186. 
 
2 Esther Hageman. “Proposal.” Griffintown Interrupted. Web. 26 September 2012. 
 
3 Griffintown Interrupted was Santopinto’s Masters thesis project. See “Griffintown 
Interrupted: Assembling Agency through the Design Competition.” Masters Thesis. 
University of Toronto, 2010. 
 
4 Ya’el Santopinto, “Griffintown Competition,” Griffintown Interrupted. 24 October 
2012. Between 17-22 January 2012, forty of the proposals submitted to the competition 
were exhibited as part of a design charette hosted by the Darling Foundry, Centre for 
Contemporary Visual Arts, Montreal. 
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 The international call for this competition and the number of proposals submitted that 

would never be realized testifies to the phenomenon that Griffintown has become and 

how its past could be incorporated into designs for its future, as well as demonstrates how 

its changing present continues to be reimagined. Santopinto chose five sites in the 

neighbourhood for the competition, of which Griffintown’s historic horse stables were 

one.5  

 The Griffintown “Horse Palace” was built in 1862 and has served as a home to 

horses and the calèches used for providing tours throughout Montreal’s old port. As an 

ensemble, the stables, tack house, and the paddock (located at the front of the lot) have 

been publicly declared an important aspect of the city’s architectural heritage and cultural 

history. (Fig.4.1) In 2012, Heritage Montreal identified the site as one of Montreal’s top 

ten threatened historic sites.6 Yet, the stables’ official designation as municipal heritage 

property remains largely ambiguous.  In response to the fact that the stables had fallen 

into ruin, in 2009 the Griffintown Horse Palace Foundation was established. As a board 

member of the Griffintown Horse Palace Foundation between 2010 and 2012, I held a 

privileged position from which to advocate for the quality of life of the horses, the site’s 

heritage value and preservation. The Griffintown Horse Palace Foundation’s mandate is 

to transform the site into a history museum and interpretive center, “offer[ing] 

Montrealers and tourists a place to connect with horses and encounter the traces of 

                                                
5 The sites selected for the Griffintown Interrupted competition, also sites engaged by 
artists creating within the Urbaines Occupations Urbaines series, included: The 
Griffintown Horse Palace, the Peel Basin, Griffintown’s former Police Station, and the 
Canadian National Railway signal tower. 
 
6 “Griffintown Horse Palace.” Heritage Montreal. n.p.n.d Web. 30 July 2012. 
http://www.heritagemontreal.org/en/griffintown-horse-palace/ 
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Montreal’s industrial and working class history.”7 During my tenure as a board member 

Leo Leonard (1925-2012) the owner of the stables,8 put the lot up for sale. The 

transformation and destruction of the horse stables seemed imminent. In May 2011, the 

horse palace also served as a location for one of the UOU interventions. With Leonard’s 

permission, I worked with the foundation to install Jane Zdansky’s life-size horse 

sculpture, constructed from recycled wood, rubber tires, plumbing pipes, and the metal 

base of Singer sewing machine. (Fig. 4.2) For Zdansky, the sculpture was a symbolic 

gesture to commemorate the hundred and forty-seven years of the horse stable’s 

existence. In Zdansky’s words: 

My project for UOU, entitled Scrapped, commemorates the 
Griffintown Horse Palace by building a monument of a 
horse. The premise of the work is to use scrap from in and 
around Griffintown, a neighbourhood that is dramatically 
transforming, to create a montage and representation of an 
animal that has been scrapped in favour of a machine. 
I see the monument as somewhat of a timepiece. The horse here 
but leaving; a tree trunk from a forest or field now gone or 
going; construction materials salvaged from homes being 
restored and renovated; tires from cars that replaced the horse 
and changed our urban design since coming into use. All that is 
old is new again; discarded old materials used differently to 
create something new and valued.9 

 

In September 2011, six months following our installation of Scrapped, I received an 

email with the subject heading “Please remove your horse” from Sam Ralph, the real-

                                                
7 For more details about the Griffintown Horse Palace Foundation’s mandate see, “Case 
Statement.” Griffintown Horse Palace. n.d. n.pag. Web. 10 November 2012. 
 

 8 Leo Leonard owned and managed the property and stables between 1967 and 2011. 

9 This text is an excerpt from Zdansky’s original proposal to Urban Occupations 
Urbaines. See appendix A. 
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estate agent responsible for the sale of the lot. Ralph demanded that I remove Zdanky’s 

sculpture, citing that the sculpture was “illegally placed on the site,” and “impair[ing] the 

value of the property.”10 Despite the unwarranted claim that situating the sculpture on 

private property was an illegal act, Zdansky’s intervention not only revealed the 

contested nature of the location, but also presented a telling perspective. The real estate 

agent saw the horse sculpture, an object of art and commemoration to the history of the 

stables, as little more than a visual nuance that devalued the monetary cost of the land 

and potential risk to the sale of the property. So as not to provoke more conflict for the 

elderly Leonard family, we removed the sculpture. Shortly thereafter, the proprietorship 

of the site changed hands from the Leonard’s to Montreal developer Maître Carré.11 In 

2012, Normand Beauchamp, the business development director for Maître Carré moved 

into a triplex located on the same lot as the stables (Leo Leonard’s former residence), and 

adjacent to the Carré de la Montagne condo project development. (Fig. 4.3)   

 In the summer of 2012, Beauchamp approved the demolition of one of the stables 

and tack house.  In response to Beauchamp’s actions, the Griffintown Horse Palace 

Foundation initiated a dialogue with the developer in the hopes of negotiating a future for 

the historic site and sustaining its active operation as horse stables. The Griffintown 

Horse Palace Foundation has since proposed to rebuild the stable and repurpose the 

buildings on site to house an interpretive center and museum about the history of 

Griffintown. As Juliette Patterson, Griffintown Horse Palace Foundation board president 

                                                
10 Email correspondence with Sam Ralph. 8 September 2011. 
 
11 Allison Lampert and Marian Scott, “Developer buys historic Griffintown Horse 
Palace.” The Gazette. 7 March 2012. n.pag. Web. 9 March 2012. 
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publicly stated, part of the foundation’s business plan and efforts to preserve the horse 

palace now hinges on raising approximately $750,000.00 and a commitment from the city 

to buy a portion of the lot that would become a public green space. On 18 September 

2012, the city voted to purchase eight thousand square feet of the lot. On 5 November 

2012, the Griffintown Horse Palace Foundation held a silent auction fundraiser, in situ, 

with Beauchamp’s approval. Zdansky and I collaboratively organized the event. We 

approached local artists to participate in creating a series of life drawings of the horses. 

(Fig. 4.4) As of October 2013, the Griffintown Horse Palace Foundation continues to 

struggle with raising the funds to preserve what little remains of the horse stables and the 

portion of land that the city acquired has become a private parking lot. 

  Figure 4.5 illustrates Esther Hageman’s proposal for the future life of the 

Griffintown Horse Palace. Hageman’s drawing depicts an architectural structure 

completely devoted to the public/ private life of feral and non-domesticated urban 

creatures. Hageman describes her proposal: 

I wanted to design a building with multiple uses. The ground 
floor is a public composting area where people can drop off 
their compostable materials. The middle part is a giant bird 
feeder and contains seed with feeding holes on all four sides. 
The top part is a water basin to catch rainwater and the walls 
are full with nesting boxes. The trellises on all four sides will 
grow fruit bearing climbers that are well liked by most animals 
and that will offer protection. The central staircase enables 
cleaning and supplies. Around the building a dog park with 
trees will be created where humans and animals can repose. 
This concept, which can be very low cost, (I would prefer to 
use previously used and off-spec materials since the security 
requirements are not the same as buildings for human 
occupation and it will give a more organic feel) could be 
realized all through our city.12 

                                                
12 Esther Hageman, Griffintown Interrupted, “Proposals,” Web. 26 September 2012.  
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Hageman’s proposal for a space devoted entirely for non-human animal users is a main 

source of inspiration for the theme of posthumanism that frames this chapter. Hageman’s 

reflection on the repurposing of Griffintown’s horse stable poignantly underlines how 

non-human species are the last to be considered in architectural and design practices and, 

more generally, in urban renewal schemes. For these reasons, I use posthumanism as a 

lens for analyzing the artworks discussed in this chapter to illuminate the multiple, 

diverse, and historical agents that make up the vitality of Griffintown’s post-industrial 

landscape. My interest in using posthumanist thought as a theme for reading the effects of 

Griffintown’s deindustrialization and subsequent revitalization is directly related to my 

concern for the all too human agencies that are presently shaping Griffintown’s future, 

and the ways that neighbourhoods like Griffintown have been historically othered. This is 

not a truth claim but rather an invitation to critique (a history of) dominant forms of 

cultural constructions and spatial configurations (found in urban revitalization projects) 

that displace and dismiss the agency that less visible human and non-human subjectivities 

can bring to bear upon the future and culture of post-industrial landscapes.  

  The ideology driving Griffintown’s current development frequently reveals the 

ubiquity of negative views and attitudes towards the publicness and presence of non-

human animals in urban environments. For over half a century, politicians, planners, 

architects and developers have marginalized Griffintown as a hostile environment in need 

of mending. In Griffintown billboards depicting condominium projects, or what art 
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historian M. Christine Boyer calls “advertising dramaturgies,”13 signs designed to seduce 

consumers, have become a ubiquitous part of the neighbourhood’s cultural imaginary. 

These advertising dramaturgies depict images, from a bird’s eye view, of a revitalized, 

homogenized urban plan for Griffintown. This plan dispels untoward sights, sounds and 

smells and eschews many interstitial histories and habitats. It is a plan for a future that 

does not take into account the future of the non-human habitants and occupants that 

currently dwell in the neighbourhood. In what follows, I situate my analysis of two 

artworks, pouf! art + architecture’s dog parc gallery, and Linda Swanson’s 

INFESTATION, within a posthumanist lens as way to rethink the interactions, emergence 

and formation of communities between humans and non-humans. 

  

 Post-Anthropocentric Perspectives 

  Contemporary philosophers such as Donna Haraway, Rosi Braidotti, Bruno 

Latour, Elizabeth Grosz and Giorgio Agamben have informed my engagement with 

posthumanist thought. These scholars, among others, depart from and move forward the 

contested terrain of posthumanism from different positions. Diverse and competing 

constructions of posthumanism abound; critical approaches to posthumanist ideas seek to 

bring into question the anthropocentric discourse that humanism tends to necessarily 

produce. In posthumanist discourses the concept of otherness emerges as a mode of 

problematizing conceptions of difference, how subjectivity is undermined or conditioned, 

and even what counts as a life.  Latour, for example, posits that non-human actors, such 

                                                
13 M. Christine Boyer, “The City and Theatre,” in The City of Collective Memory: Its 
Historical Imagery and Architectural Entertainments (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
MIT Press, 1996) 75. 
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as objects, technology, and materiality, have agency that contribute to the making and 

unmaking of the social and cultural world. Latour elaborates Actor Network Theory 

(ANT) as a methodological tool for tracing (rather than categorizing) the associations and 

relations between other kinds of social and spatial relations where they are unexpected, 

the thickest and, perhaps, most ephemeral.14  

  Haraway uses the term “material-semiotic actor” to elaborate the posthuman 

condition. This material-semiotic actor could be a machine, a non-machine, human or 

non-human.15 Her point, however, is to situate the human being in a complex network of 

social relations with other and non-human players. Haraway, however, rejects the term 

“posthuman” because, like “postfeminism,” these concepts disregard the work that 

remains to be done on behalf of humans and women, who continue to be, in a global 

sense, disempowered. Haraway’s Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of 

Nature (1991) pursues a literal representation of the posthuman figure as a cyborg and 

entity that overcomes the constraints of biology, neurology, psychology and difference to 

be free of boundaries such as gender, class, and race.  

 In Rosi Braidotti’s view, existing scholarship on posthumanist thought is fraught 

with contradictions. She therefore proposes a critical posthuman sensibility for moving 

beyond conventional visions of subjectivity and towards a deeper vision of otherness and 

collectivity. Braidotti’s critical posthuman project is directly linked to her critique of 

                                                
14 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor Network Theory 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
 
15 Donna Haraway, Simions, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New 
York: Free Association Books, 1991). 
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(post)anthropocentrism and expanding conceptions of Life (zoë) towards the non-human. 

Braidotti explains: 

I define the critical posthuman subject within an eco-philosophy of 
multiple belongings, as a relational subject constituted in and by 
multiplicity, that is to say a subject that works across differences 
and is also internally differentiated, but still grounded and 
accountable. Posthuman subjectivity expresses an embodied and 
embedded and thus partial form of accountability, based on a strong 
sense of collectivity, relationality and hence community building.16 
 

 

What makes Braidotti’s conception of posthumanist theory differ significantly from the 

theories she builds upon and puts forward by others, such as Latour and Haraway, for 

example, is her emphasis on how the posthuman condition has come to perform through 

one’s subjectivity and its potential for producing temporary communities. Beyond 

rhetoric and theoretical discourse, Braidotti mobilizes the posthuman condition as a mode 

of becoming by suggesting that aspects of subjectivity, such as affect, memory and 

imagination, have a role to play in affirming the immanence of relations, that is, the 

temporary formation of communities. Beyond posthumanism as a discursive or 

theoretical framework, Braidotti is suggesting that the posthuman predicament is 

potentially transformative. “A merely analytical form of posthuman thought,” writes 

Braidotti, “does not go far.” She continues: “More especially, a serious concern for the 

subject allows us to take into account the elements of creativity and imagination, desire, 

hopes and aspirations without which we simply cannot make sense of contemporary 

global culture and its posthuman overtones.”17  

                                                
16 Braidotti 49. 
 
17 Braidotti 52. 
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 For Braidotti, the posthuman condition encompasses biological agents and 

technological apparatuses, as well as ecological and planetary concerns, or “life beyond 

the species.” From a post-anthropocentric perspective she theorizes how subjectivity and 

ideas about community need be reconsidered for both their biological and geological 

configurations. “Becoming posthuman,” Braidotti writes,  

consequently is a process of redefining one’s sense of attachment 
and connection to a shared world, a territorial space: urban, social, 
psychic, ecological, planetary as it may be. It expresses multiple 
ecologies of belonging, while it enacts the transformation of one’s 
sensorial and perceptual co-ordinates, in order to acknowledge the 
collective nature and outward-bound direction of what we still call 
self. This is in fact a moveable assemblage within a common life-
space that the subject never masters nor possesses but merely 
inhabits, crosses, always in a community, a pack, a group or cluster. 
For posthuman theory, the subject is a transversal entity, fully 
immersed in and imminent to a network of non-human (animal, 
vegetable, viral) relations.18 

  

 Clues as to how one might perform their untapped well of posthuman subjectivity 

can be gleaned from Braidotti’s notion of the “ethics of becoming.” For Braidotti, the 

posthuman condition is neither antihumanist nor does it advocate dehumanization. 

Rather, the posthuman condition allows for a shift in perspective and, to use Braidotti’s 

words: “implies a new way of combining ethical values with the well-being of an 

enlarged sense of community, which includes one’s territorial or environmental inter-

connections.”19 These emphatic assertions for embracing the posthuman condition, non-

human forms of agency and subjectivity, bodies and objects as material-semiotic actors, 

                                                                                                                                            
 
18 Braidotti 193. 
 
19 Braidotti 190. 
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provide an avenue towards deconstructing the binaries that threaten to overshadow 

cultural difference, and for developing alternative ways of (re)engaging with urban 

landscapes perceived to be vacant, anti-urban, or merely the ruins, residue, and failures of 

modernity and human life as we know it.  

 In the following analysis, I frame dog parc gallery and INFESTATION within a 

posthumanist discourse in order to highlight how the artists invoked the presence of other 

and non-human becomings in each of their respective sites and how these invocations, in 

turn, intervened with those dominant perceptions that Griffintown is a dead and empty 

urban space. My recollection of the public art installations discussed in this chapter, their 

social purchase and transformative affects, takes into account the methods by which a 

site’s so called other subjectivities and agencies are made visible, showing how non-

human agents contribute to the cultural life of post-industrial spaces. 

