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fab pac with Diyan Achjadi, 2015-ongoing

Speaking My Truth, Aboriginal Healing Foundation 2010-2014 

Maraya with Henry Tsang and M. Simon Levin, 2007-2015. Installation stills 
and online images.  
Alice Ming Wai Jim (2014) The Maraya Project, Third Text, 28:1, 15-31,

Land Art Generator, Santa Monica 2016. Catalogue Essay.

Landon Mackenzie, Nervous Centres, Esker Foundation Exhibition, Calgary 
AB, 2013. Catalogue essay.
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fab pac
2015-ongoing

Collaboration—visual-poetic translations—with Diyan 
Achjadi, print maker and media artist. Samples published in 
The Capilano Review, 3.26 (2015).
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Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2010-2014

Publication Design, Production, Web-development, 
Editing, and Public Speaking: Under the auspices 
of the Aboriginal Healing Foundation (AHF), I 
oversaw the design, editing and production of a 
number of books and ebooks. Speaking My Truth: 
Reflections on Reconciliation & Residential toured 
across Canada, with co-editors Shelagh Rogers, 
Mike DeGagné, and I meeting book clubs and 
speaking to groups about reconciliation. These 
publications were presented to the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada as Offerings 
of Reconciliation in 2013.
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The Maraya Project
2007-2015

Lead Artists: M. Simon Levin, Henry Tsang, & 
Glen Lowry

Maraya is a large-scale collaborative art / 
research project that investigates 21st century 
urbanism. Focusing on historical connections 
between Vancouver and Dubai, Maraya charts 
the migration of urban planners, architects 
and developers from Vancouver (Concord 
Pacific) to Dubai (EMAAR). This multifaceted 
project documents the influence this mobile 
cadre has had on reshaping the way we think 
about the city. 

Maraya looks at how the brand Vancouver is 
translated and mapped onto Dubai, one of the 
world’s fastest growing urban hubs. Taking 
its name from the Arabic word for mirror or 
reflection, Maraya examines opportunities 
for social engagement that arise when we try 
to see ourselves reflected two vastly different 
urban enterprises.

The Maraya project has 
taken a variety of forms 
(video, photographs, new 
media, sculptural, literary, 
and performative), and 
it has been presented in 
various iterations:

• gallery exhibition
• public talks
• artist walks
• public installations
• publications
• website
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Cultural subjects “play themselves” for multiple 

audiences: the police, state agencies, generations, 

ancestors, the tribe, animals, and a personal God. 

Subjectivity is plural and not simply a matter of turning 

toward power, as in Althusser’s famous fable (1972). It 

can also involve turning away, falling silent, keeping 

secrets, using more than one name, being different in 

changing situations. —  James Clifford1

Re:building—a new pastoral / goats on the roof

This may be apocryphal, but I’d like to share a story told to me 

by an architect friend. The narrative recalls a senior colleague’s 

plan for persuading clients to accept new, contentious design 

elements. Faced with convincing clients to sign off on a budget 

overrun or other sticky issue, the architect advised the team to 

put “goats on the roof”—i.e., to add a few goats to the drawings 

or model. Apparently, the out-of-the-box goats had the power to 

captivate the client, and in so doing, they would allow other, more 

controversial elements of the proposed building to go unnoticed. I 

like this example because it is an architectural nod to the pastoral 

that provides more than a cynical bait and switch. Instead, the 

goats help to create a context for innovative design solutions by 

recalling other forms of social interaction or economic production. 

Imagining the goats enables the client to think about different 

forms of the built environment and to redraw, even momentarily, 

the line between the building and green spaces. 

Borrowing from Welsh cultural historian Raymond Williams’s 

study, The Country and the City (1973), we might say that the 

architect’s ability to blur the line between rural and urban points to 

a deeper engagement with interconnected spheres of interest, or 

what Marxists refer to as modes of production. As Williams argues, 

the landscapes popularized in nineteenth-century literature and 

poetry provided a functional, ideological difference that effectively 

situated rural Britain outside of an emergent industrialization. 

