
Rori Knudtson, School of Critical Engagement

 Spaces, Communities 
I am sitting in what is called “Ameritowne” in the investments business. I have 
been assigned this station to help run an investments company—stocks, mutual 
funds, and CDs. This a worthy job for me, one that I have long encountered, 
tapped into and one that I continually must vacate—or at least in the manner 
of investments society has told me I should partake in—moving dollars. I always 
have to liquidate cash investments to pursue my work. Seems ironic, right?

The situation I have volunteered for is teaching fourth grade students, 
my ten-year-old son being one of them, the fundamentals of economics via the 
construct of a mock city. It’s impressive upon arrival. The town hall is complete 
with Ionic columns and the building façades all face to a public square.  
It’s idyllic. There’s a town radio station, a bank, a utility company, a college, a 
local newspaper, a hospital, a supermarket, a warehouse…all the places one 
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large Astroturf lawn, made to imbue a collective public commons.

The students have all been assigned jobs prior to arrival. They take 
their posts, dress their roles, and go about their day in Ameritowne delivering 
mail, registering businesses, running operations, taking lunch breaks. It is 
beaming with activity. Everyone is stopping to talk to one another. They are all 
smiling. It’s perfect. All the citizens are happy. I am in the The Truman Show.
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ability—vis-à-vis how to pay their bills, how to balance a checkbook, how to 
pay back a loan to the bank, and how to be a consumer. However, what I quickly 
learn through this experience is that all the businesses have started off in the 
red. They are all in debt the moment they arrive to town and slip into their 
assigned business roles. They have to dig themselves out before the game has 
even begun. Or rather, this is the game.

Each shop is given two crates of plastic trinkets that the students can 
sell to their fellow citizens in order to make enough revenue to pay off their 
debts. All businesses take checks, debit cards, and cash payments. I quickly 
change my role in the investments storefront from mentor to big boss, encour-
aging my student employees to get out on the Astroturf square and sell.  
We have to pay off our loan by the end of the day. It becomes pressured and I 
become nervous for them.

And then I pause for a moment, look to the public square and realize 
that nowhere in Ameritowne do we have an architecture studio. There are no 
artists, nor even a city theater. The Astroturf town square sits empty. There is 
no farmer and no fresh market there. No one is exchanging services in order to 
reduce debts. There is no library where knowledge can be gained for free.  
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those who live in the constructions of municipalities—the physical, social, 
and economic constructions—and how creative partners are seen not as a 
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century.

The projects below exemplify some of the forms of engagement we 
are applying in LIVING COPENHAGEN. It is our intention that this work 
will continue through social, cultural, and physical renewal in Sankt Kjelds 
Kvarter. (see fig. a)

A. Play for Signs (see fig. b)

Isabella Martin and Marge Whiteford
The project Play for Signs used the backs of signs in the neighborhood 
of Sankt Kjelds as stages for the display of an unfolding narrative.
The artists Isabella Martin and Marge Whiteford opened up underused 

elements of public space through the playful use of text in visual forms.  
This project offered passersby a recess from their routine points of transit, as 
a way to open up space for a pause. The project was composed of three acts.  
In Act 1, the artists hand-painted new signs in a storefront window in the 
neighborhood. In Act 2, there was a day-long performance installing the hand-
painted signs. These were then moved around to different locations during the 
day, which meant the story travelled and was seen in various ways. Act 3 cul-
minated with a drop-in workshop in which the signs were re-appropriated as 
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signs for the residents and ensuring that the project had an enduring life beyond 
the time frame of the program.

http://playforsigns.in/

B. Living Space (see fig. c)

Maja Nydal and Melissa Turner
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eleventh story for the duration of the LIVING COPENHAGEN project.  
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cultural producers to focus on the problems where we would have the most to 
offer: the image and the collective of the house. Alongside our working with 
Kollektivhuset we are bringing priority to the derelict third spaces, which are 
close in proximity to the Kollectivhuset in addition to being a substantial part 
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third spaces such as Hans Knudsen Plads and the Beauvais grounds through 
cognizance of space and place.
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ogies we work under, we design interventions that are comprehensive and 
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we realize it is not enough only to make physical changes in the building if they 
are not grounded to the residents’ needs and wishes. Our grounding objective 
is to establish a platform for reestablishing the collective at Kollektivhuset, 
which is fed by our overall methodologies.

http://cargocollective.com/livingspace
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where they can pick up prepackaged food. Ameritowne has just become a 
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How we fundamentally shift our relationship to economics is a gradual 
process, societal and generational. As my grandmother, born in 1915 lived 
through the Great Depression, it was instrumental in forming her relationship 
to work, frugality, conservation, commodity, and simplicity. She has always 
reused. She does not know how not to reuse. She has always traded—in beans 
and cornbread if that’s all she had. On the other end, my son is learning in 
school, that debt is good, plastic trinkets are what we must encourage others to 
consume in order to make bank, and that nothing can be done for alternative 
modes of economy, or that it is not even mentioned.