 

 dog parc gallery: ‘Significant Otherness’ and Becoming Visible  

  dog parc gallery, conceived by pouf! art + architecture - artists Cynthia 

Hammond and Thomas Strickland - was an installation that aimed to collaborate with the 

users of Griffintown’s dog park. The dog park is situated upon a plot of land historically 

known as Parc Gallery20 (with reference to Square gallery discussed in the previous 

chapter) and located in the western section of Griffintown. (Fig. 4.6) As of September 

2013, this half-acre parcel of green space is bordered on all sides by a sea of construction 

cranes and demolition.  

                                                
20 Throughout the 1940s and 1950s locals also knew this plot of land as Basin Street Park 
or Basin Street playground. 
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 dog parc gallery was a public art intervention that drew attention to the fragility 

of urban spaces in which human beings and animals spend time together. Paramount to 

pouf’s! intervention was protecting the park from becoming a privatized space by means 

of corporate real-estate development. For Hammond and Strickland the creation of dog 

parc gallery emerged from their desire to reveal and mediate the role that animals play in 

shaping public and city spaces. Equally important were the artists’ intention to make 

visible a direct link between the history of the park’s spatial activism and its current use 

as a community amenity for both humans and dogs.21 (Figs. 4.7 and 4.8) Hammond and 

Strickland explain their approach to this intervention and the philosophy driving their art 

and design practice: 

For pouf! buildings and spaces are not simply the work of an 
architect or urban planner. Rather, we see the built environment 
as part of larger cultural landscapes of gender, power and shared 
history. Given how architecture and design play a crucial role in 
the formation and negotiation of identity, pouf! takes the 
position that the built environment has a lot to tell us. 
Consequently, as historians we explore the pasts that have 
formed the typology or morphology of our sites; as artists we 
seek to intensify and make visible the spatial and cultural 
relationships that might otherwise remain latent in these sites, 
and as designers we look for ways to collaborate with existing 
architecture and urban design. What is paramount for pouf! is to 
find ways to foreground the user/client in our process, whether 
our ultimate product is a spatial design, an exhibition, or the 
creation of a relationship, through time and community 
interaction, with a particular place.22 

 

                                                
21 Hammond and Strickland, “What is dog parc gallery?” In dog parc gallery (Montreal: 
pouf! art + architecture, 2011) 7 and 8. 
 
22 Cynthia Hammond and Thomas Strickland. “design philosophy.” pouf! art + 
architecture. n.d. n.pag. Web. 10 October 2012. www.pouf.ca  
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  pouf!’s first point of connection with the users and community of Parc Gallery 

began on 18 September 2010. At this time, the future of the park was uncertain, and if the 

rapid gentrification of the neighbourhood was any indication of the direction in which the 

developments were going, the artists were compelled to ensure that the dog park would 

be safeguarded and integrated into the future plans for the neighbourhood. In exchange 

for collecting stories about the importance of the dog park and why the space mattered to 

its human users, the artists offered to create photographic portraits of the park’s canine 

users and return in the fall of 2011 to affix these portraits to the chain link fence that 

encloses the park. Following their first encounter with Parc Gallery’s community the 

artists also created a blog for posting and archiving these stories in a public forum.23  

 pouf’s! critical engagement with their site was shaped by art historical research 

methods, reoccurring site visits, and multiple encounters with the human and canine users 

of Parc Gallery. pouf!’s intellectual approach to creating a public art project for this 

overlooked community space was also guided by ideas put forward by Donna Haraway, 

in The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness (2003), 

and Elizabeth Grosz in Chaos, Territory, Art: Deleuze and the Framing of the Earth 

(2008). Haraway’s influential writing and research on the relations between humans and 

dogs provided Hammond and Strickland with an intellectual anchor from which to 

contemplate and document the public life of “interspecies encounters” and the ecology of 

human-non-human-urban relations. For Haraway, significant otherness signifies “on-the-

ground work that cobbles together non-harmonious agencies and ways of living that are 

                                                
23 “dog parc gallery.” pouf! art + architecture. n.d. n.pag Web. 20 June 2013. http://pouf-
blog.blogspot.ca.  
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accountable both to their disparate inherited histories and to their barely possible but 

necessary futures.”24 At the heart of Haraway’s conception of significant otherness lies a 

simple but powerful idea that animal/ non-human relations, when made visible, share an 

emergent and prominent place within a greater network of social relations and their 

modes of spatial and cultural production.  

 Elizabeth Grosz’s philosophical approach to art’s potential for intensifying and 

“making visible” this significant otherness or “open” became a performed iteration 

throughout pouf!’s project of creating their public intervention. pouf!’s preliminary 

research into the multiple proposals and plans for the neighbourhood’s development 

shows that the site of the dog park, to use pouf’s! words: “is a peripheral concern.”25 

Most planning documents and site plans generated by developers such as Devimco  and 

Groupe Cardinal-Hardy26 depicted Parc Gallery as a vacant site. Hammond and 

Strickland credit the earlier history of Griffintown’s community activism on this site for 

the park’s sustained yet unofficial borders, even though, at the time of pouf!’s first 

intervention, 27 August 2011, the site’s status as a public space for “companion species” 

was not officially recognized by the city.27 Thus, a seemingly vacant site, or the 

                                                
24 Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness 
(Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003) 7. 
  
25 Hammond, dog park gallery, 21. 
 
26 Groupe Cardinal-Hardy is one of Montreal’s leading architectural and urban design 
firms and, ironically, widely respected for their interventions with historically sensitive 
architectural sites and landscapes.  
 
27 Hammond, dog parc gallery, 3. 
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perceived emptiness of Parc Gallery, became the conditions from which Hammond and 

Strickland’s art project emerged. 

  In contrast to the city’s original rendering of Parc Gallery as an empty space, 

Strickland’s rendering of the site, seen in figure 4.9, brings into representation the present 

day use of the site by illustrating its key spatial and architectural characteristics: 

comprised of a chain link fence, two double-gated entrances/exits,28 a seasonal shack, and 

two picnic benches. As Strickland explains:  

This plan shows, for example, an organized group of spaces…the 
users’ plantings and buildings reveal, significantly, that a rare space 
for interspecies relations has been carefully produced in Griffintown. 
Like any architectural plan or diagram, this place of Parc Gallery can 
thus be read as a record of a community’s social beliefs and 
relations.29 

   

  On the afternoon of 27 August 2011, one year after pouf’s! first encounter with 

members of the Parc Gallery community, the artists’ and their research team30 returned 

to the site to install twenty-five high-resolution colour photographs of the dogs. These 

portraits were affixed to the perimeter of the park fence. pouf!’s performative use of the 

enclosure transformed the site into a gallery to foreground the daily presence of the 

                                                
28 Speaking from personal experiences and as a former dog owner, the production of safe 
spaces for dogs to run and play in Canadian urban centers is unique to Montreal, as 
compared to Toronto and Vancouver. Fenced off leash zones and green spaces for dogs 
in Toronto, for example, are virtually non-existent. What pouf! has identified, as the 
double-gated entrance/ exit system, is a defining feature of most officially designated dog 
spaces throughout Montreal.  
 
29 Thomas Strickland, dog parc gallery, 24. 
 
30 pouf’s! creative-research team included Concordia University Art History Graduate 
Students: Evan Kirkman, Nuria Carton de Grammont, Marie-France Daigneault-
Bouchard, Louis Perreault, Damien Fortin and Maya Soren. 
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park’s canine users. These portraits, as seen in figure 4.10 and 4.11, each identified with 

the dogs’ names, collectively formed a canine vanguard around the perimeter of the site, 

attributing community and social agency to the dogs in a manner typically reserved for 

human beings. 

  pouf!, in collaboration with members of the Parc Gallery community, generated a 

petition to protect the site as a green and community amenity shared by dogs and humans. 

(Fig. 4.12) The artists prepared and disseminated a document (to developers, and 

politicians working at both local and municipal levels of government) justifying the 

park’s preservation and integration into the neighbourhood’s future.31 In conjunction with 

the latter actions, Hammond and Strickland’s subsequent participation in the citywide 

colloque, Griffintown Selon-vous,32 played a key role in bringing awareness to both the 

public and civic planners’ perception that the dog park was merely a vacant lot in 

Griffintown. On 18 October 2012 the city announced a special planning project for 

Griffintown that includes the creation of six official public green spaces.33 As a result of 

the Parc Gallery community and artists’ collaborative activism to ensure the site would 

                                                
31 Cynthia Hammond, “Justificatif pour la protection du Parc Gallery, Griffintown.” 9 
February 2012. Office de Consultation Publique de Montréal. “Griffintown - 7 - 
Mémoires avec présentation orale.” 7.1.1 Park Gallery. n.pag. Web. 20 July 2012. 
http://ocpm.qc.ca/documents/griffintown-7-memoires-avec-presentation-orale 
 
32 Claude Trépanier, Isabelle Roy, and Jesse Fuchs are representatives of the Parc Gallery 
community who collaborated with pouf! throughout the process of engaging local 
politicians. See pouf!’s blog for more detailed documentation and information about their 
collaboration with the Parc Gallery community and their participation in the city wide 
colloque: Griffintown Selon-Vous. Web. 5 November 2012. http://pouf-
blog.blogspot.ca/2012/01/venez-nous-visiter-come-visit-us-jan-21.html. 
  
33 For more details on the revised plans for Griffintown see City of Montreal, 
“Griffintown Special Planning Program: The Future of a New and Innovative 
Neighbourhood.” n.pag. n.d Web. 20 October 2012.  
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have a future in the neighbourhood’s development, the revised plans for Griffintown’s 

renewal, seen in figure 4.13, depicts Parc Gallery as an officially designated “aire 

d’exercise canin,” and green space.34  

 Hammond and Strickland’s project of researching urban-human-non-human 

relationships and, subsequently, their creation and installation of dog parc gallery, 

resonates with the complex, and often contested affects of non-human uses of city spaces. 

By mobilizing non-human-human-urban relations as models for creating public spaces, 

pouf’s! intervention into the perceived vacancy of Parc Gallery called into question what 

constitutes a public “being”, which animals are deemed to be public; and what non-

human agencies also contribute to the public life of cities.  Giorgio Agamben’s notion of  

“the open” becomes particularly useful here in terms of locating its appearance within 

Parc Gallery and, more generally within cities. In The Open: Man and Animal (trans. 

2002), Agamben identifies an ontological history in which non-human and human 

relations have been continually split, divided, and distinguished from each other. 

Contrary to these divisions, Agamben proposes “the open” as a zone of indifference 

where the boundaries between non-human/ animal and human beings have momentarily 

collapsed. He writes: 

[T]he openness of the human world (insofar as it is also and primarily 
an openness to the essential conflict between disconcealment and 
concealment) can be achieved only by means of an operation enacted 
upon the not-open of the animal world. And the place of this operation 

                                                
34 On 4 July 2013, Véronique Fournier, a South-West Borough counselor announced in a 
press conference that Parc Gallery would remain a dog park. “Parc Gallery Is Officially 
A Protected Green Space And Dog Park!” pouf! art + architecture. 22 July 2013. n.pag 
Web. 1 August 2013; “Griffintown Dog Park Saved From Developers.” CBC News 
Montreal. 4 July 2013. Web. 4 July 2013. 
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– in which human openness in a world and animal openness toward its 
disinhibitor seem for a moment to meet.35 

 
 

In less abstract terms, Agamben’s “open” is suggestive of a rhetorical emptiness where 

the proximities between non-human/ animal and human subjects are continually 

negotiated.  The “open” is the problematic of an urban space that has become 

defamiliarized by the presence of non-human animals, or by a complex network of 

material semiotic actors, and whereby the divisions between humans and non-humans, or 

the emergence of interspecies encounters are no longer inevitable. “The open,” therefore, 

and as Agamben has conceived of it, is a meeting or encounter with otherness; a space 

that incites a “partial connection” with the other,36 a becoming-visible in the presence of 

the other.   

 The realization of dog parc gallery as a public work of art that socially-engaged a 

community in preserving a public amenity raises broader questions about the social turn 

in art practices. Hammond and Strickland’s public roles as artists were shaped by their 

social engagement with the community of Parc Gallery, by the degree to which they 

allowed themselves to be affected by the spatial politics of the site, and their willingness 

to enter into a relationship with the site’s history and present-day Parc Gallery users. Do 

the artists’ social engagement with the community, or a concept for “making visible,” 

however, circumvent concerns around the public role of the artist and determine the 

artists’ intervention as a community-based art project?  

                                                
35 Giorgio Agamben, The Open: Man and Animal. trans. Kevin Attell (Stanford: Stanford 
UP, 2002) 62. 
 
36 I borrow this notion of “partial connections” from Haraway. 
 



 

 194 

 Calling for a critical analysis of what constitutes community Miwon Kwon 

argues: “[t]he ambiguity of the term ‘community’, which is consistent with the discursive 

slippage around ‘audience’, ‘site’, and ‘public’ is itself a distinctive trait of community 

based public art discourse.”37 Kwon, however, argues: “[a] central objective of 

community based site-specificity is the creation of a work in which members of a 

community – as simultaneously viewer/ spectator, audience, public, and referential 

subject – will see and recognize themselves in the work, not so much in the sense of 

being critically implicated but of being affirmatively pictured or validated.”38  

  From this perspective, pouf’s! intervention moves beyond their photo installation 

and the borders of the site.  pouf!’s engagement with the community not only 

demonstrates a methodology for working collaboratively, but also shows that site-specific 

art projects taking place in the public sphere have the capacity to catalyze change and to 

invoke political subjectivities by empowering certain individuals and communities who 

might not otherwise recognize their ability to contribute to the making of and 

democratization of civic spaces. As Jesse Fuchs, one of Parc Gallery’s users, expressed to 

Hammond and Strickland at the vernissage: “Before your project, we didn’t know we 

were a community. With your photographs, you helped to see what we had in 

common.”39  

 The mechanisms of empowerment put forth in pouf!’s project reside in 

acknowledging a diversity of communal experiences, in this case “places for companion 

                                                
37 Kwon 94. 
 
38 Kwon 95.  
 
39 Jesse Fuchs. Conversation with Thomas Strickland. 27 August 2011. 
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species,” and in a methodology of engaging the public and community to participate and 

acknowledge such critical spatial practices. What pouf!’s critical and social engagement 

with the Parc Gallery community did was draw awareness to the existing diversity and 

future potential of a site perceived to be vacant, and how the future of such a site cannot 

be based on design solutions or the aims of economic development alone. Urban spaces, 

to borrow from Elizabeth Grosz, “are the product of communit[ies], as much as [they are] 

the product of a designer […] Space is the ongoing possibility of a different in 

habitation.”40  Grosz’s idea of intensification speaks to the potential that art and creativity 

have to engender new modes of spatial belonging and knowledge production by making 

visible communities that are being overlooked.  

 The practice of “making visible” can also have reverse effects. Within the same 

year that Hammond and Strickland’s collaboration with the dog park community became 

a success, the artists discovered that the developers, from whom they were safeguarding 

the park and community, appropriated their efforts for marketing purposes. They write:  

By making the park’s history of activism and current day vitality 
visible, [we] unwittingly contributed to a celebratory discourse 
on post-industrial redevelopment. The major developer in the 
area, Devimco, plagiarized one of our publications to promote 
their heritage-conscious, “green” approach. The company’s 
website today quotes directly from, but does not acknowledge, 
our 2011 exhibition catalogue… poufs! assertions of the value 
of Parc Gallery were deftly folded into the very development 
scheme we had aimed to critique.41 

 

                                                
40 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, 9-10. 
 
