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On June 17th, 2017, the Lipsey Buffalo Architecture Center came alive with the buzz of collaborative 
problem solving. Students from the Cornell High Road Fellows program, Oishei Leaders from local 
non-profit organizations, and members of the Architecture Center worked together to create four 
Tape Art murals, stretching their leadership muscles and exploring the challenges that face those 
working to make a difference in our communities.

The theme of the day was “Navigating Narratives”. Like every city, Buffalo is defined by the stories 
that are told about it. It is too often the case that narratives about cities are dominated by a focus 
on problems and struggles. These problems become ingrained in the identity of urban communities 
in a way that makes them even harder to overcome. Even when progress is being made, negative 
narratives can make it seem like there is no hope for meaningful change.

For this project, participants were tasked with retelling these stories. They entered a space with 
four drawings representing the most pressing challenges that Buffalo faces today. These drawings 
transformed the issues of economic inequality, segregation, disenfranchisement, and urban sprawl 
into monsters worthy of myth. In teams, participants worked together to draw the counter narratives 
to these social monsters directly over the original drawings. The new narratives featured solutions to 
each social issue through the lens of social justice warriors.

The day ended with a discussion of the power of collaboration in solving problems and the power of 
using narratives in the work of social justice.



Today’s Narrative
The arms of this arachnid vacuums up resources into a single concentrated space. Its body grows 
to accommodate more and more wealth over time. Its appetite is never satiated.

Tomorrow’s Narrative
“Moving towards income equality is a process. In this drawing, the money is funneling back 
to the community and that’s what’s funding the arts, it’s funding housing projects, it’s funding 
education.” In the drawing you can see the cracks in the system that form when people start 
protesting, getting children involved and using education to make decisions about their futures. 
Only when the money comes back to the pockets of the people, where it will be used to serve the 
community, will it be able to start a cycle of rebirth that leads towards economic equality.

The $ucker $pider



Today’s Narrative 
These lumbering dinosaurs are hard to move. Their fence-y spikes serve to separate groups of 
people from each other and sometimes even keep certain groups out of view.

Tomorrow’s Narrative 
A bridge built from the dinosaur bones of the criminal justice system assures that people who 
are incarcerated have an easier path to re-entering society. The drawing depicts equal access for 
those who are incarcerated and those who are not: quality food, reading, gardening and dancing 
--- all things that will help the two groups reintegrate. Both sides of the mural are drawn as 
mirrors of each other to promote the idea that an ideal criminal justice system does not include 
racial bias.

The Segresaurus



Today’s Narrative 
These monkeys are the evil inversions of their See No Evil, Hear No Evil, Speak No Evil counterparts. 
Rather than muting their own senses, they mute those of others, taking away their public voice, 
their access to information, and their ability to participate fully in society.

Tomorrow’s Narrative
When you are disenfranchised, you need tools and assistance from those already in a position 
of power to break out. In the drawing, tools (drawn in green) give people ways to proclaim, 
look, protest, be heard, cut the vines that bind them and ultimately rise above their current 
marginalization. Inspired by the imagery of Toni Morrison, a network of hands reaches down 
from above to lift up those in need. Throughout the drawing is a spectrum  of hair styles and 
clothing to represent a wide range of affected people seeking to be heard.

See Nothing, Hear Nothing, Speak Nothing



Today’s Narrative 
A many tentacled thing stretches out in all directions. A winding pattern of cluttered roads and 
billowing factories cuts across every surface in a never-ending advance across the landscape.

Tomorrow’s Narrative 
Here the tentacles from this urban sprawl monster are turned back towards the heart of the city to 
re-centralize the urban environment. This transformation relied on removing roads and changing 
them to rivers and bike paths, in the spirit of Buffalo’s plans for the Humboldt Parkway renovation. 
Buffalo’s greatest asset, its parks and waterways, are given back their rightful prominence in the 
landscape, and Niagara Falls and a family-friendly tree house now live at the center of the mural. 
The abundance of green represents not only a return to nature, but also highlights the green 
energy technology and jobs that can revitailze the city.

The Sprawl Squid



“The skills that you use to do the artwork is 
something that you can use in everyday leadership 

experiences. So like communication, teamwork, 
creativity...”

“It takes a lot of cooperation to work with all these 
different people, and everyone has a lot of different 
ideas, and to figure out how to incorporate them.”

“We used everybody in the group to come up with a 
plan. In leadership, you can use everybody’s voice.”

“The ideas were all really good. And they were very 
important to the community, so I felt like people 
should have been able to see them. They made a 

huge impact on me as we went from room to room 
so I wish others could have felt that.”

“You get attached to it while you do it because you 
put so much effort into it, but it’s the process that’s 

important, not the end game. So, the validation 
is in doing, not in other people seeing it. And so 
taking it down, it’s the experience that goes with 

you, and it’s not the tangible thing.”

“Ideas are never final. They always have 
to be changed and adapted. You can’t be 
complacent about whatever final project 
you ended up with at a certain time and 

place and you can’t expect it to be applied to 
everything else.”

“What we are looking at [tape ball]... It’s 
almost like a secret, but it’s something we 

all have together that we can share in a way. 
Because no one else will understand that 

this isn’t just a pile of tape. We spent hours 
bending everything and making it look so 
nice and I feel like looking at this pile of 

tape, it looks like art to me. I have memories 
attached to it.”

“This piece, all of these pieces, are also 
imbued with your hearts, your hands, and 
your minds. And that is something that is 

really special.”
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