





SEEN AND IMAGINED: A NORTHWESTERN CROSSROADS CITY
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building and the generic modern towers that surround it.
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Conclusion

uided by the idea of a “postmodern frontier;,”
Gwe have explored several themes and tensions

that evince perceptible aspects of Edmonton’s
public ambiance and unique geography. We have
been attuned to seen-but-unnoticed dimensions of
the everyday and night, in a city not typically revered
for its visual or urban qualities. Without a rigidly
preconceived framework, we allowed ideas to emerge
and develop in dialectical relationship with the images
being made, through conversations elicited by these
images and in continuous (if sometimes implicit)
comparison with other cities. This narrative is a modest
attempt to understand and characterize a multi-layered
urban identity through written and visual text, an
invitation to see and imagine Edmonton sociologically.

*The listing of author names is alphabetical.
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Notes

1 For an overview of social landscape as the basis for a
visual sociology of the city, see Harper (2012, 2015). For an
introduction to the concept of social landscape, see Knowles
and Sweetman. Tice’s representative work is found Tice
(1975). Burtynsky’s extensive work is best accessed via his
website (http://www.edwardburtynsky.com/).

2W. Eugene Smith’s photographic survey of Pittsburgh
was an unprecedented visual study of a city. Armed with a
letter of introduction from the mayor of Pittsburgh, Smith
immersed himself for more than a year in the public life
and institutions of the city, making thousands of black-and-
white photographs that were not systematically catalogued,
exhibited, or published until several decades after Smith’s
death. See Stephenson.

3The Edmonton census metropolitan area (CMA)
population was estimated to be 1,328,300 according to
the 2014 census by Statistics Canada, whereas the City of
Edmonton had a population of 877,926. The population has
been recorded in censuses performed at five-year intervals
and typical growth rates over these five-year periods have
been more than 10%. For more detail, see http://www.
statcan.gc.ca/daily-quotidien/150211/t150211a001-eng.
htm and http://www.edmonton.ca/city_government/facts_
figures/population-history.aspx.
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4Dorow and Dogu studied what they termed the “local
consciousness” of residents of Fort McMurray by having
them draw maps that represent their subjective definition of
the city. They write: ... most of the workers’ maps included
escape hatches to places that temporarily mitigated the stark
reality of spatially deferred hope. ... Mark went regularly to
Edmonton on his days off to spend time with activist friends;
next to ‘E-town’ he wrote ‘this place keeps you sane.” (284).
Their study appears in an exemplary collection by Davidson,
Park, and Shields (2011) that explores what they term
“ecologies of affect,” that is, how particular aspects of place
(and time) evoke or manifest nostalgia, desire, and hope.

5'The energy industry, particularly oil and gas, has become
increasingly criticized both nationally and internationally by
the association of bitumen extraction and “dirty” oil from
the Athabasca tar sands, located in Fort McMurray, Alberta,
as well as fears of oil spills associated with pipelines. Further,
boom and bust has been the dominant economic pattern
within Alberta for decades as a result of how the (now former)
Progressive Conservative dynasty government managed the
resource economy through close ties to the private oil and
gas industry, while boasting of the (low) tax “advantage” in
Alberta but leaving workers vulnerable to such events as
collapsing oil prices in the global economy. By 2016, under
a New Democratic Party government, diversification of
the economy has become a more imaginable alternative,
although the degree to which this becomes reality remains
to be seen. For some critical elaboration of what this might
require, see Laxer.

6 Edmonton joined a list of other northern cities around
the world seeking to engage winter as a positive time of
cultural possibility rather than a season of dread. For
background on Edmonton’s official WinterCity strategy,
see the following report: http://www.edmonton.ca/city_
government/documents/PDF/COE-WinterCity-Love-
Winter-Summary-Report.pdf.

7 In addition to emergency telephones, which were installed
by the city in 2015, construction is underway to build suicide
prevention barriers, in the form of high-tension wires, along
the High Level Bridge. While this is being lauded as an
important step in responding to the problem of suicide, it
has also led to some controversy concerning its implications
for cyclist safety.

8 A recent increase in suicide has been attributed to mass
layoffs in the energy sector in the past year. For example,
between January and June 2014, there were 252 suicides
in Alberta, compared to 327 in 2015, a year in which there
were mass layoffs in the energy sector. See http://www.cbc.
ca/news/canada/calgary/suicide-rate-alberta-increase-
layoffs-1.3353662.

9 https://www.currentresults.com/Weather-Extremes/
Canada/sunniest-cities.php.
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