41 Cynthia Hammond and Thomas Strickland, “Biting Back: Art and Activism at the Dog 
Park.” On Site Review 30 (2013): 8. On Devimco’s website prospective buyers can scroll 
over one of many phases of their residential projects, which now identifies the dog park 
and St. Ann’s Park as one of the “green” amenities belonging to their development. “The 
District.” District Griffin. n.pag. Web. 30 October 2013. 
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Even though pouf!’s critique of Griffintown’s uneven development was high-jacked by 

Devimco, the artists’ intervention and collaboration with the community, nevertheless, 

shows the currency that socially-engaged art projects have to empower diverse groups of 

stakeholders where the reclamation of land and history is concerned. For Shannon 

Jackson, a proselytizer of the social turn in aesthetic practices, these kinds of 

interventions can “provoke an awareness of our enmeshment in systems of support, be 

they system’s of labour, immigration, urban planning, or environmental degradation.”42  

Without pouf! art + architecture’s intervention and the community’s subsequent activism 

to protect the park, however, the dog park and its importance to the community of its 

users may have been entirely erased from Griffintown’s future. pouf! art + architecture 

made visible why and to whom the dog park matters.  

 In what proceeds, I continue to use the theme of posthumanism in my analysis of 

Linda Swanson’s INFESTATION, and as lens for contemplating the ecology of natural-

cultural relations as a source of fertility, renewal and change within Griffintown’s post-

industrial landscape. 

  

INFESTATION: Subversive Ceramics in the Urban Field 

[N]ature, the natural, must be seen as the site and locus of 
impetus and force, the ground of a malleable materiality, whose 
plasticity and openness account for the rich variability of 
cultural life, and the various subversions of cultural life that 
continue to enrich it.43 
 

                                                
42 Shannon Jackson, Social Works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics (New York: 
Routledge, 2011) 45.  
 
43 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, 98. 
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Here, the City retreats in the background, while Nature takes 
over... Such a quiet oasis, with the City appearing as a distant 
mirage. Yet it’s still close by, beyond the trees, a mere stone’s 
throw away...44 

 

 Linda Swanson’s INFESTATION was the appearance of one thousand ceramic 

slugs, each approximately ten centimeters long, hand formed individually from porcelain 

and crystalline glaze, and installed on one of the ruined quays of two freight sheds 

located on the north bank of the Lachine Canal’s Peel Basin Sector.45 (Figs. 4.14 and 

4.15) The Peel Basins, managed by Park’s Canada since 1978, are bounded by movement 

in all directions: the Bonaventure Expressway to the east, the Canadian National Railway 

tracks to the west, a multipurpose path to the north, and the Lachine Canal to the south.   

 17 September 2011. 6:00am. Standing on the Peel Basin Quay, I scan the city 

skyline washed in the warm glow of a pre-dawn light. Swanson and I meet at the quay to 

unpack the slugs she has transported in large wooden boxes lined with black felt. 

Swanson has arranged the slugs, as seen in figure 4.16, in rows and patterns of colour: 

oranges, aqua and deep blues, ashy grays and greens. On this morning, Swanson has 

invited the public to participate in the installation of the slugs beginning at sunrise, and 

then to return to the site one week later, before sunset, and join in the redistribution of 

the slugs into the city.46 Swanson’s invitation to the public to physically handle and place 

                                                
44 Bassins du havre. n.d n.pag Web. 22 July 2013. http://lesbassins.prevel.ca/en 
 
45 The Federal Government has managed the Lachine Canal since 1978. The Lachine 
Canal was officially designated as one of nearly one thousand National Historic Sites in 
Canada in 1996.  
 
46 The duration of the installation was determined, in part, by our partnership with Parks 
Canada, the federal agency responsible for the maintenance of the Peel Basin, who gave 
us a permit to occupy the site for one week. I sought permission to install the slugs at the 
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the slugs within the rough topography of the quay was intended to elicit a connection to 

the historical materiality of the site. Grouped in recurring colour patterns, we distributed 

the slugs amongst the weedy fault lines of the decaying Peel Basin quay where they 

appeared as jewels basking and glittering in the first rays of the day’s sunlight. (Fig. 4.17) 

For Swanson the activity of installing one thousand ceramic slugs onto the Peel Basin 

quay afforded a unique vantage point from which to materially engage with and interpret 

the ecology of a changing post-industrial landscape.  

 Linda Swanson’s art practice is a mode of inquiry that privileges processes of 

reflection. Swanson’s art practice is guided by the phenomenon of metamorphosis, and 

questions about the ecology and relations between the cultural and natural world. 

Synthetic clays, salts, and mineral compounds, elements of earth, water and fire are but a 

few of the transformative materials that define the artist’s ceramic artworks.  How natural 

landscapes are animated through different seasons, the time of day, and weather, have 

become a catalyst for experimenting with the natural and transformative materials 

associated with her practice.47 Swanson has participated in residencies in diverse 

geographical locations, such as Iceland and Kansas. These experiences have afforded her 

opportunities to open both her practice and sensory awareness to the dramatic and 

transformative character of natural and metaphorical landscapes. This awareness has 

figured prominently in the formation of her artwork.48 Swanson explains:  

                                                                                                                                            
bequest of Swanson, who was concerned that the small objects might be of risk to 
animals and small children. 
  
47 See appendix A for Swanson’s complete biography. 
 
48 Linda Swanson. Web. 30 April 2013. www.lindaswansonstudio.com.  
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The realm that I problem solve within is with the possibility 
of these ceramic materials. There are thousands of ceramic 
materials, and then there are the infinite combinations of 
those materials. They have been used traditionally, and I try 
to work with them in a non-traditional way. With the slugs 
and my use of the glaze I kind of wanted to make them 
irresistible objects. 

 

 Swanson’s original concept for the installation of these slugs was to insert them 

into the cracks and crevices of Griffintown’s built surfaces and, by doing this, bring into 

relief a landscape of ambiguous relationships between the processes of decay and renewal 

in the life of the city.49 In Swanson’s own words: 

In the spirit of promoting the cultural fertility of Montreal's 
historic industrial district, the curious presence and materiality 
of these ceramic slugs is an effort to rouse a contemplative 
reflection on the processes of urban regeneration and renewal, 
and the potential connections between the natural, cultural, 
industrial and historical aspects of the area.50 

  

 The experience of engaging with Swanson’s installation, and the site, was 

designed to encourage participants to shift their daily routine and experience the city 

differently. Swanson invited the public to come to the site at dawn and to help with the 

installation of the slugs. For Swanson, the participatory aspect of installing 

INFESTATION  

was an invitation to get out of bed and have the city wake 
up… the sun rise around you… for me it was a way for tying 
the experience of the artwork to the natural cycle of the day. 
Key to the project from the beginning was to get the 
community involved, and it was hard to figure out that 

                                                
49 See appendix B for Swanson’s original proposal. 
 
50 This text is taken from the exhibition invitation, which is available online: Linda 
Swanson. INFESTATION. Urban Occupations Urbaines. Web. 20 June 2013. 
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component, to invite participation, because we tend not to with 
art. We tend to stay at arm’s length. We tend to not touch it, to 
just look at it, to not ask too many questions for fear of not 
knowing. I wanted the viewer [and participants] to have a 
tactile engagement with the slugs.51  
 

Inviting the public to physically handle and place the slugs was a method for eliciting a 

connection to the materiality of the site and the ruinscape of the Peel Basin quay. (Fig. 

4.18) In Swanson’s words, 

the slugs themselves are not really the meaning of the piece… it 
was through those objects that one could connect to the place 
and even in their displacement from the site one could still 
engage with the ideas of the project. Slugs have travelled to 
other places in the city, as well as Korea, Norway, Mexico, 
France… so I hear! Are they a souvenir? Not really. They are 
more like a gateway or entryway into the ideas of the artwork. 

  

 Swanson imagined the ephemeral presence of these small-scale sculptural slugs 

on the Peel Basin quay as more than a public work of art, and instead as a device for 

creating minor interruptions while moving through the city. The slugs were an invitation 

to passersby, namely those cycling, jogging or walking past the Peel Basin, to pause and 

actively reflect upon, look again, and engage in with the ambiguity of Griffintown’s post-

industrial state, renewal and cultural fertility. Annie Gérin observes the tendency to 

“overlook an entire sub-genre of activist practices, the quiet assertion of small actions 

meant to resonate in specific ways […] There is room in this activist realm for clever 

challenges to established norms, for drawing upon low-tech means to insert counter-

normative ideas into that most basic of public spaces[.]”52 Following Gérin, in my view 

                                                
51 Linda Swanson. Personal interview. Montreal. 5 September 2012. 
 
52 Gérin, Public Art in Canada, 164.  
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INFESTATION was a subversive gesture. What made INFESTATION subversive lays in 

both the fragility and scale of the slugs, and how Swanson’s concept for the installation 

was a critique of dominant urban renewal processes. Swanson explains: “I wanted to tap 

into the idea that decay is a precursor for renewal in the city by using the metaphor of the 

city as a garden. Through this fiction, as a kind of storytelling, there is a reengagement 

with [Griffintown’s post-industrial landscape] that lets us experience and understand it in 

a new way.”53   

 As public art, INFESTATION’s presence on the Peel Basin quay had its 

advantages and disadvantages. To find the Peel Basin Quay, one must pass circuitously 

through Griffintown; in between and underneath what remains of the district’s 

deindustrialized infrastructure, or alternatively, along the public multipurpose path which 

curves around the quay. This multipurpose path functions as a route, or what Vittoria Di 

Palma has called an “infrastructural object,”54 that makes engaging with the Canal’s 

natural and industrial history both an aesthetic experience and physically possible. To be 

able to see the slugs one would have had to take a detour from the multipurpose path and 

physically move through the rough topography of the quay. For Swanson the collective 

activity of installing one thousand ceramic slugs onto the Peel Basin quay afforded a 

unique vantage point from which to materially engage with and interpret the ecology of 

Griffintown’s changing post-industrial landscape. In Swanson’s view, 

                                                                                                                                            
 
53 “Interviewing NCECA 2013 Emerging Artist Linda Swanson.” National Council on 
Education for the Ceramic Arts (NCECA) Interview. Web. 20 June 2013. 
blog.nceca.net/interviewing-nceca-2013-emerging-artist-linda-swanson. 
 
54 Vittoria Di Palma, “Routes, Roads and Landscapes: Aesthetic Practices en route, 1750-
2015.” n.p n.d. Web. 1 August 2013. http://routes.no/pdf/the_routes_project.pdf 
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[Often,] the interpretation of these historic sites is based on 
what happened in the past, and there is a certain amount of 
interest in that… but it is also really interesting [to 
acknowledge] what is happening with them now, and what 
they can mean to us now. So a lot of the interpretative 
activities of these kinds of historic sites end up being based on 
the facts of the past, rather than based on the imagination of 
what is currently there. Historic preservation, or conservation, 
to a certain extent, is meant to enrich how we engage with the 
site’s present meaning. As public art [INFESTATION] wasn’t 
really artwork that was grand in scale. It was really subtle and 
it didn’t work in the way that a lot of public artworks do. The 
subtlety of the infestation allowed a poetic experience. Some 
visitors who came looking for the installation didn’t even see 
the slugs until they were amongst them. In a way the project 
was about engaging with the site… it was about engaging with 
this fictional story about these slugs migrating out of the 
polluted Lachine Canal (slugs don’t really come from 
canals)… I wanted to spark [the public’s] imagination… and it 
is through this fiction that one could, in a way, reengage with 
this site. I guess thats what those national historic sites are all 
about, about engaging with the site accept that it is usually 
done through historical facts. INFESTATION had nothing to 
do with facts at all, but I did want to get at some kind of truth 
about the site, to get at some kind of meaning.55 

 

From the perspective of situated knowledges, however, the enactment of truth is in a 

continual process of becoming and, as Andrea Nightingale writes, “linked to the contexts 

in which it is created.”56 Swanson’s search for a site’s “truth” evokes Thomas Gieryn’s 

inquiry into and critique of scientific research methods used to observe urban 

environments. For Gieryn, who draws heavily from Bruno Latour, “A ‘truth-spot’ is a 

delimited geographical location that lends credibility to claims. Truth-spots are ‘places’ 

                                                
55 Linda Swanson. Personal interview. Montreal. 5 September 2012. 
 
56 Andrea Nightingale, “A Feminist in the Forest: Situated Knowledges and Mixing 
Methods in Natural Resource Management.” ACME: An International E-Journal for 
Critical Geographies 2.1 (2003): 77. 
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in that they are not just a point in the universe, but also and irreducibly: 1) the material 

stuff agglomerated there, both natural and human-built; and 2) cultural interpretations and 

narrations (more or less explicit) that give meaning to the spot.”57 Reading Gieryn, the 

insertion of one thousand ceramic slugs into the ruin of the Peel Basin provisionally 

emplaced both Swanson, and the public who came to engage with the installation, within 

the materiality and temporal condition of the site, both of which, I argue, enacted aspects 

of the site’s truth.  The Peel Basin quay emerged temporarily as a truth-spot because 

Swanson’s slugs and the public’s encounter with this post-industrial landscape (through 

their handling of the slugs) intensified the cultural fertility of decay in an otherwise 

perceived to be inhospitable place.   

 INFESTATION, and more generally Swanson’s work with clay, is intended to 

invite the public to reflect on the natural world on an intimate scale. She writes: “I seek to 

create experiences that put us in relation to our own perceptions of nature. In a society 

based on convenience and customization, how can we and should we relate to the natural 

world?”58 Nature has been a part of defamiliarizing what was once Griffintown’s 

industrial and working class landscape. This defamiliarization is also what constitutes the 

neighbourhood’s post-industrial state. The Peel Basin Quays, among other locations in 

Griffintown, are an example of this defamiliarization.   

 Elizabeth Grosz has identified how nature (the natural), historically, has been 

perceived as the negation, waste, or residue of culture or, at least, appears to be 

                                                
57 Gieryn 29. 
 
58 See appendix B, INFESTATION, project proposal. 
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something leftover from culture.59 In Grosz’s view, both the fields of architectural 

philosophy and cultural studies have contributed to framing the natural and cultural as 

opposing forces.60 As Grosz explains: “[n]ature, in cultural and architectural discourses, 

is conceived either as passive, inert, [or] ahistorical.”61  She continues, however, to 

suggest: “it is nature that falls into the space ‘between’ or before the juxtaposition and 

coincidence of the urban, the architectural, and the cultural.”62 In Grosz’s view, it is this 

in between space that “lacks a fundamental identity, lacks a form, a giveness, a nature.” 

And yet, in this, she asserts: 

the space of the in between is the locus for social, cultural and natural 
transformations: it is not simply a convenient space for movements and 
realignments but in fact is the only place – the place around identities, 
between identities – where becomings, openness to futurity, outstrips the 
conservational impetus to retain cohesion and unity.63   

 

As Grosz has conceived of it, the space of the in between is transformative and becomes 

a threshold realm, or site of potential for engendering new subjectivities. 

 Swanson’s concern with the processes of urban renewal and the cultural fertility 

of nature also summons Grosz’s inquiry into the possible regions of co-occupation 

between nature and art. In Chaos, Territory, Art: Deleuze and the Framing of the Earth 

(2008), Grosz proposes that art’s performativity lies in its potential to “bring about 

                                                
59 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, 97. 
 
60 Ibid 97. 
 
61 Ibid 97. 
 
62 Ibid 98. 
 
63 Ibid 91. 
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sensations, not sensations of what we know and recognize, but of what is unknown, 

unexperienced, traces not of the past but of the future, not of the human and its 

recognized features, but of the inhuman[.]”64 Grosz’s elaboration on the relations 

between art and nature are closely aligned with her ideas of chaos. In this, she continues: 

art and nature, art in nature, share a common structure: that of 
excessive and useless production – production for its own sake, 
production for the sake of profusion and differentiation. Art 
takes what it needs – the excess colours, forms, materials – from 
the earth to produce its own excesses, sensations with life of 
their own, sensation as ‘non-organic life.’ Art, like nature itself, 
is always a strange coupling, the coming together of two orders, 
one chaotic, the other ordered, one folding, the other 
unfolding.65  

  

In Grosz’s view, the work of art, that is its performativity, exists beyond its aesthetic and 

productive values and operates in ways that can “enable matter to become expressive, to 

not just satisfy but also to intensify – to resonate and become more than itself.”66 In the 

spirit of promoting the cultural fertility of Montreal's historic industrial district, the 

installation of Swanson’s one thousand ceramic slugs, in contrast to Griffintown’s large 

scale corporate developments, was an effort to intensify the potential connections 

between the natural, cultural, industrial and historical aspects of the area. 