Setting the country apart from the expanding, centralized powers 

of the city, these idealized representations of nature elided shifting 

industrial relations by glossing over growing social and economic 

disparities separating urban and rural development. Read against 

this longer history of labor relations, industrialization, and 

hegemonic representations of the country, the figurative goats 

gesture toward recognition of the interdependence of urban and 

rural spaces in a dominant mode of production. A poetic reminder  

of a disappearing commons and the vital link between cities and 

vast tracts of rural land, the goats provide a symbolic representation 

of the dependence of industrial centers on the rural territories that 

are systemically subsumed by industrial development and our 

avaricious appetite for water, electricity, and fossil fuels. 

I’m reminded of these goats when I look at the exquisite 

renderings that now support the LAGI design briefs for Dubai, 

Copenhagen, New York, and Santa Monica. The idyllic renderings 

that play on beautiful sweeps of light and breeze transport viewers 

to vital spaces of possibility that are both a turning toward and 

away from the dominant power. In this other world, the blazing 

sun of the Arabian desert, the desolate winds of a capped New 

York landfill, the ambiguous haze over a decommissioned shipyard 
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along the Copenhagen waterfront, or crashing waves on the 

beaches of Santa Monica are returned to beneficence. In these 

images, the sun, wind, and water are transformed into friendly 

elements. In many ways, this imaginary drive is a crucial function 

of the artists, architects, and designers brought together by 

LAGI. Their collective strength rests with an ability to see these 

formative elements as positive agents in a new ordering of urban 

life. Returning to the basic features of the Santa Monica shoreline, 

these creative designs take viewers beyond futuristic visions 

of micropower plants. As the best public art plans do, these 

proposals resonate with new and different approaches to a range 

of immediate and contemporary social concerns. 

Leafing through these proposals, we begin to desire not only the 

artworks but perhaps more importantly, the world they envision. 

This is the true power of art. Vibrant engines, the capacity of these 

proposed works outstrips their ability to deliver essential amenities 

(power and water). They engender bold changes to everyday life—

to the way we live and how we want to live. Goats on the roof. 

A chicken in every backyard. Community-owned power plants. 

These are the objects and practices needed to help redefine the 

spaces we live in. Positive responses to global challenges, they 

also provide the means with which to reestablish local control over 

our cities and countries. They provide a visual means for rethinking 

power, and offer a rich databank of solutions that require us to 

regrid power relations, redesigning the production, consumption, 

and—implicitly—the distribution of electricity on a scale and in a 

manner that effectively replaces the massive and now floundering 

infrastructures of twentieth-century development.

Rescaling: Cultural Subjects, Subjects of Culture

The monumental, seemingly monolithic enterprises of post-war 

modernity crumble and disintegrate all around us; once stirring 

images of industry and power fade before our eyes. The architectural 

wonders—the freeways and power plants, the universities and 

courthouses, stock exchanges and factories—that made possible 

twentieth-century growth and prosperity, across North America 

and throughout the so-called developed world, falter under the 

strain of twenty-first-century imperatives. Nevertheless, as the 

proposals gathered here in LAGI 2016 suggest, all is not lost. 

New times require new cultural imaginaries—new power, new 

power plants, new dreams of progress, but also new technologies 

and new social relations. Compare these evocative proposals to 

the monuments of hydroelectric power. Think, for example, of the 

Sir Adam Beck and Robert Moses Power Stations on the banks 

of the Niagara River, the Hoover Dam across the Colorado, James 

Bay Hydroelectric, and the Robert Bourassa Power Station; think 

of the Kashiwazaki-Kariwa Nuclear Power Plant in Japan or the 

Bruce Nuclear Generating Station on Lake Huron; or think of the 

structures of late oil—the tar sands of the Athabasca outside Fort 

McMurray, oil fields of the Persian Gulf, rigs offshore in the Gulf 

of Mexico or the North Atlantic, massive tankers, and snaking 

transcontinental pipelines. The manageable scope and renovated 

scale of the LAGI projects collected here provide a stark contrast to 

the brutality of twentieth-century industrialism, which were based 

on massive expropriations of land, often from Indigenous peoples, 

and ever-present threats of ecological devastation. The narrative 

subjects embedded or depicted in the following pages are human 

figures who might be seen to perform across a variety of local sites. 
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Circulating beyond the exigencies of a specific design brief or 