Shifting now to another part of the world but not dissimilar from the 
United States, we are in Copenhagen. We launched the beginning of an urban 
laboratory, invited in by the director of an urban renewal project for the city, a 
municipality-funded project. We are in a real city, beginning to think about the 
means of working in partnership with the municipality to challenge top-down 
city planning protocol. It is many architects’ wet dream to engage city building 
in a way that you were actually taught in the studios of architecture school—to 
right the wrongs of industrialism’s impact on the built environment. This work 
is so much bigger than the physical environment but this is where we tangibly 
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those that Ameritowne purports and Copenhagen expects if these types of 
projects are to continue. Better yet, if we are to traverse new ground in city 
building, policy needs to change. In LIVING COPENHAGEN, confronting the 
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It’s a game too, much in the way the fourth grade students in Ameri-
towne know they will return to the safety of their parents’ homes once it’s over, 
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We, the creatives, though living in the neighborhood for only four months, live 
in the constructs of this situation twenty-four hours a day. Our daily lives are 
affected by the lack of stewardship on behalf of the city. This is not a game for 
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a global economy that advocates creative capital while neglecting to support it 
sabotaged our ability to work to the best of our abilities. Rather than coming 
into the context and heading straight to work, we fought over money—amongst 
ourselves, amongst our creative partners, amongst the city.

And yet, we are prevailing. At the time this article was written we 
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with partnerships that can break barriers of city planning protocol. In effect, 
we are forging new methods of working congruently with creative partnerships. 
However, it seems clear from this experiment that new languages for this type 
of collaborative work are necessary. Our idea of returns on investment need 
not be measured in whether or not we pay our debts off at the end of the day, 
but how we manage to make living a more proactive relationship between 
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area, or having breakfast in a public space. As part of 30 Wonders, other LIVING 
COPENHAGEN project groups like Instant Morgenmad, Living Space, Life 
For Ryparken, and Child Researchers were included within the schedule. An 
open call for participation within Living April was sent out to residents as well 
as artists and businesses in Sankt Kjelds and Copenhagen. Through the involve-
ment of various people, groups, and organizations a varied community enga-
gement and collaboration was achieved, which will hopefully continue in some 
form.

E. Child Researchers
Nicole Garneau and Marion Preez
What if children’s world views were the starting point for cultural 
development in Sankt Kjelds?
The work of Child Researchers began in February 2012 with an exper-

iment in encountering children and families in the neighborhood of Sankt Kjelds. 
Blowing bubbles on a winter afternoon in Kildevaeldsparken, we asked parents 
walking home from school with their children to tell us about fun places in the 
neighborhood, and gave them bottles of bubbles in exchange for this information. 
We were interested in projects such as Notes for a People’s Atlas, Radical Car-
tography, and Participatory Maps for Inclusive Cities, which utilize mapping 
as a political and artistic strategy. We were also curious about UNICEF’s Child-
Friendly Cities initiative that was utilized in Bam, Iran, after the earthquake in 
2003. We envisioned our work as a process of research, workshops, and curated 
experiences designed to help children imagine changes for their neighborhood.

In February, we ran a prototype mapping workshop in Kildevaelds 
Park with eleven and twelve-year-old girls. The results of their work helped us 
develop a proposal to Kildevaelds School administration for a series of mapping 
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working with this group of children on creative mapping and urban design 
projects for their neighborhood.

On Saturday, May 5, we hosted a community building activity for 
parents and children based on designs for interventions we created in collabo-
ration with the students.

It is our hope that that the creative research activities of children will 
inform the plans for the development of streetscapes and open spaces in the 
neighborhood. This work could be used not only to involve children in the 
design of outdoor and indoor spaces, but might inform the development of 
workshops for adults that explore approaches normally reserved for work with 
children. In this way, we hope to encourage a sense of wonder and playfulness 
in both adults and children.

About Living Copenhagen
Creative Partners: Wooloo, Supertanker, and Bzzz Interaction Design.
The School of Critical Engagement recruited an international group 
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several Copenhagen-based creative partners. From January through May of 
2012, participants from Germany, Scotland, Romania, Italy, England, Nigeria, 
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Events
We facilitated a Planting Party in the Kollektivhuset on April 1.  

We provided all of the necessary materials for residents to get their hands in 
the soil and plant some seeds that would be great additions to their balconies.

Piggy-backing from the Planting Party through our management, the 
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Knudsen Plads. This took place on April 28 and was a time for trading plants, 
exchanging seeds and DIY techniques, socializing, and meeting new friends. 
This was a family event, which kicked off the use of Hans Knudsen Plads as a 
strong community space and active city gate.