 

The Image of Renewal 

 The timing of Swanson’s installation, in September 2011, coincided with the 

                                                
64 Grosz, Chaos, 60. 
 
65 Grosz, Chaos, 9. 
 
66 Grosz, Chaos, 4. 
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announcement of a city sponsored design competition to revitalize Smith Street, a linear 

route where the original railway tracks for the Grand Trunk (Canadian National Railway) 

once ran along an east-west and perpendicular axis to the Peel Basin Sector and Lachine 

Canal.67 (Fig. 4.19) Nippaysage: Architectes-Paysagistes, a local urban design and 

landscaping firm, won the competition. As seen in figure 4.20 Nippaysage’s proposal 

does not include the Peel Basin quay, due to the fact that the site is technically the 

property of the federal government. There is no question, however, that Nippaysage’s 

intervention will have a direct impact on the future of the Peel Basin Sector. 

Nippaysage’s proposal envisions the site’s transformation into a “collective public 

space.” The proposal reads: 

Inspired by the raw, robust and informal character of this 
railroad generated landscape, the project seeks to seize and 
amplify the qualities of this landscape in order to reclaim and 
regenerate the panoply of disjointed residual spaces into a 
structured place, synthesizing the identities of old and new 
Griffintown. As a hybrid between a garden, a street, a park and 
a public space, Promenade Smith reinvents urban archetypes, 
and proposes a new synergy between public space and urban 
ecology.68 

 

Nippaysage’s proposal to “synthesiz[e] the identities of old and new Griffintown” 

reintroduce one of the current narratives, discussed in the Introduction and Chapter Two, 

surrounding the search for a new identity for the neighbourhood. Nippaysage’s 

development of Smith Street feeds on a larger theme, the reclaiming of the post-industrial 

                                                
67 “Canadian Competitions Catalogue. Promenade Smith 2011. n.p. Web. 28 March 2013. 
http://www.ccc.umontreal.ca/fiche_concours.php?lang=en&cId=327 
 
68 Nippaysage. Promenade Smith. n.p. Web. 28 March 2013.  
http://nippaysage.ca/en/projet35-promenade-smith.html 
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city and imitates, in a similar spirit, among others, Liz Diller and Ricardo Scofidio’s 

landscaping of New York’s Highline (2009): a linear green park located on an elevated 

railway track in Chelsea, one of the city’s former industrial neighbourhoods. 

 From its inception, in 2005, Griffintown’s gentrification has been framed under 

the aegis of revitalizing wasted urban space and for bringing order and public safety to 

the district.  The municipal cost of Nippaysage’s rehabilitation of Smith Street is 

projected at thirty million dollars.69 Devimco, Griffintown’s leading real-estate 

developer, has marketed Smith Street’s new vocation as a community service “where 

horticultural techniques and wildlife habitats will be tested and monitored.”70 What 

appears, then, as an image of urban renewal, and as seen in figures 4.21 and 4.22 is the 

creation of a predetermined or planned community and consumable urban experience. 

For all their intents and purposes, Nippaysage has imagined an ecologically sustainable 

environment and their proposal appears to suggest the site’s rehabilitation, through 

ecological and social harmony, will allay the site’s apparent indeterminacy. A virtual 

“garden city,” Nippaysage’s design for the Smith Street Promenade projects a cultivated 

and Edenic urban scene.  

                                                
69 Xeriscape is a landscaping term that refers to the design of self-sustaining and low 
water retaining gardens that typically emulate forest and meadow conditions, as well as 
feature the growth of native species. The Oxford English Dictionary defines xeriscape as 
an “environmental design of a park or residential land utilizing a variety of methods to 
minimize the need for water, fertilizer, and labour.” Oxford English Dicitionary (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1998). 
 
70 This citation is taken from one of District-Griffin’s e-invitations. For a number of 
months I posed as a prospective condominium buyer and received monthly, if not 
sometimes weekly, invitations to promotional events hosted at the sales office located on 
a vacant lot just north of the Canadian National Railway viaduct. The April 2013 
invitation reads: “Decouvrir/ District Griffin sur l'eau.”  
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 As of April 2013, where Smith Street runs underneath the Canadian National 

Railway viaduct, the site, as briefly discussed in Chapter Two, is frequently used as a 

place of refuge and shelter for a number of the city’s transient and homeless citizens. 

(Fig. 2.17) The site’s rawness and active indeterminacy affords its users, both human and 

non-human, great freedoms, perhaps even undisclosed ones. The revitalization of Smith 

Street has been justified in the name of ecological sustainability. According to urban 

critics such as Rosalyn Deutsche, however, these kinds of urban-aesthetic practices, as 

seen in figure 4.21, are strategies for “construct[ing] unitary images of social spaces.”71 

Without question, the reification and the aestheticization of Smith Street’s industrial 

history will also displace its current users. To return to the quote by Nippaysage, which 

opened this section, where in this space of “synergy between public space and urban 

ecology” will the current users of Smith Street find a place? 

 One of the many challenges of implementing a renewal strategy for the Peel Basin 

Sector requires decontaminating the land. The Société du Havre de Montréal’s (SHM) 

“Montreal’s New Harbourfront - Vision 2025” action plan, identifies contaminated 

landfill in the Peel Basin region and the need to eliminate this contamination in order to 

expand the recreational, cultural and tourist growth in the area. The SHMs 2006 report 

and recommendations for the Peel Basin state: “the creation of this new hub of 

recreational and tourism activities in the Peel Basin will help revitalize this decrepit area 

of the Lachine Canal.”72 The larger goal of Griffintown’s revitalization is therefore to 

                                                
71 Deutsche xiii.  
 
72 SHM, The Montreal Harbourfront: Final Report and Recommendations. “Expansion 
of Recreational, Tourism and Cultural Activities.” 27. 
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“mend” the urban fabric by constructing an aesthetically and culturally harmonious urban 

landscape that would effectively diminish and erase the remaining traces of the 

neighbourhood’s post-industrial history,73 or instrumentalize them as window-dressing to 

the sale of condo-commodities. 

 Griffintown’s social and architectural history is directly linked to the history of 

the Lachine Canal. Furthermore, the history of the Canal’s development is one of 

industrial technology, as well as a site of natural-cultural relations realized through the 

industrialization of the city’s waterways. As I explained in the Introduction, following the 

Canal’s deindustrialization throughout the 1960s and 1970s, large swathes of land lining 

the Canal became prime real estate throughout the 1980s and 1990s.74 Since 2005, 

Griffintown’s proximity to the Lachine Canal has become a strategic zone in terms of 

urban renewal, touristic and economic growth in the city. Developers have used the 

Canal’s natural and industrial history to promote an aesthetic experience. The Canada 

Lands Corporation (CLC) condominium development on the Canal’s former basins, for 

example, aims to provide more public access to the Canal through private real estate 

development.75 The building of  “Les Bassins du nouveau havres” is a collaboration 

                                                
73 Quartier Bonaventure, Office de consultation publique de Montréal, “Documentation 
déposée par le promoteur,” section 3.1. Web.15 October 2012. 
 
74 More details about the cultural life of the Lachine Canal and the effects of its 
deindustrialization can be experienced in the oral history project and audio walk 
“Walking the Post-Industrial Lachine Canal,” a project initiated by Steve High and 
produced in Montreal at Concordia’s Centre for Oral History and Digital Storytelling. 
The audio walk can be down loaded at postindustrialmontreal.ca. 
 
75 Canada Lands Company. “Les Bassins du nouveau havres.” Web. 1 August 2013. 
http://www.clc.ca/news/“les-bassins-du-nouveau-havre”-project-takes-another-step-
forward. In the 1960s the basins were filled in and the site became home to a Canadian 
Postal station. In the summer of 2010, the postal station was demolished. 
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between Canada Lands Corporation and Parks Canada, the federal agency chiefly in 

charge of the Lachine Canal’s leisurely and tourist activities, and part of the larger 

municipal initiative known as “Montreal’s New Harbourfront.”76 The premise of this 

project is to reclaim and develop seemingly “underutilized” crown property. The emotive 

and prescriptive language used to describe Griffintown’s renewal concerns me for the 

ways it has perpetuated a perception about Griffintown being a “dead place” or “no 

man’s land.” The discourse on Griffintown as a blighted urban site and socially and 

culturally disinvested, has laid the groundwork for the ensuing revitalization and has been 

a justification for the relative lack of public consultation. Tropes such as revitalization 

and rehabilitation draw us into a narrative of futurity. Yet, the meanings of these terms 

also purport, in theory, the processes of environmental determinism and a power to 

undermine and further marginalize the socio-spatial movements of less visible urban 

agents. What is at stake in claiming a new identity for Griffintown and its future, then, 

and to borrow from Grosz, “is contingent on that which it ‘others’ or excludes.”77 The 

ephemeral appearance of Swanson’s slugs was a counter proposal to this narrative. 

Inviting the public to handle and touch the slugs afforded an embodied engagement with 

the ambiguous nature and cultural fertility of Griffintown’s post-industrial landscape. 

Swanson’s invitation to the public to participate in the installation allowed the public to 

gain a new view into Griffintown’s development and of this place that otherwise seemed 

meaningless and abandoned. In this way Grosz’s conception of art’s capacity to make 

                                                                                                                                            
 
76 “Montreal’s New Harbourfront.” n.p. Web. 1 August. 2013. 
http://www.montrealsnewharbourfront.ca/en/ 
 
77 Grosz, Architecture from the Outside, 150. 
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visible and intensify provides us with a way of understanding the impact of Swanson’s 

tiny slugs. 

 I have used the theme of posthumanism in this chapter to frame these two projects 

because it provides a critical and rarely used lens for analyzing the processes and impact 

of urban revitalization. Focusing this lens on Griffintown illuminates how developer-

driven approaches to revitalizing post-industrial spaces deny the social realities and 

ephemeral nature of cities.  A posthumanist analysis of the installations discussed in this 

chapter provide another point of view into the social ecologies and material realities 

present in Griffintown, as well as demonstrates how site-specific and socially-engaged art 

practices have the capacity to critically address urban issues and affirm the affective and 

non-human nature of the city.
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Conclusion 
Learning from Griffintown 

 
 I initiated Urban Occupations Urbaines as a curatorial platform for bringing 

artists into Griffintown and using site-specific art practices as a tool for revealing the 

importance of Griffintown’s past and what was a stake concerning the neighbourhood’s 

future. I wanted to use the curatorial as a way to critically reflect on and witness the 

traces of Griffintown’s spatial history, imminent transformation, and future becomings. 

Sometimes I was the witness, and sometimes the artworks became the witness.  

Urban Occupations Urbaines became a framework for intervening with the processes by 

which the neighbourhood was and continues to be revitalized, and for uncovering and 

affirming the critical role that indeterminacy and post-industrial landscapes do play in the 

cultural life and diversification of urban spaces.   

 The artists’ gestures and occupations enacted through Urban Occupations 

Urbaines and Griffintown, and those sometimes acting upon the greater urban imaginary 

of Montreal, while modest, were intended to challenge municipal politicians, corporate 

real-estate developers, and the wider public to rethink the meanings ascribed to 

deindustrialized landscapes, buildings, and urban spaces perceived to be vacant or 

abandoned territories within the city. The artists’ responses to Griffintown’s changing 

cultural landscape were more than forms of resistance to the neighbourhood’s 

development. The artists’ gestures drew attention to the nonconforming uses of urban 

spaces, the transformative and creative potential of indeterminacy, and those spatial 

interventions and social practices that fall outside of a city’s zoning by-laws.  The 

artworks created for Urban Occupations Urbaines were interventions with Griffintown’s 
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landscape that allowed people who had not previously held a connection to Griffintown, 

to make one. Moreover, for those of us who had already had one, our connection to 

Griffintown was further deepened through the artworks. 

 Urban Occupations Urbaines was a project about researching and revealing the 

lesser known histories and narratives that have given Griffintown a sense of place. It 

shows why, as a “neighbourhood,” Griffintown retains a place in Montreal’s public 

memory and urban imaginary. Clearly, the large-scale transformations and processes of 

branding, as they are proposed for and already underway in Griffintown, are capitalist 

urban projects that change the social and spatial networks of cities. This is even more 

reason to be critical and vigilant about what motivates these projects, to question and 

challenge the processes by which they are realized, likewise who and what they include 

and exclude in their realization.  

 The larger trajectory of this dissertation has been to show how the occupation of 

contested city spaces through site-specific and socially-engaged art practices function as 

catalysts for engaging particular communities, artists, and the public in a wider cultural 

discourse concerning the spatial politics of urban revitalization. In this dissertation I have 

argued for the potential that curating site-specific art practices have to galvanize place, 

collaboration, spatial interventions, and community activism, as well as reveal the less 

visible histories and occupations belonging to the conditions and situations of unresolved 

and contested urban spaces. I claim that the performativity and affect of the artworks that 

came about through Urban Occupations Urbaines resides in their capacity to make 

visible that which might otherwise go unseen or unknown in urban spaces. Making 

visible, like making voids, however, has much to do with making space, negotiating 
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power, and recognizing the differences and diverse needs of a site’s users.  

 In Chapter Two I drew attention to acts of remembering in Candice Ivy’s work: A 

Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined, to show how memory, as an immaterial or virtual agent, 

and oral histories played a role in the creation of place and community. My analysis of 

Riaz Mehmood’s Housing a Home: Borrowed Views raised broader questions pertaining 

to issues of agency in collaborative art practices, and how participatory practices do not 

necessarily embrace or produce community-based artworks. In Chapter Three I 

approached Griffintown’s post-industrial landscape as a kind of urban stage or 

scenographic environment to show how the culture of post-industrial landscapes can 

become an active collaborator in the creation of site-specific performances and 

exhibitions. Drawing from queer theory has also helped me to see that the artists’ 

occupations in Griffintown were queer because their occupations were not connected to 

proprietorship, real-state development, or the circulation of capital. Rather, Urban 

Occupations Urbaines was about making visible a proliferation of and/ or multiplicity of 

identities that already existed in Griffintown’s then post-industrial landscape. Some 

artists and artworks brought this out more than others did. In Chapter Four I drew from 

posthumanist positions to build a framework for acknowledging the agency of non-

human species, the role they play in shaping the culture and identity of post-industrial 

urban landscapes, and the power that interspecies relations have to produce communities 

and public spaces.  

 My analysis of the artworks in this dissertation affirms both the success and 

failures of collaboration, intervention, and community activism. It has equally been my 

intention to bring forward the pedagogical potential of curatorial practice, including the 
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messiness, struggles, and at times contradictory aspects of curating participatory 

engagements, collaborations, and interventions that occupy the public realm vis à vis site-

specific and socially-engaged art practice. Curatorial work like this situates pedagogy in 

the public sphere and, to use Kim Solga’s words, makes “pedagogy a public practice.”1  

Curatorial practice requires both organizational and interpersonal skills and, in my view, 

is a performative practice that has allowed me the privilege of engaging with my 

collaborators in a mutual process of discovery and situated knowing. What I know about 

Griffintown I have learned from the artists, Griffintown’s community activists, and 

countless others. What we know collectively, however, does not make up a unified 

picture or narrative of Griffintown.  

 Significantly, my goals with this dissertation have been to make a contribution to 

methodology by critically engaging with interdisciplinary approaches to research and 

creation. I propose a critical way for working in between disciplines and, in some ways, 

acknowledging this “in betweeness” as a site in and of itself. Interdiscipinarity, as a 

practice, is about implicating oneself in the site of one’s research, and about the risk of 

displacing oneself as much as it is about emplacing oneself in relation to one’s research.  

