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Book Review

Re-imagining the city: art, globalization, and urban spaces, edited by
Elizabeth Grierson and Kristen Sharp, Bristol, UK, Intellect, 2013, x + 274
pp., US$35.00 (paperback), ISBN 978-1-8415-0731-6

Embedded within recent work across the social sciences that examines the
circuits of global flows of finance, ideas, people and labour, the contributors to
Re-Imagining the City propose that artworks and practices provide distinctly
global and intimate frameworks onto understanding the multiple aesthetic
and political impacts of globalization upon urban forms and social life.

The first section, “Art and Urban Place”, begins to explore this theme by
invoking a now well-established conversation about culture-led strategies of
urban renewal and what kinds of publics are welcome, or not, in these
revitalized urban spaces. The authors in this section not only ask how cities
become the “vanguards of gentrification” (p. 21), but also how art is
mobilized to challenge the agendas of the global market and how urban
design can grow along with cities. In this vein, Malcolm Miles’ essay
highlights how artists in the neighbourhood of St Pauli in Hamburg, Germany,
work with groups to co-design public spaces and give the area a more
localized identity. Following suit, the chapter by Larissa Hjorth on urban
gaming stands outs as one of the unique examples of the ways subjectivities
(and economies) are reconfigured through improvisation and play facilitated
by artistic/creative refashioning of urban spaces and experiences.

The second and third sections of the book push back against the rather
emancipatory tone of the first essays and their invocations of the flâneur and
Lefebvre, turning towards more critical questions about the disjunctions
and difference also produced through the globalization of cities and social
life. The capacity for “arrthymia” (p. 116), Lefebvre’s (2004) neologism for
indicating conflict between rhythms, characterizes the essays in this section,
specifically their investigation of the racial and economic politics suffuse within
idealized conceptions of mobility and freedom that accompany globalization.

Leslie Morgan’s extended analysis of the work of Abdullah, a young
Muslim artist from Western Australia, illuminates the xenophobic and racist
fragmentations often constituted through global migrations of people and
capital. The creative work of Abdullah exemplifies how artists use their medium
to direct attention to the inequalities and injustices generated by circuits of
global exchange. This piece is followed up by other critical essays that take
new spatial divisions and borderlines as their site and object of inquiry. Sue
Anne Ware’s essay on border memorials in the USA and Australia adeptly
demonstrates how artworks can force what is marginalized or covertly hidden
under the cover of night over parched deserts and international waters into the
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public eye, especially through the work of public memorial. In concert,
Elizabeth Grierson and Kevin Murray’s essays respectively trace the connec-
tions between global capital and local artistic and creative production, and the
potential disjunctures along the lines of production and global redistribution
that artworks sometimes encounter, even when projects are used to raise global
awareness about environmental and economic issues.

Braiding together theoretical frameworks from art history, urban geo-
graphy and architecture/design, Re-Imagining the City contributes to doc-
umenting as well as pushing forward timely conversations in cultural and
urban geographies about the role of aesthetics in shaping the global city. Re-
Imagining the City attempts to fill a long-open gap within some of the earliest
theoretical and philosophical writings on cities about how creative works
transform urban space and inhabitants. It seems no accident that a volume on
creativity and globalizing cities ends with invocations by Chris Hudson of the
playful and revelatory writings of Jorge Luis Borges (1971) and Italo Calvino
(1997) on imaginary cities. As with this collection of essays, Borges and
Calvino also point to the horizon of possibilities and newly configured
limitations that the future of urban life can bring.

This volume would be well-paired with other texts from cultural
geography and urban studies, such as Lefebvre’s later writings, critical work
on arts-led urban renewal and site-specific art (cf. Kwon 2004), and work in
mobility studies (especially Urry 2002). As it has a significant portion of
essays focused on artworlds in Oceania and Southeast Asia, Re-Imagining the
City would also be well-suited to courses on the cultural geography of these
areas.
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