single set of circumstances, Santa Monica, the plans and proposal 

presented in this book become part of an archive or databank that 

provide images of renovated civic engagements and human-scale 

urban developments. Continuing to echo the language of James 

Clifford, we might say that the subjects imagined or represented 

here turn toward power, or more directly toward public 

involvement in power generation and sustainable approaches to 

carbon neutrality, but they also turn away from overdetermined 

narratives of control and hegemonic dominance. Art, design, 

architecture, engineering, research, or innovation—the selected 

projects respond to and perform different identities as they “play 

themselves” across a range of social situations, political contexts, 

and discursive formations. These site-specific interventions invite 

us to make connections that extend beyond the local; they invite 

readers to see what is possible in Santa Monica as concrete 

examples of what is needed elsewhere. Bearing more than one 

name, they enter multiple fields of force and invite us to follow 

their lead across faraway places and very different geopolitical 

locations. They encourage us to wonder what new forms of power 

(and power generation) might look like in Kitimat, Vancouver, Fort 

McMurray, Attawapiskat, Doha—the list grows. They invite us to 

want to reestablish meaningful connections with other people and 

places with whom energy is shared. Or put in another way, the 

proposals gathered here encourage us to think about energy and 

citizenship across new networks that are capable of rebalancing 

and countering past inequities and disparities.

Re:generating—Spatial Practice 

To outline how we might read LAGI’s utopic vision/s within a more 

overtly political context, one that is rooted in questions of social 

justice and equitable access to resources, I’d like to reframe this 

discussion in the context of contemporary urban theory. Arguably, 

artworks that focus on energy generation are a priori political, 

and as such, can be seen to be embedded in a representational 

confluence that connects art, philosophy, science, government, 

and the economy. Public art that self-consciously represents 

or imagines new forms of power tends to invite thinking about 

political efficacy and our collective access to material resources— 

including fuel, energy, and social power. But how do we begin to 

read these works? Beyond saying that they provide politically 

provocative imagery, how do we begin to plug them into dynamic 

debates about power, the environment, and social equity? Peak oil, 

global warming, and other related forms of environmental crises 

tend to highlight concerns around government control over power 

(energy) as a material resource (renewable or not). However, 

they also suggest opportunities for new social formations, based 

on new thinking and new possibilities for transformative and 

transformational social engagement. To work through what I see 

as the inherently political nature of the LAGI platform, I want to 

suggest that the associated geographies of power that define the 

unique sites taken up by LAGI 2010 through LAGI 2016 are of central 

importance to our interpretation or assessment of proposed 

interventions.
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Situating LAGI in relation to the “spatial turn” in cultural 

criticism allows us to consider the geographic elements of these 

proposals and the vast networks of geopolitical power in which 

they are situated. Instead of focusing attention on the natural or 

environmental aspects of each LAGI site in isolation, I want to 

outline a spatial approach that is based on an assumption that 

any successful attempt to harness or reflect energy—solar, wind, 

tidal—requires integration with the power grid. As such, the 

most provocative proposals offer a point of access to thinking 

about the specific power relations that define the spatial or 

geographic aspect of the site. It is beyond the scope of my short 

text to explore the geopolitical contingencies of Santa Monica or 

Southern California, let alone compare them to those at play in 

the United Arab Emirates, Denmark, or New York. Nevertheless, 

I want to provide a thumbnail sketch of how we might approach 

LAGI’s strategic objective, its drive “to advance the successful 

implementation of sustainable design solutions by integrating 

art and interdisciplinary creative processes into the conception 

of renewable energy infrastructure”2, through the lens of social 

power and justice. 

Too often global warming is discussed as a temporal concern. 