My approach to methodology in this project has been premised upon the idea that 

knowledge is situated and partial. Although it might be argued that such a view of 

situatedness and partiality limits a broader understanding of the scope of knowledge 

production, such a reading allows for finer resonances.  I have used the notion of situated 

knowledge and partial perspectives for the way they conceptually frame site-specificity 

as a situated practice, and how situatedness and the partial can enrich the discourse and 

                                                
1 Kim Solga. “The Activist Classroom.” n. p. Web. 1 September 2013. 
http://theactivistclassroom.wordpress.com/author/solgakim/ 



 

 216 

vocabulary for interdisciplinarity as a method and form of research that enables the co-

production of knowledge. What situatedness and partiality emphasize for me is that there 

are multiple subjectivities and forms of agency at play in the construction of place and 

space, and in the creation of publics and communities. 

 

Made In Griffintown 

 15 August 2013. I returned to Griffintown for the first time in many months.  As it 

happened in the summer of 2007, on this day another process of estrangement began for 

me. Griffintown did not radically alter my perception of its ongoing spatial 

transformation. As I have shown in this dissertation, Griffintown’s revitalization was 

very much something I could not ignore. But what had become so familiar to me was 

now beginning to disappear and take on unsettling new meanings. In a situated reversal 

of defamiliarization, the cultural landscape of the Griffintown that I had come to know 

was in the process of disappearing. I found myself on this day, whilst dodging dump 

trucks and bulldozers, no longer able to walk through or discover parts of the 

neighbourhood’s vast open and unprogrammed spaces. The jetsam and flotsam of 

corporate real-estate development and the illusion of a better future to come have begun 

to populate the special quietude of Griffintown’s fleetingly empty streets. My curatorial 

work on and with Griffintown was necessarily historically specific, as well as site-

specific. The historical moment in which a project like mine was possible, has ended, and 

the disappearance of the Griffintown I encountered in 2007 marks the end of that “site” 

as I came to know it. As I write this conclusion, the first hotel is being built in 

Griffintown, anticipating the neighbourhood will become Montreal’s “hottest tourist 
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destination.”2 Not far from this development, a house built roughly between 1825 and 

1835, rumoured to be the oldest in Griffintown, is under threat of being demolished for 

more condo development.3 A little further down the street a brasserie is brewing and 

bottling “La Montrealaise Griffintown” and “Le Stout Ghostown.”4  

 My dissertation has shown, beyond Griffintown’s identity as a deindustrialized, 

post-industrial and rapidly gentrifying site, how the agency of interstitiality and 

indeterminacy have also shaped Griffintown’s identity making it, for a time, a unique 

place in the city. Griffintown’s post-industrial state and indeterminacy are aspects of its 

cultural landscape. Indeterminacy does not describe a lack of agency or emptiness in 

urban spaces, rather, it suggests to me the potential of these locations, to become spaces 

and places not yet realized. In contrast to the overdetermined, programmed and ordered 

spaces of cities, the topography and culture of abandoned landscapes, the processes of 

deindustrialization, the ruins of post-industrial technology and leftover infrastructures, 

afford different kinds of spatial manifestations, interventions, occupations and urban 

experiences.  

 Walking through Griffintown on my last dérive I come across the growing tent 

city under the Canadian National Railway viaduct. The table and informal assemblage of 

recycled chairs suggest what Sharon Zukin has referred to as the “private stewardship of 

                                                
2 “ALT Hotel Montréal to Open its Doors at the end of March 2014.” 
http://www.newswire.ca/en/story/1304531/alt-hotel-montreal-to-open-its-doors-at-the-
end-of-march-2014. Web. 12 February 2014. 
 
3 Marian Scott, “Plans to Demolish Griffintown’s Oldest House Raise Concern.” The 
Gazette. n. pag. 5 February 2014. Web. 5 February 2014. 
 
4 See http://www.brasseurdemontreal.ca. Web. 15 January 2014. 
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public space.”5 Not far from the viaduct and closer to the Lachine Canal, I discover a 

DIY garden. This garden is located on a small grassy slope, pressing up against the 

façade of the elevated CN railway track. The gardener, here today, gone tomorrow, is 

tending to what appears to be yellow squash. Occupations, such as these, are numerous 

throughout Griffintown’s interstitial and indeterminate spaces, but they are diminishing 

as the programmed, capitalist planned city moves in. While these kinds of occupations 

might appear as a kind of spatial resistance or protest, they also demonstrate the need for 

spatial appropriations. For many, urban renewal and the concept of living in a creative 

city is not about living in a better future. Instead, it is about power, exclusion, 

displacement and struggle. The consequences of urban revitalization are just as 

significant as what gentrification produces.  

 Throughout this dissertation I have identified corporate real estate developers as 

agents of change holding the most power in terms of determining Griffintown’s future. I 

have also identified the agency enacted by Griffintown’s local stakeholders, and those 

who came together out of a common concern for protecting Griffintown’s built history, as 

well as their desire to participate in the planning and development of a socially and 

culturally diverse future for Griffintown. In the literature review, I addressed my own 

sense of agency through curatorial practice and the ethics and responsibility of initiating 

the project that Urban Occupations Urbaines was. The ethics of curatorial work like this 

is about acknowledging and caring for the agency of others, be they human or non-

human, and the desires and needs of these others. 

 

                                                
5 Zukin 30. 
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Collective acts  

 Questions about the intersections of curatorial practice, pedagogy and knowledge 

production figure prominently in the dissertation. My dissertation foregrounds critical 

curatorial practice and site-specific art practices as modes of intervention that helped 

Griffintown’s spatial politics and latent forms of agency to surface and become public. 

In the writing of this dissertation, curating emerged as both a methodology and 

pedagogical practice. It was important for me to engage with artists and art projects that 

could illuminate the absence of public consultation regarding Griffintown’s uneven 

development.  The artworks created in Griffintown were not intended for a preexisting 

community or public. Rather, certain communities, invited and accidental publics, 

emerged in Griffintown from and through the artworks that were produced.  

The socially-engaged underpinnings of Urban Occupations Urbaines belong to a 

genealogy of public art and curatorial practices introduced by Suzanne Lacy and New 

Genre Public Art, as well as with scholarship on contested spaces in the built 

environment, namely introduced by Dolores Hayden and her work on The Power of 

Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History (1995). The artwork produced for Urban 

Occupations Urbaines has essentially became part of an ever-evolving movement of 

local, creative, spatial and critical cultural practices. One major achievement of the 

project, and what I believe makes it a truly interdisciplinary one, is that it brought 

together many communities and individuals; it became a platform for collective creative 

actions between artists, community, the public, and the built environment. As a practice, 

what interdisciplinarity implies for me, then, is the work of many. 



 

 220 

 Urban Occupations Urbaines began as a critique of the process under which 

Griffintown continues to undergo uneven development. Nevertheless, Urban 

Occupations Urbaines evolved into a project, from both a personal and curatorial point of 

view, for nurturing emergent forms of what Miwon Kwon has called “collective artistic 

praxis.”6 That is, a site, where creativity emerges from dissensus, the instabilities of 

place, from situated knowledge and shared partial perspectives; a site for affirming the 

public role of artists; a site for addressing the struggle and responsibility to create 

alternatives; and a site for asserting, both in theory and practice, the political, social, and 

spatial values of access, occupation, indeterminacy, and a radical cultural democracy. 

 

                                                
6 Kwon 154. 
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1.1 Map of Griffintown, 2012.  Source: Google Maps. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1.2 Aerial view of Griffintown, 1947. 

Source: Archives de Ville de Montréal VM97, Fonds du Service d’urbanisme. 
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Figure 1.3 Aerial view of Griffintown, 1973. 
Source: Archives de Ville de Montréal VM97, Fonds du Service d’urbanisme. 

 
 

 
Figure 1.4 Population decline in Griffintown, 1951-1971. 

Source: Dominion Bureau of Statistics. Census Tract Canada. 
Population and Housing Characteristics, Montreal. 
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Figure 1. 5 Detailed map of Griffintown’s real-estate development.  

November 2011. Source: City of Montreal. 
 
 
 

 
 1.6 Map of Urban Occupations Urbaines. Rendering: author. 
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Figure 1. 7 Rendering of Griffintown with detail of Cultural Corridor on Ottawa Street.  

Image: Courtesy of Juliette Patterson, 2012. 
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Figure 2.1 Map of St. Ann’s Church, 1963. Author: Underwriters’ Survey Bureau. 

No. 3216542_0034. Source: Bibliothèque et archives nationale du Québec. 
 
 

 
Figure 2.2 St. Ann’s Church 1951, view from Wellington Street.  

Source: photograph, McCord Museum, Montreal. 
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Figure 2.3 Formerly site of St. Ann’s Church.  
Source: Photo taken by author, 2010. 

 
 

 
 

 
Figure 2.4 View of St. Ann’s in Griffintown, 1896.  

Source: Photograph, Montreal from Street Railway Power House chimney, QC, 1896,  
VIEW-2942, McCord Museum, Montreal.  
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Figure 2.5 Photograph, « Nous sommes des citoyens du Griffintown », graffiti sur un mur, 
Montréal, QC., David Wallace Marvin, c1970. 

MP-1978.186.3883, McCord Museum, Montreal.    
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Figure 2.6 Charcoal rendering of St. Ann’s interior. Image: Candice Ivy, 2011. 
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Figure 2.7 Rendering of St. Ann’s exterior. Image: Candice Ivy, 2011.  
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Figure 2.8 Rendering of St. Ann’s Reimagined. Image: Candice Ivy, 2011.  

 
 
 

   
Figure 2.9 Installation of A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined, 6 May 2011.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figure 2.10 Installation of A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined, 6 May 2011.  

Image: photo taken by author.  
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Figure 2.11  Source: Photograph, Houses for Mr. Meredith, Montreal, QC, 1903. 

William Notman & Son, II-146719, McCord Museum, Montreal.  
 

 
Figure 2.12  Plan of Diamond Court. “Insurance Map of the City.”  

Volume One, No. 3699649_27. Underwriters’ Survey Bureau, 1950. 
Source: Bibliothéque et Archives Nationales du Québec. 
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Figure 2.13 Film Still, Community Development Workshop. Source: Michel Régnier’s 

documentary film, Griffintown (1972), National Film Board of Canada.  
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2.14 Film still, Community Development Workshop. Source: Michel Régnier’s 

documentary film, Griffintown (1972), National Film Board of Canada.  
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Figure 2.15 Wellington Tunnel, Griffintown, 2013.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
 

 
Figure 2.16 Interior of Canadian National Railway signal tower, 2012. 

Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figure 2.17 Makeshift shelters under the CNR viaduct, 2013.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2.18 Green parking lot and site of Housing a Home: Borrowed Views, 2010. 

Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figure 2.19 Tiles in green parking lot, 2010. Image: photo taken by author. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2.20 Film Still captured from L’espace quotidian, September 2010. 

Artist: Andrew de Freitas.  
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Figure 2.21 Rendering of future arterial boulevard in place of the Bonaventure 

Expressway. Source: Société du Havre de Montréal, 2011. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2.22 Housing a Home: Borrowed Views, wood housing frame. 

Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figure 2.23 Housing a Home: Borrowed Views. Folly 22 July 2011.  

Source: Image from film still documentary footage.  
 

 
 

Figure 2.24 Housing a Home: Borrowed Views.  
Detail of tubes in installation, July 2011.  
Source: film still of documentary footage.  



 251 

 
 

 
Figure 2.25 Housing a Home: Borrowed Views. Folly painted red, 26 July 2011.  

Image: photo taken by jenna dawn maclennen. 
 

 
Figure 2.26 Housing a Home: Borrowed Views,  

Installing cork palettes 18 June 2011.  
Image: photo taken by Riaz Mehmood.  
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Figure 2.27 Housing a Home: Borrowed Views, vernissage 22 July 2011.  

Source: film still of documentary footage.  
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Figures 3.1. Rendering of Sebastiano Serlio’s tragic street scene.  

The First Booke of Architecture. 1611. 
Source: McNay Art Museum. Photograph: Michael Smith. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 3.2 Rendering of Sebastiano Serlio’s comic street scene. 

The First Booke of Architecture. 1611. 
Source: McNay Art Museum. Photograph: Michael Smith. 
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Figure 3.3 Rendering of Sebastiano Serlio’s pastoral landscape.  

The First Booke of Architecture. 1611. 
Source: McNay Art Museum. Photograph: Michael Smith. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.4 Andrea Palladio’s Façade View inside Teatro Olimpico. 

L’Origine dell’Accademia Olimpico di Vincenza  
con una breuve descrizione del suo teatro. 1790. 

Source: McNay Art Museum. Photograph: Michael Smith. 
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Figure 3.5 Andrea Palladio’s Plan of Teatro Olimpico. 

L’Origine dell’Accademia Olimpico di Vincenza  
con una breuve descrizione del suo teatro. 1790. 

Source: McNay Art Museum. Photograph: Michael Smith. 
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Figure 3.6 Dalhousie street. “Insurance Map of the City,” Volume One,  

No.13582_02, Charles E. Goad, 1909. 
Source: Bibliothéque et Archives Nationales du Québec.  

 
 
 

 
Figure 3.7 rue Dalhousie, “Insurance Map of the City,” Volume One,  

No. 3699649_31. Underwriters’ Survey Bureau, 1950. 
Source: Bibliothéque et Archives Nationales du Québec. 
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Figure 3.8 Le Dalhousie, 24 September 2010. Image: photo taken by author.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.9 Original plans for the Dalhousie Corridor, 2008.  

Source: Société du Havre de Montréal.  
 
 
 
 



 258 

 
Figure 3.10 Le Dalhousie Community Garden, July 2010.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figures 3.11 Video still from Fenêtre murées/ Daylight Robbery.  

Videography by author. 25 September 2010.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.12 Video still from Fenêtre murées/ Daylight Robbery.  

Videography by author. 25 September 2010.  
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Figure 3.13 Video still from Fenêtre murées/ Daylight Robbery.  

Videography by author. 25 September 2010.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figures 3.14 Video still from Fenêtre murées/ Daylight Robbery.  

Videography by author. 25 September 2010. 
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Figure 3.15 Performance of Théâtre Nulle Part’s “Fenêtres Murées/ Daylight Robbery.”  

23 September 2010. Image: photo taken by author.  
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Figure 3.16 Interior of the defunct Wellington tunnel with darlingARCADE participating 

artists. August 2011. Image: photo taken by author.  
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3.17  darlingARCADE participating artists: a dérive in Griffintown.  

August 2011. Image: photo taken by author.  
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Figure 3.18 Shoeboxes for boutique at Darling Foundry. 24 September 2011.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
 

  
 

 
Figure 3.19 Shoe construction for Beauté dans la ruine.  

Deconstructed women’s “wedgy,” red boa feathers, glue, mixed glitter. 
Artist: author. Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figure 3.20 Building the box for Beauté dans la ruine.  

Plexi-glass, black foam core, glue, motorized glitter ball, shale rock, LED light, video.  
Artist: author. Image: photo taken by author.

 
 

 
Figure 3.21 Workshop with 2boys.tv at the Darling Foundry.  

September 2011. Image: photo taken by author.  
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Figure 3.22 Workshop with 2boys.tv at the Darling Foundry.  

September 2011. Image: photo taken by author.  
 
 

 
Figure 3.23 darlingARCADE shoes on plexi-glass display shelf.  

30 September 2011. Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figure 3.24 Viewers with shoe boxes. 1 October 2011.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
 

 
Figure 3.25 Viewers with shoe boxes. 30 September 2011.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figure 3.26 Interior of Cherry bull-awesome.  

Mirrors, LED lights, chocolate, glue, glitter, audio and video.  
Artist: André Fry. Image: photo taken by author.  

 

 
Figure 3.27 “Mon souffle.” Artist: Jonathan Lemeiux.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figure 3.28 Chalet du Parc Gallery, 24 August 2013.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
 

 
Figure 3.29 Interior view of La Camiellienne.  

