"The Vancouver Occupations of 1971

by Leah Modigliani

It is a prophecy, a political warning, a cryptogram,
a preposterous movie.!
—Malcolm Lowry,
describing his book Under the Volcano

The transformation of the city is also a major subject
of avant-garde work, as if by witnessing the death of
so many strands of the urban texture, art witnessed its
own death or the death of its bohemian lifestyle and
revolutionary ambition.?

—Scott Watson
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Aseries of archival photographs published by
the Vancouver Sun, and now found online,
have continued to interest me for over a year since
I first saw them. These images document the evic-
tion and later destruction of the now infamous
Maplewood Mudflats squatters’ colony in North
Vancouver that began in December 1971 after
well-known Vancouver artist Tom Burrows and
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other residents lost their lengthy legal
battle with the City to keep their homes.
Citing public health concerns, the hand-
built dwellings that lined the shore one
and a half miles east of the Second Nar-
rows Bridge were burned and cleared by
the City to make way for filling in the
land and developing a new port.

Ken Oakes, Tom Burrows Holding His Son, December 9, 1971
PHOTO: KEN OAKES
IMAGE COURTESY OF THE VANCOUVER SUN
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I grew up playing in Cates Park as a kid in the 70s, not far from
where renowned poet and novelist Malcolm Lowry had lived
with his second wife, Margerie Bonner Lowry, on and off for 14
years. The squatters’ shacks had been there for decades and Lowry
worked on his novel Under the Volcano (1947) in two of them until
he was evicted from the second in 1954. Lowry described British
Columbia as “an undiscovered, perhaps an undiscoverable Para-
dise”? but some say that he also claimed that the “S” in the Shell
refinery sign across the inlet would occasionally go out, leav-
ing “Hell” illuminated.* Our North Vancouver backyard led di-
rectly onto the edge of a forest, certainly a paradise for me and my
brother, but not long after our family moved away it was cut down
to make way for more suburban housing. As Lowry’s memories
suggest, the idea of Vancouver as the centre of a “Beautiful West
Coast Thing,’s a new “Pacific Nation,” or a Lotusland had been
brewing for some time, and was fully established by artists, writ-
ers and poets by the early 6os. But, as the symbolism of his Shell
Oil recollection also indicates, by the end of 1971 the dream of
free love and free space became harder to hold on to.

The burning of the Maplewood Mudflats community in Dec-
ember 1971 is exemplary of the many confrontations that emerged
that year between youth and city-supported real estate develop-
ers over who had the right to occupy city space. In May, a group
of people occupied a parcel of land near the entrance to Stanley
Park that was owned by Harbour Park Developments, and which
was slated for the construction of a Four Seasons Hotel. Ostensi-
bly fighting the encroachment of private development onto the
park, they renamed the lot “All Seasons Park” and set up living
areas that included camps, a garden, a children’s play area and
a baseball diamond.” Because one of the owners of Harbour Park
Developments was a member of the police commission, fear over
how eviction would look publicly created a situation that allowed
the squatters to stay on the land without police intervention until
April 1972.2 By that time, the story had grown old enough that
there was not enough public support to stop the eventual eviction
of several hundred temporary residents.

Rather than being idiosyncratic local memories, the Vancouver
occupations of 1971 proved to be actions connecting the past to
the present in salient ways. Urban landscape is emerging as the
central visual imagery of global contemporary politics, as youth,
savvy to the existing ideological connections between land and
power, attempt to take the landscape back in political protest
over global austerity measures. Vancouver artists have become
known for mining local history for the subjects of their artworks
for many decades, so it’s not surprising to find representations
of the “politics of urban conflict” in their work.” When artists
associated with vanguard art production use strategies of politi-
cal reenactment in the construction of their artworks, they raise
questions about whether or not these works have the potential to
generate political agency in their viewers.

from shangri-la to shangri-la

The Maplewood Mudflats and their history is the subject of
Vancouver artist Ken Lum’s provocative outdoor installation of
sculptures titled from shangri-la to shangri-la (2010). Lum recre-
ated three of the original squatters’ wooden shacks at between
one-third and one-quarter scale for the Vancouver Art Gallery’s
offsite exhibition program: an outdoor space located on the
property of the Shangri-la Hotel and residence tower in down-
town Vancouver. This is a rich and incongruous pairing of site
and subject. The three wooden cabins sit under and to the side
of the massive hotel and residential condo tower that is currently
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Vancouver’s tallest building. The discrepancy of scale between
the skyscraper and the human-scaled artworks is shocking and
heightens the effects of the title, which of course alludes to many
things at once: the hotel’s name, the mystical utopia immortal-
ized in James Hilton’s 1933 book Lost Horizon, and Vancouver’s
ongoing reputation and self-promotion as global destination for
scenic beauty, recreation and leisure.

