
BUILDING BLOCKS YANGON
From Conference to Construction



INTRODUCTION

Building Blocks Yangon was instigated by Färgfabriken’s artistic and creative director Joachim Granit and 
Myanm/art director Nathalie Johnston. It was conceived in part following the first New Urban Topologies 
Conference in Yangon in 2015. Yangon’s growing creative and artist community is partially defined by the 
city’s rapid development and recent economic growth. As New Urban Topologies and Building Blocks 
focus on a city’s society and urban development 

Yangon is a natural choice for the location and execution of these projects. 
The New Urban Topologies conference in 2015 in Yangon was organized by Jan Axel Nordlander and 
Joachim Granit. The conference provided the network that would support and collaborate with Färgfab-
riken’s future projects with Myanmar. From artists to architects, journalists to city government officials, 
this network has direct impact on the development of the city. One such group were the Young Architects 
(YA) of the Myanmar Architects Association (MAA). This group is composed of young professional
architects from Myanmar, who organize workshops and lectures to supplement the lack of modern 
educational infrastructure for architects in Yangon. 



The system of education in Yangon and greater Myanmar has been severely lacking in support, auton-
omy and funding over the last 5 decades. The policy of the military government was to provide free 
education for all, but through the lens of nationalist propaganda. While over 80% of the population in 
all of Myanmar is literate in Burmese (the national language), the capacity for independent thinking is 
limited, due to heavy-handed censorship and severe restrictions in schools. Freedom of expression is 
not a phrase widely used in government schools. Generations of people in Myanmar are well-aware of 
what was denied, and independent groups and collectives are currently attempting to remedy this lack 
of expressions, and encouraging improvements in education through their own networks. 

Working with young professional architects met through the New Urban Topologies conferences, the 
first step was locating children from a government school in or around Yangon who could participate 
in the Building Blocks program. Building Blocks invites children and young adults to commission a 
building. Each child or group of children collaborates with a different architect. A discussion between 
them aims to develop an architectural brief for a house.

The project method is built on the open discussion between a child and an architect. Together they will 
develop a proposal for a new building. The project conditions will provide a basis for this discussion: 
a series of questions, list of available materials, and spatial limitations. The client’s vision will be free-
ly interpreted by the architect in sketches and drawings, then developed into working drawings, and 
finally constructed in gallery or in an outdoor area. 
The concept was developed by Färgfabriken in collaboration with the creative studio Medium year 
2010. So far Building Blocks has been exhibited in Stockholm, Oslo, Berlin, Mostar, Bucharest and 
Yangon. 

Building Blocks is a process oriented project, which means that the result is larger than just the house. 
The work process generates new meetings and co-operations that last longer than the exhibition itself. 
The process can include collaborations with sponsor companies, schools, students and other groups of 
people. Workshops with these various groups are one way of raising questions about urban planning 
and architecture. Building Blocks will share with both play and seriousness a alternative, how we can 



Building Blocks Process in Yangon: 

1. The architects contacted teachers and parents from a primary school in Thanlyin, a suburb of 
Yangon. 11 children were invited to participate in two workshops at Myanm/art, a local art space in 
Yangon. The workshops first introduced the children to ideas behind architecture, showing them all 
the different ways people can create and occupy space. The architects then invited the children to 
draw their dream homes or imaginative spaces. These spaces ranged from rocket ships to apartment 
blocks to castles. 

2. The first drawings by the children were then used as the subject of a robust discussion. How to turn 
drawings into 3D models? The architects grouped the children into two teams and each team worked 
with the children to build 3D models of the their drawings. Two architects to each group taught the 
children how to build a model. The first models were based on the drawings of the first workshop. 

3. The second workshop was geared toward creating more sustainable models from the first work-
shop. The children returned to Myanm/art and met with the architects to discuss further alterations 
to the buildings. Two further models were created with the children. The parents were always in 
attendance at the workshop and were very supportive of the children, the architects and their ideas. 
Thank you, parents!

4. After the two workshops, the architects worked together to produce two architectural renderings 
that could then be constructed into the final Building Blocks projects. 