Cardboard, photocopied images, LED lights, plexi-glass, video and sound. 
 Artist: Joanna Donehower. Image: photo taken by author.   
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Figure 3.30 “La Camillienne” shoe. Mixed media.  

Artist: Joanna Donehower. Image: photo taken by Alain Bonder. 
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Figure 4.1 Griffintown Horse Palace, 2012.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.2  Scrapped. Jane Zdansky.  

Installation at the Griffintown Horse Palace. May 2011. 
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Figure 4.3 Maître Carré condominium project corner of Ottawa Street and rue de la 

Montagne, Griffintown. April 2011. Image: photo taken by author. 
 
 

 
Figure 4.4 Griffintown Horse Palace Foundation fundraiser. 5 November 2012. 

Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figure 4.5 Esther Hageman’s rendering for a wildlife home in Griffintown, 2010. 
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Figure 4.6 Aerial view of Parc Gallery, to the left of St. Ann’s Church, c.1947. 

Source: Archives de Ville de Montreal VM97 Fonds du Service d’urbanisme. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.7 Parc Gallery, 18 September 2010.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figure 4.8 Companion species at Parc Gallery, 27 August 2011. 

Image: photo taken by Evan Kirkman. 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.9 Rendering of Parc Gallery, 2011. Artist: Thomas Strickland. 
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Figure 4.10 “Kenya”.  Colour print on vinyl. 36” x 24”. 

Image created by Thomas Strickland. Photo taken by author. 
 

 
Figure 4.11 “Canelle.” Colour print on vinyl. 36” x 24”.  

Vernissage at Parc gallery 27 August 2011.  
Image created by Thomas Strickland. Photo taken by Evan Kirkman. 
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Figure 4.12 dog parc gallery petition in Park Gallery Shack. 

Image: p h o t o  t a k e n  b y  Thomas Strickland, 2010. 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.13 View of Parc Gallery, the site denoted as “B”. 

Source: Griffintown, Project de programme particular d’urbanisme, October 2012. 
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Figure 4.14 Aerial View of Peel Basin in Griffintown, c.1947. 

Source: Archives de Ville de Montreal VM97 Fonds du Service d’urbanisme. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.15 Peel Basin Quay, 17 September 2011. Image: photo taken by author. 
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Figure 4.16 Slugs in boxes, 17 September 2011. Image: photo taken by author. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.17 INFESTATION, 17 September 2011. Image: photo taken by Linda Swanson. 
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Figure 4.18 Installation of INFESTATION, 17 September 2011.  

Image: photo taken by author. 
 
 

 
Figure 4.19 Map of Peel Basin Quay and the Canadian Railway Tracks above, 1940.  
Author: Underwriters Survey Bureau. Source: Bibliothèque et archives nationale du 

Québec. Image: 3216542_0034. 
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Figure 4.20 NIP Paysage rendering of Smith Street Promenade, 2011. 

Source: “Smith Street Promenade.” NIP Paysage. Web. 30 March 2013. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.21 NIP Paysage rendering of Smith Street Promenade, 2011. 

Source: “Smith Street Promenade.” NIP Paysage. Web. 30 March 2013. 
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Figure 4.22 NIP Paysage rendering of Smith Street Promenade 

and the Canadian National Railway viaduct at night, 2011. 
Source: “Smith Street Promenade.” NIP Paysage. Web. 30 March 2013. 
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Parc Gallery, located between Basin, Olier and de Seigneur streets, is a rectangular pocket of green space that contrasts dramatically with the surrounding 
urbanism of Griffintown, now famous as a site of post-industrial depopulation and urban decay, and presently the focus of intense speculation, 
development, and anti-corporate activism. Named for a local family of bakers, and one Ward councillor, Parc Gallery is presently a place where dogs and 
humans come to play and relax together. Its purpose and use, unlike much of the park’s context, are clearly articulated through spatial means: a simple, 
chain-link fence, flat green turf and double-gate system. To find a place of such clarity in the middle of a dramatically metamorphosing part of the city is a 
surprise, just as finding carefully mowed grass and happily playing dogs so close to acres of rubble and monumental tangles of rebar – the enormous 
demolition site of the former Canada Post sorting station lies immediately to the west – is delightfully unexpected. 

The future of Parc Gallery is, however, uncertain. Plans for the area, which devolve around ideals of sustainability and restoring community to the 
“blighted” area of Griffintown, do not include the park, which is slated for development. And so, despite its effect as an oasis of calm and its importance as 
an already-existing community amenity, Parc Gallery may not be part of Griffintown for long. 

Apart from the obvious loss that this change would mean for its users, building on the dog park would mean building over a history of community activism 
towards the creation of shared, green space. After the shift from coal to other forms of fuel, a substantial factory on the site of today’s Parc Gallery was 
demolished in the early twentieth century. Community activists fought to turn the site into a playground and public green. By the early 1940s the park was 
being used for informal recreation, organized team sports and public, community events such as children’s theatre. In recent years, since the depopulation 
of Griffintown, this little piece of history became dedicated to giving dogs – and their human companions – exercise and shared time in the fresh air. It is a 
mark of the success of the activists that Parc Gallery’s borders have not changed in over sixty years.

Urban spaces for “companion species” (Haraway 2003) are extremely limited in Montreal, yet the necessity of creating and maintaining such spaces for 
shared use between species is paramount as cities grow and wilderness shrinks. pouf! takes the stance that Parc Gallery is a successful and beautiful urban 
amenity, and that there should be more – not less – of these spaces.

pouf! proposes to work with the existing purpose and present-day users of Parc Gallery, animal and human, in order to continue our research on this 
important site in Griffintown. We will offer users an opportunity to meet with our team, in the park, over a series of dates in Autumn 2010. Offering portrait 
photographs of the dogs in exchange for stories, historical facts and memories of Parc Gallery, we will compile a composite image of this public, green 
space. Our research will be made available in the form of an online project. Then, we propose to return to the park in Spring 2011 and make use of the 
invitation implicit in its name: (Dog) Parc Gallery. Using the dog portraits taken in the autumn, we will make a public exhibition on the perimeter of the 
park, affixing the portraits to the chain link border that both delineates this space for dogs and acts as a link to the park’s activist history. Through the 
project, dog parc gallery, our goal is to intensify and make visible the importance of this place within the cultural landscape of Griffintown.

 
pouf! art+architecture, Proposal for dog parc gallery. August 2010. 

Cynthia Hammond and Thomas Strickland.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
L’espace quotidien 

 
I will describe here a possible structure for the film, though I would hope to develop and re-shape 
this idea upon making connections within the community and neighborhood: 
 
 The film starts with a very wide shot of a significant space in the area. This could be a 
house, a park, an empty lot, or an edifice. The camera is fixed and the audience is eased into the 
story; title introduces the film. We see life and activity in the space, cars passing, people going to 
work. There is one piece of activity (a car arriving, a person on a bicycle?) and the camera, at this 
point, cuts away to follow the subject. Note that this is a subject I will find in the local 
community, a resident, a shop owner, a city worker, etc. The camera follows this person, 
depicting their actions in the manner of a narrative film. At some point an overlap occurs, and the 
camera shifts its focus to a new character, presenting them in a similar way.  There would be 
common threads to each scenario/subject depicted. Here I will use the example of a meal. We will 
see each individual eating in the context that they live/work in on an everyday basis. The 
'characters' in this film will become a coherent group because, despite living relatively diverse 
lives, they will be depicted (stylistically) in the same way.  
 
 Possible Addition - Public Event: If it is logistically possible, I would love the opportunity 
to draw these individuals together through a staged, but actual community event (i.e. not just for 
the purpose of film content, more in the spirit of a community event, documented and integrated 
into the narative). In the public place depicted at the opening of the film, an open-air movie 
screening could take place - showing a film that concerns itself with the strange present in the 
everyday (such as a John Cassavetes film; Faces or A Woman Under the Influence.) and relates 
directly to the Quotidien Projects. Outside of serving the community, the event would also play a 
key role in the production of the film. In the lead-up to this event, we see the individuals 
(depicted earlier) brought together for the first time - in this case, they appear obviously under 
directives: they are sharing a meal, breaking bread in a public place, as a group. People start to 
arrive and we also see these characters as members of the audience. The film would end with an 
excerpt from the narrative film screened.  
 

Although it is not necessary to the project, the possibility of a public screening event 
would shift the project to another plane, directly connecting it with themes surrounding cinema. 
There would be strong parallels drawn between the way in which the characters depicted in my 
film are presented, and the way in which we view what we see in purely representational cinema. 
Seeing the characters of my film brought together by the cinema event says something about the 
role of art in a community, particularly an urban one. If the film I make raises existential 
questions and takes a 'second look' at daily life - the things that become so familiar that they are 
invisible - then, the depiction of a shared experience i.e. witnessing the screening of another film 
- in public, together - is a commentary on the role art (should) play in creating opportunities for a 
kind of engagement, questioning and reflection that is explicitly based upon everyday lived 
experience.  
 

 
Andrew de Freitas. Proposal for a narrative film essay. August 2010. 

 
 
 

 



 

 

Le Théâtre Nulle Part:  
 

Le Théâtre Nulle Part (TNP) est un collectif d’artistes montréalais qui se sont donnés 

pour mission d’investir des lieux réels afin de dévoiler ce qu’ils renferment de poésie et 

de théâtralité. C’est en sortant le théâtre de la scène qu’ils ont paradoxalement 

l’impression de se rapprocher de la source de la théâtralité, de la façon dont on la 

rencontre au quotidien. Puisque la théâtralité n’est pas un phénomène exclusif au théâtre, 

le collectif s’amuse à franchir les frontières de cet art et à explorer aussi d’autres 

médiums. 

 

Le TNP fut fondé officiellement en 2009 par des finissants en études théâtrales, une 

vidéaste, un étudiant à la maîtrise en architecture et une étudiante aux HEC. Sa toute 

première performance, Bonheur biochimique, fut produite dans les toilettes publiques du 

Marché Bonsecours en janvier 2010. Elle fut ensuite reprise le mois suivant lors de la 

Nuit Blanche du Festival Montréal en Lumière et au Festival de théâtre de rue de Lachine 

en juin 2010.  

 

Théâtre Nulle Part (TNP) is a collective of Montreal artists engaged in site specific art. 

They aim to explore real locations in order to unveil its poetry and theatricality that lie 

beneath the surface. Paradoxically, by taking theatre off-stage, they get the impression of 

getting closer to the essence of theatricality, in the same way you would find it in the 

everyday life. Because theatricality is not exclusive to the art of theatre, TNP plays with 

the blurred frontiers of art’s different mediums.   

 

TNP was officially founded in 2009 by drama studies graduates, a video artist, a graduate 

student for the master of architecture and a HEC student. Their first ever performance, 

Bonheur Biochimique, took place in public toilets inside the Marché Bonsecours in 

January 2010. The performance was then toured for two other occasions during the past 

year, first at the Nuit Blanche of the Montreal Highlight Festival and later at the Festival 

de Théâtre de Rue de Lachine, in June 2010.  
 

 
 



 

 

 

 
Younghwan Choi, Proposal for My Dear Friends… August 2010. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Architectures précaires 
 
 Architectures précaires est une série d'affiches qui seront installées dans le 
quartier Griffintown en Janvier 2011. L'urgence, la transition et la précarité se lisent sur 
et entre les murs de ce quartier : de la lente érosion des ruines industrielles, à 
l'apparition sporifère des structures de bois faisant la promotion de développements 
immobiliers dont l'image transparente se manifeste dans l'espace virtuel, jusqu'aux abris 
de fortune assemblés sous le viaduc du CN.  
 Ce sont donc ces structures provisoires, ainsi que leur imbrications urbanistique 
comme sociale, qui seront données à voir sur ces affiches disséminées un peu partout 
dans Griffintown. Éphémères, elles occuperont, pour un certain temps, l'espace 
médiatique du coin de la rue. 
 

 
 

Étienne Tremblay-Tardif, Proposal for Architecture précaires. November 2010. 
Image: Étienne Tremblay-Tardif. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

Urban Occupations Urbaines/ALTER Residency Proposal 
St. Ann’s Reinterpreted  
Candice Ivy 
 
As a part of Urban Occupations Urbaines/ALTER thematic month long residency in December, I 
propose to work intimately with the former architectural site of Griffintown’s St. Anne’s church. 
The historic site of the church is a strong signifier of Griffintown’s past and as well as present 
history. During its occupation, St. Anne’s represented the heart of the Irish working class 
community in Griffintown and in its destruction has become a symbol for the cultural, political, 
and economic changes within the neighborhood.  
 
During the residency, my project will be to re-imagine the interior architectural space of St. 
Anne’s church. I will accomplish this by creating a series of drawings of the interior space of the 
church based off both photographs and the rich memories and stories of St. Anne’s former 
community members. These works in progress can be exhibited within the gallery space provided 
by the hostel throughout the length of the residency. The final piece however, will take the form 
of a site-specific installation at the remaining foundation of St. Anne’s church, which has since 
become a public park. With consideration to the present state and location of the church, I will 
enlarge, print, mill, and layer the drawings to create a freestanding small portion of the church 
wall.  In consideration of Montreal’s December weather, I will use durable and weather resistant 
materials such as Tyvec and wood in the construction of the final piece. Given the interactive and 
immersive nature of my work, I would be interested in also arranging a one night community-
based evening performance at the site of the installation, with the inclusion of a video component 
to further activate the space. 
 
This project will be thematically analogous with previous works of mine, many of which deal 
directly with the activity of a historic locale with a strong cultural and social meaning. In 2006, I 
installed a major work, “Murmur,” in the 250 year old Charleston Old City Jail for the Piccolo 
Spoleto Festival in SC. Comprised of several rooms in the historical jail, the viewer was met not 
only with a variety of drawing, sculptural, sound and video elements, but the active history 
present within the jail itself. “Murmur” was an adaptation of an installation created for Sumter, 
SC’s Nextwave festival in Sumter’s historical downtown.  Other immersive installations dealing 
with cultural relationships to landscape and architecture include those in Santa Barbara, CA 
“Black Tide” in Boston, MA and 2010’s Jordan’s Banks, at the McColl Center for Visual Art, 
NC. 
 
My site-specific installations strive to explore, trace and heighten the histories embedded within 
the space I may be working with. This sort of investigation allows me to create works that have 
the potential to open dialog as well as connect both intellectually and emotionally to the 
community. I am looking forward to the potential opportunity of working with the former site of 
St. Anne’s church to create a strong and engaging installation for UOU/ALTER and the 
Griffintown community. 

 
Candice Ivy. Proposal for St. Ann’s Reinterpreted, August 2010. 

 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Scrapped 
 
My project for UOU, entitled Scrapped, commemorates the Griffintown Horse Palace by 
building a monument of a horse. The premise of the work is to use scrap from in and 
around Griffintown, a neighbourhood that is dramatically transforming, to create a 
montage and representation of an animal that has been scrapped in favour of a machine. 
 
The Horse Palace, situated at 1220-1226 Ottawa, has been a continuously 
functioning stable for the past 147 years.  The Horse Palace is also one of the few 
remaining examples of this building type in North America. 
 
The monument transforms discarded materials into a horse. It allows people to focus on 
the old materials in a new way and brings attention to a site that is different from its 
surroundings. The materials used include a tree stump found in a vacant lot, a section of 
wood (“piece sur piece”) culled from the restoration of a 125 year old building; metal gas 
pipes from the afore mentioned building; industrial metal grates that were used as boot 
scrapers, found in the garbage of an industrial building; the metal base of an old singer 
sewing machine; a car tire found while walking. 
 
Though no material was paid for, the current “value” of the materials varies widely. 
Some things that are commonly thrown into the recycling bin or garbage, when 
reclaimed, are extremely sought after. For example the wood when reclaimed sells for 
more than the new wood. The fluctuations in the value of the materials in the monument 
reflect the land value on which the Horse Palace sits. Both underline that over time, that 
which we value changes. 
 