C. Instant Morgenmad. (see fig. d1, fig. d2)

David Granskog, Dragos Ivanet, and Anna Kautenburger
At the Rummelig Morgenmad there is room for all. Inspired by the 

regenerative potentials of breakfast for mental and physical health, and in the 
context of the Sankt Kjelds urban regeneration project, the typically private 
activity of eating breakfast at home is moved into public space.

The Public Space Action breakfast event is a way to activate many of 
the unused spaces in the neighborhood and bridge relations between members 
of the community through an informal everyday activity. Every Sunday morning 
in April, we gathered at a different disused space in the neighborhood to eat 
breakfast. Details were posted on the LIVING COPENHAGEN Facebook page 
prior to each happening.

This is an integrated way of opening up unused spaces and engaging 
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It is intended as a model to facilitate a spontaneous and informal situation where 
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Method
Everyone is welcome to come and participants are encouraged to 

bring something homemade if they desire and the recipe for what they made. 
Coffee, tea, table, and chairs will be provided. Recipes and ideas are documen-
ted and exchanged to be archived for future reference and presentation.

http://publicspaceaction.tumblr.com/

D. 30 WONDERS (see fig. e)

Marion Preez
As part of LIVING COPENHAGEN, the artist and landscape architect 

Marion Preez curated and organized daily events and activities during the month 
of April. Activating existing open spaces within the neighborhood of Sankt 
Kjelds/Ydre Østerbro. They lasted from a couple of minutes to a couple of hours. 
The intention of these activities was to give the existing and underused open 
spaces new meaning through change and awareness and also to open up a dis-
cussion regarding beauty. These activities may have startled people, challenged 
them to re-think and to overcome habitual attitudes, to try something new, or 
even have created a sense of wonder.

Example activities ranged from lighting candles, reading your favorite 
book to people waiting at the bus stop, a puppet show behind a hedge, sport 
activities, singing, chalk drawing on quiet roads, den building in the Beauvais 
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fig. d1: Instant Morgenmad, 2012.  
Photograph by David Granskog.

fig. d2: Instant Morgenmad, 2012.  
Photograph by David Granskog.

fig. e: 30 Wonders, 2012. Photograph by 
Marion Preez.
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fig. b: Play for Signs, 2012. Photograph by 
Isabella Martin and Marge Whiteford.

fig. c: Living Space, 2012. Photograph by 
Maja Nydal and Melissa Turner.

fig. a: Sankt Kjelds Kvarter, 2011,  
City of Copenhagen.



Watts House Project

 Spaces, Communities 
Mission
Watts House Project (WHP) is an artist-driven neighborhood redevel-

opment organization, wherein artists and design professionals, in collaboration 
with the Watts Towers area residents, employ art as an economic and commu-
nity development engine to promote and enhance the quality of residential life 
in the Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles. WHP brings residents together in 
a creative partnership with artists, architects, design professionals, and volun-
teers to revitalize the neighborhood and re-imagine the environment through 
inventive programming, community involvement, and functional and creative 
housing renovations.

Vision
The Watts House Project (WHP) is inspired by the iconic Watts 

Towers built by Simon Rodia and the history of the neighborhood in which they 
exist. WHP understands that art and architecture play a fundamental role in 
community and economic redevelopment in the immediate Watts Towers com-
munity, and seeks to enact the shared visions of neighborhood families by:
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 the needs of families in the project area
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WHP does not dictate a vision for the neighborhood, but sees itself as a facili-
tator, mediating conversation among creative professionals, families, and local 
stakeholders. WHP is a process for working with many disparate groups, and 
is primarily a connector and facilitator. Some immediate pressing concerns 
voiced by residents that WHP is currently addressing include eliminating park-
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recreation spaces; and establishing spaces that attract and increase tourism that 
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History
Rick Lowe, the founder and director of Project Row Houses in Hous-

ton, Texas, conceptualized Watts House Project in 1996. Lowe had been invited 
to replicate Project Row Houses in Los Angeles and decided to focus on the 
neglected post-industrial community around the iconic Watts Towers.   
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and the United States lived and worked in Sankt Kjelds Kvarter experimenting 
in ways to connect to local citizens, took up shelter with local residents as a 
research tool to gain insight into the area, and created temporary public space 
installations in order to help the city determine what should be done more 
permanently in the future.
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address the structural, social, and aesthetic problems facing the neighborhood, 
facilitating artistic and social activities for the residents in the public spaces, 
as well as taking advantage of already existing spaces that are currently unused.

The participants were also concurrently hosted in different and diverse 
living situations for a total of thirty nights. When they were not being hosted 
they lived and worked together in Kollektivhuset.

http://livingcopenhagen.org
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