5. The final rendering of Building Blocks are an evolution from the first children’s drawings created 
during the workshop in July 2016. The children (aka the CLIENTS) and the architects worked dil-
igently to create a space that reflected the imagination of young people in Yangon. While the city 
rapidly changes, we hope that development takes into account the needs and wants of young people, 
and young visionary professional architects. 

6. One of the challenges of building production was obtaining permission to build in a public park in 
Yangon. In order to achieve this, Building Blocks Yangon partnered with the My Yangon My Home 
Art and Heritage Festival - the goal of which is to promote public art projects in Yangon. Through 
their contacts at the Parks and Recreation arm of the Yangon City Development Committee (YCDC), 
we were able to meet and obtain permission over a period to build in Thakhin Mya Park, Yangon. 



7. The rapid development in Yangon means that materials are becoming more abundant. The natural 
elements used all over Myanmar to build homes is wood, bamboo, cloth and vinyl. These elements 
provide shade, stability, and a roof to keep out the rain in monsoon season. These materials were all 
incorporated into the Building Blocks design project. The aim was to create and present a structure 
that is local and recognizable for the cities park-goers. 

8. The contracting team purchased wood and bamboo outside the city in a village called Mayziligone, 
four hours North west of Yangon in the Irrawaddy Delta. The main structure was built in the village 
and transported to Yangon, erected in the park where permission was given to build. The contracted 
team worked closely with the architects to build and stabilize the structure. The project was
completed within 3 weeks and opened 1 March 2017 as part of the My Yangon My Home festival. 

9. On 1 March, 2017, Building Blocks opened in Thakhin Mya Park. Local media as well as distin-
guished guests from the Embassy of Sweden and the British ambassador were present. The opening 
coincided with the My Yangon My Home Art and Heritage Festival in Yangon, celebrating public art 
projects. The children and their parents who designed the original structure and participated in the 
workshops were all invited and brought to the park via bus for the opening day. 

10. The media and public reaction was overwhelmingly positive. Building Blocks is a unique project 
never before achieved in Yangon. The building in the public park was used as a playground, fortress, 
even a canvas, as children used colored chalk provided by the project where they added comments 
and drawings at the blackboards installed in the ground floor of the structure, as well as on the wood-
en panels. Thousands of visitors come through the park weekly, as it is a central bus hub for the city 
transport system. Adults and children alike enjoyed the atmosphere provided by the modern struc-
ture and its natural materials, which blended nicely with the environment of the public park while at 
the same time standing out as something new and different. 





CONCLUSION

On 28 March 2017, the structure was dismantled. It stood for one month in the public park for the 
public to enjoy, and was removed in anticipation of the public holiday / Buddhist new year season 
of April. The structure was taken apart and wood and bamboo was given to a family in need, who 
were previously squatting in a tent by the railway. They are now living in a solid structure provided 
by the wood used for Building Blocks. (Zaw Zaw was one of our carpenters and helped remove the 
structure. Below is a post he made on Facebook following the take-down of Building Blocks).

BUILDING BLOCKS and  MY YANGON MY HOME ART and HERITAGE FESTIVAL

Coconuts Yangon (English): 

https://coconuts.co/yangon/lifestyle/yangon-home-festival-returns-something-everyone/

Irrawaddy Magazine (English): 

https://www.irrawaddy.com/lifestyle/ten-things-rangoon-week-29.html

https://www.irrawaddy.com/culture/yangon-art-heritage-festival-kicks-off.html

Myanmar Times (English): 

http://www.mmtimes.com/index.php/lifestyle/25183-artists-take-over-yangon.html

Kamayut Media (Burmese/English): 

http://www.kamayutmedia.com/lifestyle/social/11324

Transborder News (Thai): 

http://transbordernews.in.th/home/?p=16265

Nikkei Asia Review: 

http://asia.nikkei.com/Life-Arts/Arts/Art-finds-its-place-in-the-new-Yangon

MRTV 4 (Burmese):

http://www.mrtv4.com.mm/video/playlist
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Building Blocks is an idea and a concept developed by Färgfabriken in cooporation with the creative studio Medium.