The differential in scale also offers a visual example of how
radically the city’s skyline has changed since 1971, a change that
has occurred within the living memory of many of the city’s
most successful visual artists. As Scott Watson has pointed out:
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The Maplewood squat was a highly symbolic episode in
a dynamic tension between values still active today. It
was both urban and rural: it was a bit of country ringed
by the city. Backed by a liminal forest that separated it
from the growing bedroom suburb of North Vancouver,
it faced the Shell Oil refinery located across the waters
of Burrard Inlet.1°

Lum chose to reproduce the homes of writer Malcolm Lowry,
artist Tom Burrows and Greenpeace activist Dr. Paul Spong.
According to Burrows, the same building inspector who de-
stroyed his and Spong’s homes had bulldozed Lowry’s back
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in 1954.11 Each of these men was involved in the creation of im-
ages that provided alternative ways of imagining the local land-
scape: Lowry with his inclusion of Vancouver as a kind of rough
and uncivilized character in his letters, short stories and novels
in the 194 0s; Burrows’ representation of Vancouver’s creative
counter-culture of the 60os and 7os through his many personal
exhibitions and long-term documentary project Skwat Doc
(1974-84); and Paul Spong’s representation of the West Coast
as an ecology in need of protection from rampant industrializa-
tion, through his early involvement with the Save the Whales
movement, Greenpeace and presence in documentaries shot in
North Vancouver about the squatters communities.!2

Ken Lum, from shangri-la to shangri-la, 2010, site-specific installation

at Vancouver Art Gallery Offsite, January 23 to September 6, 2010

PHOTO: TREVOR MILLS AND RACHEL TOPHAM
IMAGE COURTESY OF THE VANCOUVER ART GALLERY
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One can imagine that the original Mudflats squatters’
community was an active space filled with people coming and
going, children, and the movement of the tides and shorebirds;
that is to say, it was a living space. The photographs published
by the Vancouver Sun certainly give that impression. Lum’s art-
work, however, feels like a memorial. Some of the shack’s win-
dows appear boarded up, while others have glass that is partially
whitewashed so it’s hard to see through. The shacks are placed
on pylons on top of a shallow reflecting pool, which adds to the
sombre mood of stillness that is already present.

It appears that from shangri-la to shangri-la was “assembled
by a prop-shop working from borrowed photos,” which aligns
the work with other Vancouver artists known for using theat-
rical sets in the production of their photographs, videos and
installations (Stan Douglas, Jeff Wall and Rodney Graham,
among others).!? Like Stan Douglas’ work Abbott & Cordova,
7 August, 1971 (2008), discussed later on, Lum’s artwork seems
to have resulted from his researching a growing visual and
textual archive about the Mudflats squatters’ community, and
recreating images found therein. This process, while generat-
ing compelling contemporary visual imagery, does so through
the evacuation of social and historical context. In this case, it
makes the rustic wood forms empty containers, theatrical props
set against the backdrop of the Shangri-la (white wall in back,
reflecting pool underneath, glass curtain walls above), with
spectators left to contemplate the work from a safe distance.

It bears noting that Lum’s references to Lowry, Burrows and
Spong as the original makers of these structures are not actually
visible in the artwork, although they are mentioned in accompa-
nying texts, like the Vancouver Art Gallery’s press release about
the project. As Burrows writes on his blog, “Ken (& the vAG)
present no on-site notation of the shack’s authors.”*# In doing so,
he draws attention to questions of creative authorship in reenact-
ing or rebuilding structures from the past. The erasure of labour
that such contemporary art “projects” entail is also highlighted
as important. No doubt, as the Vancouver Art Gallery implies
in its press release, Lum chose the shacks, reconstructed them,
and placed them on this site to perform an ironic juxtaposition
of utopian ideals with the overbearing reality of capitalist enter-
prise. The dream of the 60s is contrasted with the reality of 2010,
but this contrast does not offer any new way of imagining public
space in the future, rather it only serves to anchor us in the reality
of the present moment.

