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NEW HOMES

OPINION

‘Brilliant city’ requires nurturing

JIM DEWALD AND BEV SANDALACK
FOR THE CALGARY HERALD

he Epcor Centre for the Per-
I forming Arts, led by out-

standing Calgarian Colin
Jackson, sees Calgary as a “brilliant
city” — alogical outcome of the
centre’s mission to be a place
“where the creative spirit of all
Calgarians will be enriched, en-
gaged and delighted,” as it states
on its website.

In order to be a catalyst
for celebrating that idea,
the centre has organized
events involving a wide
spectrum of groups.

This includes its recent
Raise A Joyful Noise
event, in which different
religious groups came to-
gether in music and
dance so that Calgarians
could gain a broader un-
derstanding of the many
spiritual traditions that
shape our community,
and what links them to-

gether.
Brilliant city — what a
marvelously positive

image for Calgary.

As Toronto Poet Laure-
ate Pier Giorgio Di Cicco
recently described to a

Calgary audience (as part Bev Sandalac

of a Brilliant City initia-

tive): “These kinds of events adver-
tise commonality and break down
the silos of commerce and culture.
Simply, creativity must be seen as a
way of life, and the wonder and ex-
citement of it stylize a city into a
habitable and attractive place.”

But in terms of its wider implica-
tions for Calgary as a whole, the
concept of the “brilliant city” is not
a fixed state of being that can be
passively counted upon.

It needs nurturing, constant at-
tention, hard work and dedication.

It demands our trust in, and pas-
sion for, brilliance in our people,
the beauty of their spirit, and full
celebration and respect of our tra-
ditions, rites and rituals.

While the place or setting of a
city is physical and fixed, the no-
tion of a brilliant city is more mal-
leable, dynamic and ever-changing.

As such, it is a realization of what
we call the programming and
trends/fashion layers of the urban
design pyramid.

The diagram at right illustrates
how urban design can be adopted
as amethodological approach to
city planning.

The pyramid begins with
an assessment of the unique
physical characteristics of
the land, followed by a
focus on the public realm
and the built form (such
things as infrastructure,
parks and buildings).

The physical dimen-
sions of land, public
realm and built form
provide a platform
for programming
concepts such as
the “brilliant city”
that are products
of, and influ-
enced by, the
prevailing
ideology.

“Ideology”
refersto a
unified sys-
tem of be-
liefs, atti-
tudes and
values that
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conform to the overall cultural
setting.

The brilliant city concept is de-
rived from a very positive ideology
reflective of a belief in the inherent
good nature of people.

This stands as a beacon that con-
trasts with the programming of
most North American cities, which
is based on a pessimistic, negative
ideology fixated on rules and
policing intended to address
the negative elements of society.

In Calgary, as well, we
are pre-occupied with the
negative impacts of a seg-
regated focus on crime,
homelessness and so on
at the expense of cele-
brating the spirit of all
Calgarians, including the
less fortunate.

As Toronto’s second
1 Poet Laureate, Di Cicco
has extended his role
beyond arts advocacy
into the realm of “civic
esthetic” — a term that
defines the building of
a city by citizenship,
| civic ethic and urban
psychology.

Di Cicco is a knowl-
edgeable and passionate
advocate for embracing
a positive city spirit,
infusing our urban
environments with the
key elements that make what
American professor Richard
Florida (author of the Rise of
the Creative Class) calls “creative
cities.”

Florida argues that the most suc-
cessful cities in North America are

ones that appeal to creative people.

Among the many important
points made during his visit to Cal-
gary, Di Cicco noted that in North
American cities, “mutuality and al-
lowance are countermanded by
surveillance, suspicion, distrust,
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People enjoy flying kites at the Olympic Plaza during the Calgary International Children’s Festival.

privacy laws, protocol and exces-
sive proceduralism.
“When this happens, we have a
sanitized city, not a creative city.”
Is this what we want — a sani-
tized city? We know what we
would prefer, but how do our civic
leaders, planners and others en-
gaged in celebrating the
spirit of Calgary make
sure that we do not be-
come a sanitized city?
If our ideology is a
pessimistic view of peo-
ple — that by nature, they
are untrustworthy, unreli-
able, self-interested and oppor-
tunistic — we will ultimately shift
to a design model that is grounded
in exclusive, protective,
locked-down and walled
environments.

We don’t believe that this is
what Calgary should be.
Conversely, if our ideo-

“.  logical beliefs support
" the notion that people
are inherently good-
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Positive and negative views of people affect how cities are planned.

A diagram of the urban design
pyramid detailing the different rela-
tionships and characteristics that make up a city,
from most permanent (bottom) to least (top).

natured, trustwor-
thy, reliable and
caring, our ur-
ban designs
will focus on
open and inclu-
sive envi-

and gazebos.
In the end, the three-
way link among ideologi-
cal predispositions, physical
design and city programming
are inescapable.
So, we have to make a choice be-
tween positive or negative ideol-
ogy, and then select the physical
and programming components
that make a match.

There is, unfortunately, one

other outcome — an outcome that
recognizes that this linkage is not
linear and not as simple as de-
scribed.

As the physical environment is
more permanent, it is possible for
the ideology of programming to

ideology are mismatched with
aggressive programming that
is grounded in the pessimistic
ideology.

In the end, if this is allowed to
continue, our precious public
realm will be sanitized by both the
rules and limitations of a restricted

environment, and gentrification
of exclusive neighbourhoods

where closed doors, private

yards and underground locked

parking define our soul.
More is needed. We need more
brilliant city initiatives, and more
trust in the spirit and soul of our
city and our people.
In Di Cicco’s words, “physical
construction may give the illusion

ron- change and go out of sync with the  of a dynamic city, an illusion
ments, ideology of physical design. that may stimulate citizens and
with Indeed, Di Cicco argues that we create ‘buzz’ — but the soul of
places to are at the precipice of the false citizenship is what makes a city
gather suchas  positive. stand head and shoulders above
public parks, Renewed efforts to create urban others.”
squares, benches designs that support the positive
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