Charles Landry. The Creative City:  A Toolkit for Urban Innovators.  London:  Earthscan Publications, 2000.
This sprawling, expansive text is more a grab-bag than a toolkit.  Landry bounces between focusing on creativity (Chapter 2, “Urban Problems, Creative Solutions,” covers urban poverty, education, aging, land use, information technology, bureaucracy, leadership, environmental issues, and cultural activities) and “culture” (which sometimes means “high culture” as in the arts, and sometimes includes folkways and customs).  He even provides a bibliography divided into two sections—“Cities and Urban Cultural Policy” and “Creativity and Thinking”  (the latter is particularly interesting and includes literature mostly from the 1990s)—and a two-page listing of “Interesting Websites.”  Landry reports that he has worked in more than 30 countries, and this book is richly influenced by his experiences, his reading, and his reflection on them.  The text is peppered with a number of “case studies” (really, more like brief anecdotes) drawn from around the world.  On the downside, Landry often drops the names of places and projects as if he expects the reader to be as well-traveled as he is.  

The Roman philosopher and essayist, Seneca, once wrote to a young friend who was planning a move to a new city to change his luck, “Animum debes mutare, non caelum; tecum fugis. (Change your attitude, not you location; you flee with yourself.)”  Landry offers similar advice when he writes, “…changes in mindset can generate will, commitment, and energy which allow us to look afresh at urban possibilities” (p. xv).  He explores community development as a creative process of transforming a place so it uses its own distinctive character to fit the needs generated by a future context which is always changing.  In the world we are creating, Landry argues, the rules are changing.  For example, his “law of plenitude” states that the value of a network increases in direct proportion as the cost of its parts (hardware and software) declines; his “law of generosity” states that value is created by giving away access.    “The essential requirement is for a diverse population with knowledge and social skills to support whatever turns out to be the next growth sector….  The portability of skills and mobility of people forces cities to compete through the quality of their amenities, services, public realm, and entertainment….  In the industrial age there was a need to separate dirty industry from work, home and leisure.  But knowledge industries require urban settings that project space, openness, and social interchange” (p.35).  

Communities develop, Landry argues, through seven factors of “urban creativity”:  personal qualities, will and leadership, human diversity and access to varied talents, organizational culture, local identity, urban spaces and facilities, and networking dynamics.  Landry discusses each of these seven factors in turn, using examples from around the globe.  But the key to his discussion is a principle that he calls “collaborative competition”:  “The network capacity that lies at the heart of the creative milieu requires flexible organizations working with a high degree of trust, self-responsibility and strong, often unwritten principles.  These include a willingness to share and to contribute to the success of the network for the greater good….  Pure self-interest causes the milieu to atrophy” (pp. 133-134).

To advance the dynamic of urban creativity, Landry proposes a “conceptual toolkit.”  It is basically a standard 5-step strategic planning process, with a few twists: in the “assessment of potential and obstacles” stage, in addition to the usual SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities & threats), Landry uses a “cycle of creativity” assessment.  His point is that there are different steps (he lists 5) in the process of bringing creative ideas into practice and delivering them to a market.  He has developed a “Creative City Development Scale” which provides an assessment of a city’s level of development on each of the five moments of the creativity cycle, benchmarked against the paradigms (and paradigm shifts) around the world.  He provides concrete examples of the application of the Creative City Development Scale in several cities.  A further twist, also part of the assessment process, is a number of reframing devices, such as “turning a weakness into a strength,” or “seeing through the eyes of…” or “reverse thinking” (thinking forward to plan backward from there).  The point of these reframing exercises, he points out, is less to get the vision right than it is to gather the community in a process of creating their own vision.     

Landry also relates some of the lessons he has learned along the way.  He has found, for example, that the community participants always uncovered more ideas than anyone had expected.  He found that many cities were weak at providing financial support for ideas in the early stages of innovation; once an idea had begun to prove itself (i.e., after the hard work was done) it was easier to find funds.  But it is those early innovative ideas that provide the fuel for creative growth.  He also found that all the cities he studied were relatively undeveloped at circulating their ideas and marketing their innovations.  It is as if people expect good ideas to sell themselves.  And he noticed a tendency for public officials and community supporters to be “purely celebratory.”  As he put it, “Collisions of alternative viewpoints were insufficiently publicly encouraged” (p. 238).  


This book is not a textbook—it makes no pretense of balancing competing views or providing a definitive exposition.  Nor is it a technical manual, where one would expect a no-nonsense, “by the numbers” exposition of the tools in the kit.  It is a personal statement of the fruit of years of experience and reflection, challengingly presented, richly illustrated, and grounded in the author’s practice.  For this, it is welcome.
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