I see the monument as somewhat of a timepiece. The horse here but leaving; a tree trunk 
from a forest or field now gone or going; construction materials salvaged from homes 
being restored /renovated; tires from cars that replaced the horse and changed our urban 
design since coming into use. All that is old is new again; discarded old materials 
used differently to create something new and valued. 
 

Jane Zdansky. Proposal for Scrapped on the site of the Griffintown Horse Palace, 
 August 2010. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

URBAN OCCUPATIONS URBAINES PROPOSAL : 
GHOST IN THE MACHINE

In response to the Urban Occupations urbaines Call for Submissions, I 
propose a large installation of floor-projected moving images inspired 
by the original crime that produced the Ghost of Griffintown – the 
murder of Mary Gallagher. Using the technique of mirror anamorphosis 
in which distorted images are re-formed in the reflection of mirrored 
cylinders, I will present a complex and unsolved murder mystery of 
how Mary lost her head and her alleged murderess Susan Kennedy 
lost her freedom.

While Mary’s wandering ghost has come to symbolize the ruptured 
community of Griffintown, my proposed work tentatively titled “The 
Ghost in the Machine” takes Alan Hustak’s book, Mary Gallagher: The 
True Story of the Ghost of Griffintown (2005) as a departure point. My 
project will examine how the murder, its trial and their representation 
in media and through popular discourse (such as gossip, ghost stories, 
and sermons) reveal shifting points of view about gender, class, 
ethnicity and madness in Victorian Montreal.

Using animated maps of Griffintown, 19th century photography, 
silhouetted characters, shadows, illustrations and moving text (gathered 
from a variety of sources), I will present the three possible outcomes 
of convicted murderess Susan Kennedy’s trial – that she was guilty, 
that she was innocent, or that she was insane. These narratives will 
be presented as a relatively short  (maximum 6 minute), intricate loop 
of overlapping details about the crime and the time that contextualize 
the multiple ways of looking at Mary and Susan’s stories. 

The form of this expanded cinema –anamorphic floor projection – 
emphasizes the constructed and subjective nature of truth. Images and 
text appear simultaneously distorted and undistorted – their legibility 
in mirrored reflections wholly dependent on where the viewer stands. 
In Ghost in the Machine, the viewer will be obliged to change position 
to read different elements of the installation but will never be able to 
read everything projected all at once.

To exhibit this work, I require a large, dark interior space where I can 
install projectors and playback equipment near the ceiling. I propose 
the installation of three projection systems that would take a floor 
area of 6 to 8 feet each. For Nuit Blanche 2010 I mounted a similar 
installation of this size (called Kappa Garden) with Margaret Griffin 
using a single projector in New City Gas. This location was ideal 
and I would happily work there again, but I would also be open to 
other suitable spaces. I expect to take care of my own equipment and 
installation needs although assistance is always welcome.

Given my extensive professional background in computer animation 
and having mounted installations similar to this already (at Concordia 
University, Portland Oregon and Nuit Blanche), I have confidence in 
this project’s successful and engaging completion. Furthermore, this 
work will comprise my final project for my Masters Degree (in Media 
Studies at Concordia) and as such I will be working on it full time for 
four months beginning in September. Thus I will be ready to resurrect 
Mary Gallagher and return her to Griffintown in 2011, one year ahead 
of her next scheduled haunting.

Here is a test sample of a (moving) image that 
would be projected onto the floor.

The viewer(s) could read the (moving) images 
in the reflection of a cylindrical mirror placed 
in the middle of the projection.

A closer look.

I propose up to three distinct animations 
projected onto the floor with mirrored cylin-
ders positioned at the centre of each 6-8 foot 
projection.

 
Alison Loader. Proposal for Ghost in the Machine. August 2010. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 

S.Q.U.A.T Collective Proposal 
 
We are going to spend twenty-four hours together. An evening, a night and then all 
of a day. We are going to do this to learn, about being together and about dwelling 
together. Because that is what is at stake with Griffintown.  
  
After Griffintown was cut off from the city by the expressway, after its industry was 
abandoned, it became an empty place -- and that emptiness became an openness 
to possibility. Now that this emptiness is threatened by condominiums everything 
discovered and created here is likewise at risk. Which begs the question: is it 
possible for that openness, that sense of possibility that Griffintown has and that 
makes it great, is it possible to carry that over into what Griffintown is becoming? 
  
This is why we are going to spend twenty-four hours together. In the attic of a 
paper factory nestled in the remains of a nineteenth century power plant, we are 
going to try to reproduce, in miniature, the conditions that led to this creative 
community coming together. We are going to try to reproduce something of what 
happened here, something of what living here is; we are going to try to understand 
this place and this community, and do so in a way that will suggest ways to 
continue these ways of living in what Griffintown is too quickly becoming. 
 
There is emptiness and then there are people. There are people coming together for 
no shared reason, with no common cause, almost by chance. They meet in the 
open possibility of the emptiness of this place and... something happens.  
 
We are four strangers come together in an empty place, to discover and explore 
what can happen in an empty place when strangers come together.  
 
 

Joanna Donehower, Chad Dembski, Greg MacArthur, Alan Read. Proposal to occupy 
New City Gas. August 2010. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Project Proposal: Housing a Home 

Housing a Home is a multidisciplinary and community centred installation project that will 
bring together 5-8 participants to collaborate in the process of building a ‘home’ using 
recycled materials (inside a rented storefront or vacant building) in Griffintown. 
   
My project will explore a number of issues related to home, community and consumption 
by encouraging project participants to engage and share their skills, stories and ideas 
and by working with ‘found’ materials collected from the streets, such as furniture, 
electronics, and scraps of fabric. I plan to also host an open workshop in the 
neighborhood on recycling strategies and hold a final public exhibition of the project.  
 
The objective of Housing a Home is not to recreate a singular concept of an ideal house, 
but to convey a sense of a shared, evolving and imaginative space. The goal of the 
project is to get participants and viewers to think about alternative ways in which 
discarded items can be used and modified within a collaborative and creative process. 
These found objects have visible histories and can easily be transformed into artworks 
with a high degree of aesthetic complexity. Upon seeing various creative forms inside 
the ‘home’ built by project participants, audiences will be able to add to their experience 
and understanding of the complexities of environment and art.   
 
This project also aims to provide participants with useful concrete ideas and skills to 
engage with discarded materials. Workshops and neighborhood gatherings are an 
important part of cultivating and maintaining continued interest and participation in the 
project. My aim is to create links and generate a dialogue through artwork that can 
further add to the sense and empowerment of the community by opening another venue 
of communication. 
 
Participants will be gathered from a Call for Participation through various list-serves as 
well as my own personal contacts.  I will look for 5-8 participants who can commit to 
working on the project from May-August 2011. I am looking for a range of participants, 
artists and non-artists from a variety of backgrounds primarily from Griffintown and 
possibly other Montreal neighborhoods. 
 
In recent years my art practice has shifted more towards the process of collaboration 
and participation. For me the collaboration and interaction between participants 
becomes an important and organic aspect of my practice. For example, in my video 
installation project titled Karachi is like A, B, C, I asked 35 artists, teachers and students 
to each create a short video that reflected on the city of Karachi (Pakistan) and 
corresponded to one of the 36 characters of the Urdu alphabet. When seen altogether, 
the installation not only showed a poetic collective reflection on the city by its residents 
but also sparked a dialogue on the image, urban and social history of Karachi amongst 
its participants. 
 
I am interested in expanding upon my collaborative practice by exploring the poetic 
relationship between a city’s residents and its public/private spaces in Griffintown.   
 
 

 
 

Riaz Mehmood. Proposal for Housing a Home. July 2010. 
 

 
 



 

 

boutiqueARCADE  
2boys.tv MONTRÉAL QUÉBEC CANADA 

We are the collaborative art duo 2boys.tv from Montréal, Québec, Canada. Working within the tradition  
of cross-disciplinary artistic expression we have created a wide repertoire of epic multimedia cabaret  
works, performances, videos and installations.   www.2boys.tv  

 
 

 
2boys.tv advertising created for the Montréal version of boutiqueArcade  

 
 
boutiqueARCADE  
  
A transmedia installation performance work by 2boys.tv (Stephen Lawson and Aaron Pollard, also  
known as Gigi L!Amour and Pipi Douleur).  The ideal location for this work is within an empty storefront  
or another location that can be mistaken for a retail outlet.  boutiqueARCADE premiered September  
2009 at festival les escales improbables in a 40 ft long (12 m) shipping container in Montreal!s Old Port,  
a popular shopping and site-seeing destination for tourists.  
  
The retail outlet we evoke is that of a shoe store.  Participants, and those who happen upon it while  
wandering, enter the store, designed to look like a new and hip place to buy footwear.  Inside the store  
are many shoes lining one wall.  Clerks (2boys.tv!s Lawson and Pollard, along with others who have  
been trained in the roles) assist the spectators to sit down and select shoes they would like to try.   
Instead of bringing the shoes to the “client” the clerks bring out a corresponding shoebox.  Within each  
shoebox are many little “arcades” that together, in their entirety, form an invented psychosocial map of  
the city:  a wanderer!s guide to the imagined nooks and crannies that are easily missed from the  
vantage point of a car, train or bus.  
  
Each shoebox contains a scene.  The scenes all together make up one larger narrative.  The spectator  
can choose the order and the number of the scenes that they view.  The visions inside the shoeboxes  
are revealed using a variety of methods, from simple static maquettes or tableaux, to more technically  
involved video and audio works using new advances in the miniature delivery of this material, to  
participatory works that invite viewers to inscribe their own fabrications and reflections on the city.   
  
boutiqueARCADE uses as its inspiration the city in which it is crafted, specifically the discarded parts of  
the city, the people and places that live in-between, below and hidden within its shadows. The process  
that we employ is inspired by the flâneur as classically defined by Charles Baudelaire and Walter  
Benjamin.  Over time, we hope to visit a variety of host cities, and through our accidental and incidental  
wanderings of these places, collect and recuperate objects and artifacts, sounds and images that we  
manipulate and use to construct, unveil and inspire the scenes in these miniature arcades.  
  
Existing as both an interactive and contemplative performance work, boutiqueARCADE seeks to  
“polish” the dark little urban cracks so they themselves become a city of light, providing a frame (a mise-  
en-abyme, the shoebox, this strange mysterious theatre within a theatre) that valorizes and celebrates  
the forgotten and discarded.  
 
boutiqueARCADE fictionalizes and fabricates visions of real locations within the host city. It is an interactive 
artwork that challenges local perceptions of neighbourhoods allowing spectators to question what is true and 
to create and proliferate their own constructed realities about these locales.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Project Title: INFESTATION 
Artist: Linda Swanson 
 

  As part of the cultural revitalization of the Griffintown area, a community garden has been started.  
This effort recognizes the importance of our natural environment and coincides with numerous efforts in Montreal to 
re-green the urban environment as a necessity for our well-being.  It also reminds us that natural processes are 
persistent and occur when conditions are right.  In this spirit, I am proposing  “INFESTATION,” a project that draws 
on the natural history of Griffintown by infesting it’s cracks and crevices with golden clay slugs.   
 
Clay is a primary aspect of the natural geology of Montreal.  Many of the industrial-era buildings and infrastructure of 
Griffintown were constructed out of this abundant natural resource.  INFESTATION seeks to augment the existing 
urbanscape with a series of hundreds of clay slugs that will temporarily infest Griffintown in nooks and crannies as 
they are deposited,  and subsequently, greater Montreal, as the slugs become redistributed through 
the process of collecting.  Slugs have always been around and despite efforts to control them, they are somehow 
always returning.  Slugs are lowly, they creep, staying in the shadows to remain moist, they slime and we are 
repulsed. They are the opposite of what we treasure. These small-scale sculptures are an attempt to interrupt our 
experience of walking through the city, so we pause and reflect. Our approach to the natural world needs to change 
from seeing it as a force to conquer to accepting it and supporting it for our own survival. Slugs play an important 
role in the ecosystem that directly impacts humans by transforming wastes and returning fertility to the soil.  The 
golden slugs in INFESTATION remind us that what may be seen on the one hand as a pest, may on the other, indeed 
be treasure of our world. We may also see them as symbolic of the efforts of urban Occupations urbaines to return 

cultural fertility to Griffintown.  
 
My work in clay allows us to contemplate the idea of the natural on a small, even intimate scale. I seek to intensify our 
attraction to nature and a sense of estrangement simultaneously. Whether it is marveling at a crystal in formation or 
finding a golden slug in the city, I seek to create experiences that put us in relation to our own perceptions of nature. 
In a society based on convenience and customization, how can we and should we relate to the natural world? 
 
Bio: 
Linda Swanson’s interests are rooted in the metamorphic nature of ceramic materials and processes.  She is 
particularly interested in how matter takes form and our perception of material over time.  Within the framework of 
installation and sculpture, she sets up situations in which matter can act according to its own tendencies.  Using 
processes inherent to fire, water, clay and glaze such as precipitation, evaporation, and dissolution, she explores 
how matter transforms as it changes states.  Her work engages the enigmatic properties of matter on an elemental 
level and the capacity of wonder to question how and what we know.  
  
Since 2008, Linda Swanson has been living in Montreal and currently teaches ceramics at Concordia University.  Her 
work has been exhibited in Canada, across the United States and in Paris, France.  In 2007, she was commissioned 
for a public art piece in Clichy, France.  She has received awards from the Delaware Center for Contemporary Art, the 
Cattaraugus Arts Council in New York, and National Council on Education in the Ceramic Arts in addition to grants 
from the Saltonstall Foundation and the New York Foundation for the Arts.  
 

 
 

Linda Swanson. Proposal for INFESTATION. August 2010. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix B 
Urban Occupations Urbaines Ephemera:  
postcards, publicity, curatorial statements,  

artists’ texts, and correspondence 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
pouf! art + architecture, invitation to dog park gallery. September 2010. 

Photo Credit and text: Cynthia Hammond and Thomas Strickland. 



 
 

 
 

pouf! art + architecture, Vernissage Press Release. August 2011. 
Photo Credit and Text: Cynthia Hammond and Thomas Strickland. 

 
 



   
L’espace quotidien. Film Still. Andrew de Freitas. September 2010. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Fenêtres murées - Daylight Robbery 
 

PHASE 1 du projet Ombres à la fenêtre/Fenêtre sur ombres 
--------------------------------------------------- 

PHASE 1 of the Shadows at your window/ Window over Shadows project 
 

© Théâtre Nulle Part, 2010 
 
 

MÉLANIE 
What sort of traces does a human body leave once it’s gone? Do our flesh and bones 
somehow irradiate onto the city’s pavement and walls? If you could take an x-ray of this 
piece of concrete, could you possibly read how many people have walked by? How many 
people have stopped there to wait, to take a deep breath or to sneeze, to cry a little or to 
love someone? 
 
MARYSE 
Il est intéressant d’observer à quel point l’identité des citadins se rattache au lieu qu’ils 
habitent, au quartier dans lequel ils évoluent. Les villes se forment à partir d’anciens 
villages qui grossissent et toute division finit par disparaître à travers un tissage serré 
d’artères et d’avenues, qui nourrissent le centre névralgique d’une cité. Malgré tout, les 
citoyens tiennent à se regrouper, à former des clans pour se distinguer de l’anonymat des 
grands boulevards du centre-ville. Si chacun des quartiers où nous habitons au cours de 
notre vie finissent par définir notre identité, quel genre de traces notre présence peut-elle 
y laisser? 
 
MÉLANIE 
City neighbourhoods are constantly redefined. When people will have long forgotten 
about the history of my area, what will be left of my life over there? Will I disappear, as 
if I’ve never existed? As long as people remember street names, those same streets where 
I once walked everyday, the spirit of my presence will survive.  
 
CATHERINE 
1965 : Montréal se prépare à accueillir l’Exposition universelle de 1967, un événement 
qui marquera à jamais le paysage et l’imaginaire collectif des Montréalais. Le Maire Jean 
Drapeau semble faire preuve d’une ambition sans bornes. Il désire plus que jamais 
inscrire sa ville au rang des grandes métropoles nord-américaines. 
 