Abbott & Cordova, 7 August, 1971

Ken Lum is not the only contemporary artist referencing the
counter-cultural occupations of space in 19771. Stan Douglas’ 4b-
bott & Cordova, 7 August, 1971 (2008) is an important work of
public art also dealing with this subject as interpreted through ar-
chival sources. It is a large-scale photograph installed on the wall
that divides a private atrium from a public courtyard in the newly
redeveloped Woodward’s department store building, which is near
the intersection of Abbott and West Cordova streets in Vancouver.
It is notable as a public artwork because it’s a depiction of an ac-
tual riot that occurred between youth and police in Vancouver in
1971, and because it is a double-sided photograph that can be seen
from the outside and inside simultaneously; thus straddling and
binding private and public space. The picture itself dramatizes the
historical confrontation between hippies and police officers that
resulted from the hippies’ otherwise peaceful occupation of Maple
Tree Square in the Gastown district of Vancouver’s Downtown
Eastside. Described by Douglas as “a typical, early 1970s hippie
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festival,” youth congregated on the square to openly smoke pot
(it was described as a “smoke-in”), to play music and to generally
assert their presence and right to gather in public space.

A key component of the subject matter of Abbott & Cordova, 7
August, 1971 (2008) is Douglas’ conscious decision to create a rep-
resentation of the historical conflict one block away from where it
actually began. As Alexander Alberro summarizes it, “the corner...

that the mural depicts is on the margins of the epicentre of the

event.”s Douglas explains that in the context of contemporary
global political demonstrations—this interview was conducted
before the Arab Spring and Occupy Wall Street movements of
2011—the “smoke-in” of 1971 may seem relatively frivolous, but

Ci1s Autumn 2012

should be considered in relations to the broader context of anti-
war and civil-rights demonstrations of the 6os. In fact, the Sis-
sons Sporting Goods store seen in the back left street corner is a
faithful duplication of the storefront that existed on that corner
in 1968, and an archival image of it dated 1968 is included in the
catalogue that accompanies Douglas’ artwork.'¢ As this suggests,
Douglas’ photograph was not taken on the original site, but was
created on a movie set made in a parking lot, which comprised
an artificial street, flats for the two buildings seen in the shot,
“700,000 watts of tungsten light” and performers cast from more
than one thousand hopefuls.'” The photo is also many photos: 50
single digital images were used to create the final single image.




and centripetal urban model to the outward-looking Centrifugal
City, activity [that] intensifies towards the edges. The centre is
stilled”18 Highrises ring the city to maximize residents’ views of
Vancouver’s sea and mountain backdrop.

Karen Henry has remarked that a key component of the mural
is the multiple references to spectacle embedded within it.?* The
figural groups within the photograph, already found formally
along the edges of the frame, are being watched by two groups
of viewers—those sitting on the sidewalk or resting against the
building to observe the police crackdown in the photograph
in 1971, and those standing on either side of the public-private
boundary of the retrofitted atrium of the redeveloped Wood-

A S ward’s building today. Voyeurship of political action is embedded

The picture shows an intersection of three streets (although
the intersection of four streets is implied) and several figural
groups of mounted and unmounted police officers arresting and
beating young men with batons. Cohering with the logic of the
margins, the centre of the intersection is strangely empty, all the
action has been dispersed to the edges. The photograph is taken
from the point of view of someone standing on a second floor,
which creates a peculiar spatial location since, as a viewer of the
mural, you are looking up and down at the same time. This is an
elevated, or scenic view, that correlates to what Lance Berelowitz
has called Vancouver’s “Cult of the View” urban development
since the late 80s: a “metamorphosis from the street-oriented
Stan Douglas, 4bbott & Cordova, 7 August, 1971, 2008, digital C-print

mounted on aluminum, 177.8 cm X 290.8 cm
IMAGE COURTESY OF THE ARTIST AND DAVID ZWIRNER, NEW YORK
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in the content of the work. It seems that the real subject of the
work is not the riot itself, but the spectators’ identification with

i what they can remember or have been told about political events,

events that take form in memory through competing historical
narratives and iconic archival images. Douglas is self-consciously
adding to the archive of what is known about Vancouver’s coun-
ter-cultural history by providing us, the viewers, with a spectacu-
larized representation of what he has singled out as important.

As the All Seasons Park, Maple Tree Square Smoke-in and
Maplewood Mudflats squatters’ communities indicate, confron-
tations over public space have not been limited to particular
neighbourhoods in Vancouver. In recent years, however, many
Vancouver artists besides Douglas have created artworks that ref-
erence the history of the area known as the Downtown Eastside,
the geographical origin of the city’s original working class, and
the last holdout against the gentrification of the rest of the down-
town core. In an essay that remains important, “Landscapes of
Property,” Nicholas Blomley analyzed the tensions between prop-
erty owners and non-property owners in this area since Expo
86 through a case study of the Vancouver Port Corporation’s
proposal to redevelop the waterfront directly north of Gastown,
which would have resulted in the displacement of many residents.
Organized local opposition helped stop the Seaport Proposal in
1994, in part through the savvy utilization of maps and narratives
that sought to publicize and disseminate a living community his-
tory that counteracted the more common pro-business narrative
of unrealized economic potential and drug-ridden pathology that
often accompanies cries for the redevelopment of this area.