The media presents historical causes for increasingly apparent 

climate changes (for example, the overconsumption of cheap/

subsidized oil, overdevelopment, and globalization), or pundits 

offer timelines to help viewers understand the effects (past) and 

to underline the growing seriousness of the problem (future). The 

effect of these narratives is to disempower the public; the forces 

and impacts are too great for individuals to comprehend, let alone 

resist. When specific geographical locations or regions enter 

discussion (for example, dwindling polar ice caps, disappearing 

rain forests, and growing deserts), they tend to be elsewhere—

places with little direct connection with everyday life in the 

powerful metropolitan centers. More to the point these distant 

sites come to be subsumed in larger historical narratives. These 

remote spaces and the ecological devastations they are asked to 

represent are put forward as objective proof that older generations 

have made terrible mistakes that younger generations will need 

to respond to or live with. There is a clear and persuasive logic 

to these arguments and the growing intergenerational chasm they 

foment. However, when the rain forests, deserts, and polar ice 

caps are located within dominant linear histories, their immediate 

relevance is denied; they are spaced out or distanced from local 

political concerns. Dominant narratives downplay our connections 

with ecological turmoil by systemically banishing the geography of 

environmental devastation from thinking about the here and now—

an increasingly urban here and now. 

In response, instead of separating these sites from urban 

centers, contemporary cultural theorists have sought to reassert 

the primacy of spatial thinking, arguing for a reintegration of space, 

alongside time, in social analysis. Proponents of this “spatial turn” 

draw on the works of Henri Lefebvre, Michel Foucault, and Edward 

Said, each of whom sought in different ways and across distinct 

disciplinary configurations to reestablish the subject of geography 

in social critique. We might also cite influential social geographers 

David Harvey and Edward Soja, among others, who build on the 

work of Lefebvre (and to a lesser extent Foucault and Said) to 
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explore North American urban contexts. In this critical context, the 

urban focus of the LAGI projects represented in this publication 

becomes important and provides a means of articulating the 

project within a larger discussion of social justice as a regional 

or territorial concern. Borrowing from this work, I seek to position 

LAGI 2016 as a means of thinking through connections between 

environmentally engaged art and what Soja (2010) terms spatial 

justice. Highlighting LAGI as spatial practice allows us to consider 

some of the more radical possibilities that come to light in its 

growing archive of images and ideals.  

At the core of this line of reasoning is the work of Lefebvre, 

whose 1974 publication The Production of Space proffers a radical 

break from the historicism of postwar social thought, Marxist in 

particular.3 This break hinges on the contention that space should 

be understood as social process. Lefebvre argues that space is 

neither a stage nor an empty container for historical events to 

take place. Space, he contends, is better thought of as a social 

dynamic, the means for producing and reproducing social relation. 

Controlling space, crucial to the growth of industrial capitalism, 

can therefore be seen a locus of control and of emancipation. 

Highlighting the critical importance of lived experience, 

Lefebvre’s theory of social space moves beyond a conventional 

binary that pits materialist perceptions of space or descriptive 

analyses against idealist conceptions of space—images and 

ideal representation. It offers instead an understanding of spatial 

consciousness that rests on a three-part social production that 

brings together scientific description, philosophical speculation, 

and embodied engagement or everyday life. Countering the 

dehumanizing drive of scientific rationalism and the Enlightenment, 

Lefebvre sought to describe a multiscalar geography power. 

Against the objectifying drive of European expansion, which 

sought to assert economic, political, and philosophical control 

over massive expanses of the planet—through imperial expansion 

and the emergent power of modern industrial nations—Lefebvre 

provides a blueprint for redefining the inter- or cross-disciplinary 

connections among philosophers, mathematicians, astronomers, 

geographers, artists, and designers. 

Lefebvre’s work offers an excellent means for understanding 

the political efficacy of public art and engagement. The micro-

power plants planned and designed for LAGI 2016 might thus be 

understood as more than fanciful visions. They are more than 

simply creative responses to what might happen at a particular 

site along the Santa Monica waterfront. Representing the Santa 

Monica shoreline as a social space or site for public arts, they 

embed its natural splendors in complex geopolitical processes 

and suggest ways of redefining and reorganizing social relations. 