ROXANNE 
Isolated from the city core by a railway and the construction of a new overground 
highway, built for the convenience of the numerous visitors expected at Expo 67, the 
Griffintown neighbourhood was condemned to sink into oblivion. The industrial rezoning 
of the area forces its inhabitants to move away, morphing the first-ever Montreal suburb 
into a grid of lifeless warehouses and parking spaces. Since the Great Depression, 



Griffintown has become the ghost of another era. If you ask Montrealers under 60 years 
of age where to put Griffintown on a city map, most of them would fail. 
 
MARYSE 
Hector aime imaginer que ce qu’il vient de vivre est déjà un souvenir. Il aime vivre le 
moment présent comme si c’était un souvenir, parce que la nostalgie du moment passé 
amplifie l’expérience de son vécu. Marcher le long du canal avec Lulu, gagner le 
concours de boxe du Girls & Boys Club, faire boire Antoine, chanter au mariage de 
Simone et Georges, faire danser la petite Marie-Louise. Plus tard, dans sa maison de 
retraite, il passera ses soirées à partager ses souvenirs avec ceux qui n’en ont plus.  
 
CATHERINE 
Aude aime se poser des questions romantiques en regardant le train qui passe juste 
derrière sa maison, à chaque fin d’après-midi. En comptant le nombre de wagons qui s’y 
accrochent, elle trouve réponses à ses questions. Grâce à lui, elle sait dorénavant qu’elle 
aura 43 enfants, qu’elle rencontrera l’homme de sa vie à 72 ans, qu’elle le mariera à 54 
ans, qu’elle existera pour au moins 91 ans et qu’elle recevra 66 fois des fleurs de la part 
d’un homme, dont 18 fois des roses. Elle est également en mesure d’évaluer la quantité 
de baisers passionnés qu’elle recevra dans sa vie : entre 64 et 102. Aude aime s’imaginer 
que le train ne passe que pour elle, comme les moutons qui défilent quand on cherche le 
sommeil ou les pétales d’une marguerite qui garantissent l’amour d’un prétendant. 
 
MÉLANIE 
Judy knows a secret place where to hide and cry. Her older brothers don’t like it when 
she cries. But she knows that behind that huge brewery where Mum and Dad work, 
there’s a tiny little shed with a window through which the sun shines in a particular way, 
at a certain time of day. It is the only thing that will stop her from crying. She has become 
addicted to it and sometimes forces herself to feel sad, so she has a reason to go to the 
shed. She wonders what will happen to her life once the shed will be torn down.  
 
ROXANNE 
«Pourquoi mes yeux voient pas la même chose que les yeux des autres?» se demande 
encore Julien. Ce matin, avec les sous de matante Alphonie, sa mère et lui se sont rendus 
chez le médecin. Julien devait observer des mosaïques de points de couleurs différentes. 
Il avait rassemblé tout son courage, toute sa persévérance et malgré ses efforts de 
surhomme, Julien est resté confus devant le rouge et le vert, devant le jaune et le bleu. Le 
médecin lui a expliqué qu’il était daltonien. Julien s’est mis à pleurer devant un mot si 
compliqué. Sa mère lui a alors chuchoté à l’oreille que c’est merveilleux parfois de voir 
les choses différemment des autres.   
 
CATHERINE 
Peter has stopped drinking milk, started to smoke cigar and knows now how to drive! He 
has taken his mum and sisters to the Lake St.Louis  for one great Sunday afternoon where 
they had a fabulous picnic. Louisa was holding baby Jules in her arms, and for once, she 
didn’t cry much. Dad would be so proud to know that he’s taking charge of the business 
and the family.  



 
MARYSE 
Armand et Serge attendent le jeune Mikhaïlov près du chemin de fer en buvant un coke. 
Il leur avait dit « 4h, sua track ». Ils savent tous les deux que ça signifie ben des coups de 
poing, se tenir par les cheveux, s’inventer des noms pas beaux pis se faire des nouvelles 
gales sur l’asphalte. Ils sont en 7e année et c’est probablement la dernière année 
que les frères passeront à l’école. Pôpa a grand besoin de ses deux petits hommes au 
garage l’année prochaine. Serge regarde son frère tout silencieux. Il lui jure, juré craché, 
que même si c’est lui le plus petit, il sera au premier rang du combat et il hésitera pas à le 
défendre si Anton vise sa bouche avec son poing de Soviet. Serge et Armand savent très 
bien que Môman peut pas se permettre de les envoyer encore chez le dentiste. Si le pire 
arrivait, Serge tirerait lui-même sur la ficelle pour arracher la dent de son frère. « De 
toute façon, dit Armand, je bois tellement de Coke qu’elles sont toutes pourries. T’auras 
pas besoin de tirer ben fort ». Les deux frères rigolent. 
 
MÉLANIE 
Rosanna s’est mordue la lèvre jusqu’au sang, trop excitée de goûter à sa première orange. 
Maintenant, le jus sucré du fruit brûle sa blessure. Les larmes lui montent aux yeux. Ses 
cousins se moquent d’elle. Nonia se fâche et les garçons courent pour éviter la fessée. 
Nonia tombe. Les enfants crient. Mamma arrive en courant, Nonia est inconsciente. 
Maintenant c’est les garçons qui pleurent. Nonia s’est cassée la hanche et Rosanna 
déteste les oranges. 
 
ROXANNE 
 “Why do people change?” wonders Adelaide while separating the cream from the milk. 
Her youngest brother just got married and moved to the states. There was a huge 
celebration at St. Ann’s church a month ago, but all she can remember now from that day 
was tripping on the bottom of her dress and spoiling the nice French fabric by dropping 
her piece of cake. She wishes so hard she could create new memories for that night, but 
it’s obviously impossible.  
 
MARYSE  
Henriette se regarde enfin dans un miroir. Elle en avait perdu l’habitude. Son reflet, 
c’était tout simplement Alice, sa sœur jumelle. Aujourd’hui, Henriette est incapable de 
détacher son regard du miroir. Elle fait revivre celle dont elle ne s’était jamais séparée, 
celle avec qui elle bravait les après-midi d’automne, d’hiver, de printemps et d’été, celle 
avec qui le jour se levait et se couchait. Après tant de rires et d’histoires racontées, le 
silence s’est installé et tout s’est figé. Henriette se demande aujourd’hui si elle n’est plus 
que la trace vivante d’une Alice disparue. 
 
CATHERINE 
Martha is wondering what her family is becoming abroad, while counting the very new 
little wrinkles that she now notices at the corner of her eyes. She’s never ever gonna 
match that image they have of her back home. If she ever goes back, they’ll meet another 
person. But what about them, what do they look like nowadays? 
 



 
ROXANNE 
Marcel est assis sur le lit, une petite boîte à la main, il regarde Flavia enfiler la robe qu’il 
vient de lui acheter. Il sait qu’avec le contenu de cette petite boîte, son destin et celui de 
Flavia seront liés à jamais. D’ici 5 jours, ils partiront vers l’Italie. Flavia pourra enfin 
retrouver sa grand-mère à Naples. Marcel sait très bien que sans son aide, elle n’aurait 
peut-être jamais eu la chance de la revoir. Marcel sait qu’il emmènera cette petite boîte en 
voyage avec lui, Marcel sait qu’il est amoureux de Flavia. Mais ce soir, il se demande s’il 
ne devrait pas revoir Rosalie une dernière fois. Revoir ses yeux et son sourire pour se 
rassurer que le charme n’opère plus, pour s’assurer qu’une seule femme, que seule Flavia 
pourra être digne de son amour.   
 
MARYSE 
Astrid is convinced that Franz has been following her. Every night, when she finishes at 
the Foundry. She hears the irregular pacing of his steps, struggling to keep his distance 
because of his tall legs. In some smaller streets, she can even feel him breathing. One 
day, she managed to catch his shadow, on the corner of a brick lane. When she leans, 
pretending to fix her boots, she knows that he’s there peeping, and she enjoys doing it! 
Her only hope is that within a year or two, he will still be there, hiding in the shade, when 
she’ll be brave enough to turn around.  
 
MÉLANIE 
Marie-Ange souhaiterait tellement pouvoir retirer sa dernière conversation avec Léonie. 
Dans le jardin, à boire la liqueur de tante Alma, elle a oublié de souper, elle a oublié de 
rentrer et surtout, elle a oublié de pas dire les choses qu’elle souhaiterait jamais avoir 
pensées. De pas dire qu’elle a jamais cru au talent de violoniste de sa sœur. Que c’était 
elle qui avait libéré son lapin préféré. Qu’elle avait décroché le chapelet de la corde à 
linge, la veille du mariage. Qu’elle aurait préféré voir Émile partir à la guerre plutôt que 
de le voir épouser Léonie. Qu’elle était plutôt satisfaite d’apprendre que leur premier 
enfant louchait. Qu’elle avait peur de finir vieille fille. 
 
CATHERINE 
Olivia est postée devant le four, une cuillère de bois à la main, un tablier de dentelle à la 
taille, du rouge aux lèvres et les cheveux blonds ramenés en nattes épaisses. Ce matin elle 
s’est levée avec l’envie de faire une soupe de crabe, un partan bree comme sa mère disait. 
Elle a mélangé la chair de crabe, a salé, poivré, y a ajouté une cuillère et demie de noix, 3 
cuillérées de vinaigre de vin blanc, 2 cuillérées de miettes de pain et 2 cuillérées de 
beurre. Mais, Olivia sait qu’il manque un ingrédient. Sa mémoire flanche, elle oublie 
souvent maintenant des détails comme ça. Des détails qui font souvent toute la 
différence. Ce matin, Olivia a oublié les 2 cuillérées de moutarde douce, mais aussi, 
l’odeur des Noëls écossais, le vert des landes et le souffle du blizzard.   
 
ROXANNE 
Lena has a special power. She knows for sure when someone is dying, when there is no 
more chance of survival. There is a moment right before dying when someone’s soul 
travels around the places where they lived, where they loved, one last time. Meanwhile, 



the body doesn’t move, the eyes don’t move, it just keeps on breathing. Herman has been 
sick since last Christmas. Today, he won’t leave his bed. They have to call a priest, but 
no one listens to her. He has to see a priest now, or else it’ll be too late. 
 
MÉLANIE 
1972. Richard got lost after visiting Old Montreal. Now he finds himself walking in a 
strange area where old wooden apartment houses are still standing in the middle of a 
bunch of brand new warehouses and abandonned fields. He remembers the sight of 
London from his childhood right after the war. Holes everywhere. Destruction. He 
couldn’t imagine finding something similar in America.  
 
MARYSE 
Jules regarde sa maison qu’on jette par terre. D’abord la chambre qu’il a partagé avec 
Raymond. Puis celle de Popa pis Moman. Les rideaux de tante Lucienne sont toujours 
accrochés. Sa cachette préférée : le placard sous l’échelle du grenier. Le séjour, qui avait 
plutôt servi de chambre à Fernande et Jeannine. La porte de la cave, qu’il avait défoncée 
en se chamaillant avec son frère. La cuisine, avec ses vieilles fixtures à l’huile longtemps 
inutilisées. Il reste plus que la façade maintenant, sans sa porte d’entrée, seul vestige qu’il 
a décidé de conserver. Un squelette qui ouvre la bouche.  
 
MELANIE 
What will be left of me when the narrow streets where I lived will be replaced by large 
boulevards? When tall blocks of condos or offices will only allow a sliver of sunshine to 
make its way to the pavement? 
 
Et Catherine chante en quittant?  

 



 
My Dear Friends… Younghwan Choi.  

Installation at the Wellington Tower. November 2010. 
 
 
 

 
My Dear Friends… Younghwan Choi.  

Installation at the Wellington Tower. November 2010. 
 
 
 

 



New City Happening, an email correspondence 
With Greg MacArthur, Joanna Donehower, Alan Read, and Chad Dembski 
 

















 
Architectures précaires. Etienne Tremblay-Tardiff. January 2011. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A Sounding: St. Ann’s Reimagined. Candice Ivy. May 2011. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



From: Sam Ralph <sam_007@me.com> 
Date: September 8, 2011 6:23:39 PM EDT 
To: conspire@videotron.ca, Juliette Patterson <j.patterson@catalyseurbaine.com>, 
"Girard_Robert Y." <rgirard@fasken.com> 
Cc: Lev Harvey <PAPER878@aol.com>, Leo Leonard <brianrius@hotmail.com> 
Subject: Re: Please remove your horse from Private property at the lot adjacent to 
1220 rue Ottawa. 
 
 
Dear Ms. Janseen, Patterson, and Me Girard;   
 
 
Also, please note that my client's property is PRIVATE property.  
 
They do not have insurance for any events that may happen while your property is 
illegally placed on the site.  
 
As I said, we prefer you move it to Harvey's place or put in temporarily in the very rear 
of the site out of site.  
 
Thank you for your collaboration.  Also, please note that Juliette Patterson, the President 
of the Griffintown 
Horse Palce Foundation is not a friend of my client's in so far, as she is attempting to 
impair the value of 
their property and legacy to their family.  
 
I am very disappointed with your e-mail below, and request your respect and that you not 
interfer by contacting 
my clients on this matter, rather you should co-ordinate with the undersigned and the 
Nephew of the Leonards.  
 
Please & Thank you, where Mr. Harvey Lev, should also fully understand.  
 
The Horse has enjoyed six months on the site, and like any art exhibition, it's time has 
come, and it's time for it to be moved, to Harvey's  
art gallery perhaps on Ottawa.  
 
Finally a formal request has also earlier been sent to Fasken Martineau, Robert Girard, a 
board member of the Griffintown Horse Palace foundation,  
who you know well, and also to Ms. Patterson who promised she would have this matter 
taken care of over a month ago, yet nothing has happened.  
 
Please take care to have your horse removed.  
 
Sam  
 



 
 
 
On 2011-09-08, at 6:06 PM, Sam Ralph wrote: 
 
If you have such proof then please demonstrate.   
 
I have spoken with the Leonards and they wish to have the horse removed fr the site and 
to the very rear of the property if you wish. 
 
Or Mr Harvey Lev has Offered his property as an alternate location. 
 
The horse looks fine on the site.  Please make the necessary arrangements by the week-
end please. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Sam 
 
Sent from my iPhone 
 
On 2011-09-08, at 6:02 PM, conspire@videotron.ca wrote: 
 
 
Mr. Ralph, 
 
The horse sculpture placed on the Leonard's property was installed with the Leonard's 
permission, not illegally, as you have suggested. 
 
I am in fact surprised to hear that they would like the Horse removed. Of course, if the 
Leonard's would like the Horse Sculpture removed, I will happily do this. I will confirm 
with the Leonard's that they no longer wish to have the installation on their property 
before taking action. 
 
I also understand that you pushed the art installation over a couple of weeks ago. I hope 
you realize that in fact this was an act of vandalism? I would appreciate if you could 
explain to me why you took such actions? 
 
 
Shauna Janssen 
Curator, Urban Occupations Urbaines 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
Ghost in the Machine. Alison Loader. June 2011. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Housing a Home: Borrowed Views. Riaz Mehmood. July 2011. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

 

Artists:     Shoeboxes: 
Judith Bauer    Griffintown Horse Palace 
      Jardin secret 
      Nuit blanche 
Arthur Desmarteaux   Le parc 
Natalie Doonen + Maya Ersan  Bassins du havre 
Joanna Donehower   La Camillienne/ The Comfort Station 
Shauna Janssen    Beauté dans le ruine 
Jason Knight    Bassin Peel 
Jonathan Lemieux   Le squellette 
Allison Moore    Bloody Mary 
Skid More     The Mickey 
Jesse Orr     The Uncertain Future of Dirt 
Shereen Soliman    The Sleepwalker/ Le somnambule 
Rebecca Spencer    Eulogy 
Mark Sussman    Life on the Water 
Kathleen Vaughan   I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen 





 
 
 

 
 

INFESTATION. Linda Swanson. Peel Basin Quay, Montreal. September 2011. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix C 
Interview Consent Forms 
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