As Blomley writes, “it seems that the representation of space
is a critical question over any struggle over property.”2° The key
point here is that narratives are used differently by actors vested
in different kinds of ownership over particular places:

The spatial environments we move in—the homes, workplaces,
streets, neighborhoods, shops, and so on—can serve to reflect
and reinforce social relations of power through complex and
layered spatial practices, that code, exclude, enable, stage,
locate, and so on.2!

This idea is interesting in relation to the creation of art histori-
cal discourse. While Blomley is discussing ownership in terms of
property values in relation to urban gentrification, ownership can
also be considered in the context of contemporary art production
as a way of claiming a political position for oneself in a crowded
and increasingly market-dominated art world. What layered
spatial practices can be identified in artists’ representations that
are overtly political in content? What do such artworks, often
staged in public contexts, say about artists’ attempts to control or
modify existing political discourses? Or, as Jesse Proudfoot asks
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in his essay on Douglas’ Abbott and Cordova, “What can be said
about the politics of this image?”22

Given that Lum’s sculpture and Douglas’ photograph re-enact
images and events that the artists associate with the history of
the radical protest movements of the late 6os and early 70s, and
that a central motif of both works is bearing witness to the con-
struction and aestheticization of history, one is forced to consider
the contemporary viewer’s relationship to the spectacular image
of the New Left.

New Left-wing Melancholy

In a 2009 essay on American artist Mark Tribe’s Port Huron Proj-
ect (2006-2009), Paige Sarlin critiques Tribe’s reenactment of
six New Left-era speeches as decontextualized and depoliticized
political representations that “[do not account] for the labor that
produced these movements, nor their very ideological relation

to history”?? For those unfamilar with Tribe’s work, he hired ac-
tors to publicly perform a series of important historical protest
speeches that addressed civil rights and anti-Vietnam war senti-
ments between 1965 and 1971.24 Each one of these speeches was
performed on camera for invited audiences, and all have been
shown subsequently through video installations in galleries and
on the Internet. Tribe’s performances are collectively titled Port
Huron Project, which purposefully creates a political affinity with
the labour of student protests in the 60s (“The Port Huron State-
ment,” published by Students for a Democratic Society, or SDs, is
considered a founding text of the New Left era) in the contempo-
rary context of the years leading up to the 2008 US presidential
election and the unknown outcome of the continuing Iraq War.
However, as Sarlin articulates:

Tribe’s “project” is not a political project. It is the work of an
artist who is taking history as his subject. So while it articu-
lates a series of goals, assumptions, and values, as any political
project does, the sense of vision and direction are tied entirely
to the realm of cultural production and reproduction, not the
transformation of culture or society per se.?s

An interesting aspect of Sarlin’s critique of Tribe’s work is her
argument that Tribe is contributing to a self-selecting archive
about the history of the politics of the New Left in having used
Web-based research to find speeches that have already been
widely and easily circulated:

Tribe does not challenge the functioning of the archive....
Texts can be reproduced, excerpted, anthologized, reprinted,
and analyzed.... All the activities that went into “building”
the events, constituting the crowds, anything that might
indicate that politics is a process, a form of labor, are entirely
obscured in Tribe’s documentation.¢

She describes Tribe’s project as a form of New Left-wing Mel-
ancholy, a phrase she has adapted from Walter Benjamin’s 1931
idea of left-wing melancholy: “the transposition of revolutionary
reflexes... into objects of distraction, of amusement, which can be
supplied for consumption.”?” Sarlin’s critique of Tribe’s work is
itself political. She wrote her essay in response to a 2008 October
journal issue dedicated to publishing artistic and intellectual re-
sponses to the US war in Iraq.?® In this issue, Benjamin Buchloh
and Rachel Churner reference Tribe’s Port Huron Project as a
productive example of the ways that the history of Vietnam-era
protest has informed a new generation of artists and intellectuals.
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Sarlin suggests that understanding and representing the com-
plex history of the labour that produced 6 os protest movements
is more useful in generating political engagement with present
conditions, than the dissemination of aesthetic reenactments of
key images. Sarlin’s “New Left-wing Melancholy” can be applied
to Lum and Douglas’ works discussed here because it raises the
issue of if, how, or in what ways contemporary artworks engage
viewers as political subjects. What work is being done here and
by whom?