The public that is depicted, or in some cases implied, by the works 

collected here are already involved in reliving power relations and 

our immediate access to public energy. They experience electricity 

and water as renewable resources and basic human rights. As 

responses to an emergent shift in larger modes of production 

(postindustrial, global, carbon-neutral), these proposals have 

already begun to reimagine and remake sustainable energy and 

social relations.
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Re:distribution—Toward Spatial Justice

Taking up the work of Lefebvre, linking the concept of social space 

directly to questions of social justice, cultural geographer Edward 

Soja’s Seeking Spatial Justice develops the idea of spatial justice.4 

Soja argues that discussions of universal justice, social justice, 

and distributive justice tend to hinge on a dialectic focused around 

the historical struggles of a social group (class) and time-based 

injustice. With spatial justice, he seeks to introduce “space,” or 

more particularly the concerns around space as social process, 

into the equation. Revisiting John Rawls’s idea of distributive 

justice, Soja explores examples in which spatial issues impact, or 

even lead to injustice. Access to justice (as well as the geographic 

basis of injustice) needs to be understood in relation to theory-

praxis dialectic, or so he contends. Drawing on examples from 

Los Angeles, including the bus riders strike and the Rodney King 

protests, Soja suggests that justice is shared or meted out through 

space and time, and that communities are empowered or they are 

marginalized by their geographic location:

Human spatiality in all its forms and expressions is 

socially produced. We make our geographies, for good or 

bad, just or unjust, in much the same way it can be said 

that we make our histories, under conditions not of our 

own choosing but in real-world context already shaped 

by sociospatial process in the past and the enveloping 

historically and socially constituted geographies of 

the present. This profoundly displaces the idea of 

space merely as external environment or container, a 

naturalized or neutral stage for life’s seemingly time-

driven social drama. (p. 103)

His work invites us to think about what types of space-driven 

drama we might want or need to radically change the course of 

history and the apparent impacts of global warming.

For Soja, spatial justice involves a radical shift in thinking about 

cities. Discussing the work of the Marxist geographer Harvey’s 

work around urban struggle, as well as the writings of Lefebvre, 

Soja rearticulates “the right to the city” as basic citizenship rights. 

He argues that human rights and civic rights, which are linked 

conceptually with notions of the citizen as city-dweller, need to 

be expanded to comprise larger interconnected geographies of 

power. The creation and administration of things in space and 

time, or better the distribution of goods and services, are spatially 

determined and need to be reasserted in our discussion of justice, 

including social and environmental justice. This is at the heart of 

Soja’s argument. It is also, I suggest, crucial to how we make sense 

of both LAGI 2016 and the larger network of projects LAGI has 

initiated. The place-based nature of the proposals challenge us 

to think about how access to the power grid—flows of electricity 

and water, like ideas and political power—are spatial. The focus 

of these projects is geographic, about how this place at this time 

might be reimagined and reused. Providing a rationale by which a 

community, or even a few houses, might move off the larger power 

grid and onto different networks—networks charged and running 

through contemporary art and culture, I might add—the proposed 

projects remind us of the often-taken-for-granted systems of 

power, the megaprojects and vast resources developments that 

are required to maintain so-called modern conveniences. The 

disparity in scale between LAGI projects and the megaindustries 

of a state or national economy give us pause to think about how our 

power consumption might be distributed and better redistributed. 
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“Changing Situations”

Collapsing expressways, underfunded public school systems, 

and abandoned social services—bold dreams of universal public 

health and well-being—too often give way to overmediated 

stories of despair and reckless abandon. The genius of the too 

“long neoliberal moment” (Derksen)5 has been to use bleak 

images of inevitable futures to justify growing private interests 

and entrenched divisions between those who have too much 

and those who have too little. However, amid crumbling urban 

infrastructures, above the din of populist hysteria, there are 

alternatives, or so the artists, architects, engineers, and designers 

involved in this publication contend. Their work provides bold 

views of how the grid might be meticulously dismantled and 

repurposed. While bureaucratic systems fail to meet local needs 

and national economies obsess with the fleeting, capricious 

interests of increasingly mobile, detached elites, there is growing 

frustration not only among the working poor and disenfranchised, 

but also among the socially conscious, critically engaged artists 

and theorists. Older divisions of culture and labor, separations of 

utility from function, differences linking here and elsewhere flicker 

and disappear; the brittle old stock rips and burns before falling to 

the floor of a derelict projection room. 