To suggest that artworks have the potential to foster political
agency is to recognize that such artworks are connected to the
historical role of the avant-garde. Avant-garde artists were first
theorized by Henri de Saint-Simon in the 18th century as Ro-
mantic “men of imagination” with political power—they were
assigned a leadership role in what Saint-Simon imagined as a
Socialist transformation of society.?® Over the centuries, the
political possibilities of the avant-garde became sequestered in
the art-for-art’s-sake theory of formalist aesthetics, best repre-
sented by Clement Greenberg and the ascendency of the New
York School in the late 40s. This situation culminates with Mini-
malism in the early 60s, and what later critics like Anna Chave
correctly recognize as the “rhetoric of power” embodied in the
aloof grids, lines and volumes of Frank Stella, Donald Judd and
Robert Morris.?® That critics have argued such a designation so
persuasively indicates the increasing separation of advanced art
practices from the notion of social transformation. Clearly, for
many decades, the political motivation of the historical avant-
garde artist has become lost or buried in the overwhelming
determinacy of capitalism and its ability to incorporate all art
objects and experiences into itself as products.

Related to this idea, it is significant that the buildings that
enclose or support Abbott & Cordova, 7 August, 1971 and from
shangri-la to shangri-la, the renovated Woodward’s building and
the Shangri-la, are urban mixed-use developments marketed
and pre-sold through Rennie Marketing Systems. Bob Ren-
nie, the media-christened “Condo King” of Vancouver, runs
this company and over many years has amassed what has been
described as Canada’s third-largest private art collection, com-
prising a thousand or more artworks, called Rennie Collection
Canada. In a 2009 speech to the Urban Development Institute,
Rennie cited the statistics for downtown Vancouver condo sales
and development from 2008 into 2012 in an effort to reinforce
confidence in the specificities of a strong Vancouver real estate
market after the disasters of the recent US mortgage crisis and
Bernie Madoff scandal. At one point in the speech, after listing
a number of politicians, places and products that are now “gone”
(for example, “Sarah Palin’s gone”), Rennie said, “the left is gone,
the right is gone, the centre is here”3!

In the context of his speech, it appears the centre of the on-
going polemical politics of the left and right is imagined by
Rennie as the pragmatic process of urban development. Not
surprisingly, the confluence of high art and capital (most spec-
tacular in its urban form of skyscrapers) is becoming increas-
ingly obvious to a number of people, and not only experts on
art. When the Occupy movement occupied land in Vancouver
last October, the Vancouver Art Gallery was chosen. Spectacular
images—the cult of the view—are, after all, what many Vancou-
ver residents have come to associate with good quality of life
in their city, and this is aligned with the general mandates of
municipal galleries like the VAG. Curators, city planners and
architects have in fact collaborated in promoting this quality of
life that is centred on spectacular views and access to nature as
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Occupy Vancouver Protesters Outside the Vanconver
Art Gallery, 2011

PHOTO: JONATHAN HAYWARD; IMAGE COURTESY
OF THE CANADIAN PRESS
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Mark Tribe, Port Huron Project, 2008, Video installation

at the Park Avenue Armory, New York City

PHOTO: SAM HORINE; IMAGE COURTESY OF THE ARTIST
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“Vancouverism:” “a verb, and... ideology promoting an urbanism
of density and public amenity.”??

Still, as Lance Berelowitz noticed, all of this has a cost:
“a distortion of public space, where people are supplanted by
nature as the primary actor in the public domain.”?* Berelowitz
describes Vancouver as a modern city bereft of public spaces for
congregation. Public social interaction has been displaced to the
recreational edges of the city, like Stanley Park’s famous seawall.
In a section called “The Missing Centre” in his book Dream City,
Berelowitz singles out the public square north of the Vancouver
Art Gallery (the former Provincial courthouse) as an example
of the fate of one of the last places for public gatherings. This
square was “downgraded to a kind of backyard” after the grand
entrance to the courthouse was closed, a new entrance installed
on the other side of the building, a fountain was installed that
broke up the open space, and the square became even more dis-
connected from the surrounding buildings.>* In a prescient line,
Berelowitz writes of the Vancouver Art Gallery’s “backyard” as
“a space waiting to be reclaimed in public consciousness.”*s Given
that Berelowitz wrote that in 2005, he did not have to wait too
long. I am curious to see how the occupation of the Vancouver
Art Gallery’s backyard last year will affect how Vancouver artists
represent urban space moving forward. Perhaps the labour, the
process of politics embodied in new occupations, can inspire
vanguard imagery worthy of their revolutionary promise. x

Leah Modigliani is an artist and writer living in Toronto.
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