Tentative, pixelated to begin with, the new, shared imagery that 

LAGI taps into vies for attention on our streets, across abandoned 

lots, and along the harbor. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, new 

images take shape. This is how I read the meticulous drawings 

rendered here. With each iteration (or page turn), the display 

refreshes, resolution and definition filling in. Dynamic range, 

dimensionality and image depth become more realistic. As I think 

about what is needed and possible in Santa Monica, I think of LAGI’s 

impressive and growing network of interconnected projects. My 

mind travels to other cities, following Robert and Elizabeth home to 

work with youth in the inner city of Pittsburgh or Maasai women in 

Kenya. Tracking closer to home, I think about how similar projects 

might function among Aboriginal communities. I see these relatively 

small-scale public gestures intertwining themselves with the longer 

lines of power—the power lines of a massive North American grid, 

and in so doing, they demonstrate new approaches—energy and 

support—for others who are willing to think through and combat 

structural inequalities. Distinct alongside stories about the rising 

tide of ecological devastation and social unrest, the generous and 

generative potentials that open out of this 2016 version of LAGI 

provide much-needed counterpoints to the increasingly bleak 

but also probable futures of peak oil and global warming. Placed 

alongside the reports on forced migrations, police brutality, and 

genocide, these urban interventions propose creative, critical  

re-evaluations of everyday life and its significance in positive 

political change.

Taken as both platform and process, LAGI 2016 offers a vital  

lexicon or rich visual repository with which to imagine alternatives 

to what sometimes feels like the overwhelming lethargy of public 

debate. The innovative contributions featured here represent a 

LAGI Art+Energy Camp, 2015,  

Pittsburgh, PA

Image courtesy of the Land Art  

Generator Initiative
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powerful grounding of the (super)structural changes that define 

the first decades of the twenty-first century as a crucial moment 

of global change and development. When I look at the new and 

creative approaches to power generation collected here, I am 

struck by growing counternarratives, which contest outmoded civic  

(dis)engagements; the conceptual genius of these proposals, 

which provoke and evoke positive urban development, is their 

ability to challenge dominant discourses of scarcity and neglect. 

The scale and public focus of these proposed artworks provide 

a necessary frame or foil with which to view the crumbling  

monuments of state-funded energy, the built environment, 

and policies and practices involved in the mass production 

and consumption of energy. To the extent that they invite us to 

imagine micropower plants coming online alongside older power 

plants, these urban designs provide vital counterpoints to the 

megawatt stations of Niagara, James Bay, or the Bruce, and to 

the built environment of twentieth-century power and the social, 

political, and ecological developments these massive power 

stations made possible. Taken together, these proposals for public 

artworks provide a rich portfolio of ideas that rearticulate links 

across contemporary art, urban architecture, and sustainable 

development. These works foreground important questions about 

the relationship between social justice and creative practice. 

And they do this at a human scale and in a manner that resituates 

everyday life within a renovated notion of the public sphere and 

reflects the changing situations of place. 

1	 James Clifford, Returns: Becoming Indigenous 
in the Twenty-First Century (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2013), 47.

2	 See http://landartgenerator.org

3 	 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. 
Donald Nicholson-Smith, (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1991). Originally published 1974.

4	 Edward Soja, Seeking Spatial Justice 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2010).

5	 Jeff Derksen, “Poetry and the Long 
Neoliberal Moment,” West Coast LINE 51 
40.3 (2006), 4–11.

Elizabeth Monoian and Robert Ferry 

of LAGI working with Olorgesailie 

Maasai Women Artisans of Kenya 

and Idia’Dega, 2016 

Photograph by Tereneh Mosley
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