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U N S TA C K I N G  T H E  D E C K

FACULT Y ES SAY

UNSTACKING THE DECK

DR . LISA L ANDRUM

CARDS ON THE TABLE:  FOR CHANGE ,
CHANCE & CHOICE

Cards anyone?

Playing card games was a popular 
past ime when I  was growing up.  L ike many,  I 
p layed cards for  fun with fami ly  and fr iends: 
Craz y Eights ,  Go Fish,  Spoons,  Speed,  Slap Jack , 
Concentrat ion,  even War. 

Cards travel  l ight .  They f i t  easi ly  in  a 
pocket  and readi ly  toss in  a  bag.  Long before cel l 
phones,  p lay ing cards were handy socia l  media 
devices,  connect ing you with others wherever 
you go v ia  impromptu games – learned on the 
f ly.  Providing endless enter ta inment ,  card games 
a lso foster  memor y and math ski l ls ,  good -
spir i ted competi t ion,  and valuable lessons on 
accept ing the luck of  a  draw,  on losing graceful ly, 
and on tact ics for  turning the tables –  reversing 
presumed outcomes through sustained strategic 
p lay.  Such change  involves chance  but  re l ies 
more on choice – t imely  decis ions,  careful 
considerat ion of  dynamic s i tuat ions,  and a 
wi l l ingness to take r isks. 

My ear l iest  memories of  “h igh-stake” 
card games entai l  turning the tables on my older 
brother.  A weekend tradit ion in  my fami ly  was 
playing cards af ter  break fast  to see who would do 
dishes (by hand! ) .  Dr iven to evade th is  household 
chore,  I  learned to play and win at  tact ical  games 
of  Rummy,  Euchre,  Poker,  Hear ts ,  and Cr ibbage. 
In  the process,  I  a lso became fascinated with 
cards themselves:  their  intr icate designs;  the 
symbol ism of  the four  suits ;  the seemingly 
endless var iet y  of  games with in a  l imited deck of 
52 (54 with jokers) ;  the shi f t iness of  number and 
value;  the surpr is ing powers of  par t icular  cards 
in  cer ta in  combinat ions and contex ts ;  and the 
arbitrar y  role of  “ t rump” –  where any card can 
suddenly  gain d isrupt ive dist inct ion. 
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-  I ta lo Calv ino,  Cast le  of  Crossed
Dest in ies,  1977,  6 .

“We began to spread out
the cards on the table,  face 
up,  and to give them their
proper value in  games,  or 
their  true meaning in  the 
reading of  for tunes… in a 
journey that  had not  ended
nor was to end.”

I  a lso learned the endur ing socia l  va lue
of  casual  card playing.  With mult ip le  p layers of 
mixed ages and abi l i t ies (of ten mult igenerat ional ) 
s i t t ing c lose together  for  ex tended durat ions 
around a table –  or  any sur face (even a lap)  –
card games model  inclusive socia l izat ion and 
play ful  propinquit y.  Di f ferences and s imi lar i t ies
are negot iated amid a shared playing f ie ld .  There 
are shor t-term gains and losses,  ups and downs, 
to be sure.  Yet ,  cards are pr imar i ly  a  pretex t  for
spending qual i t y  t ime together,  ta lk ing,  te l l ing 
stor ies,  laughing,  occasional ly  cr y ing,  forging
shared memories for  future recol lect ion,  and 
inst i l l ing an ethos of  fa i r  p lay. 

Cards can a lso be designed as
interact ive pedagogical  tools .  The format 
faci l i tates fun and easy access to informat ion and
encourages creat ive associat ion and invent ion. 
Architectural  educator  Marco Frascar i  used tarot
cards –  and Calv ino’s  stor y about  their  s i lent 
ta les –  to teach subt le  truths,  complexit ies and 
magic of  architecture. 1 Such cards engage verbal
and v isual  stor y tel l ing,  open imaginat ive futures, 
mine narrat ive h istor ies,  awaken metaphor ic 
capacit ies ,  and act ivate the interplay of  chance 
and choice.

Al l  th is  (and more)  is  in  p lay in  my choice
to design “Unstacking the Deck”  as a  game of 
change in  the stor y of  gender b ias in  architecture.

TOP TO BOT TOM:
(  1  )  Cover  ar t  on the playing cards,  incorporat ing 
the paint ing “Breath of  L i fe”  (2020)  by Oj ibwe 
ar t ist  Jackie Traverse
(  2 )  Sequence of  images from the Winnipeg Design
Fest ival  launch and exhibit ion of  “Unstacking     
the Deck”

Warehouse Journal 31, ed. Alieha Pascua, Dave Castillo, Joanna Babadilla. Winnipeg: University of Manitoba, 222-225.
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UNSTACKING THE DECK – A GAME OF CHANGE

 “Unstacking the Deck ,”  a  euphemism for  breaking 
biases,  consists of  a  double deck of  p lay ing cards (and mini 
research booklet )  featur ing ear ly  women architects who 
studied and worked in  Manitoba:  f rom the f i rst  woman who 
graduated from the Universi t y  of  Manitoba with a  Bachelor 
of  Architecture in  1932,  to women who forged careers in 
Manitoba in  the 1960-70s.

 One deck features images of  women,  the other 
micro -histor ies with matching number and suit .  P layers can 
invent  games to match women with their  stor y,  p lay any regular 
card game,  or  use them as mnemonic and heur ist ic  devices. 
Prompted by a  quest ion received from a student  in  2011 about 
the lack of  women included in  architectural  h istor y,  I  developed 
th is  deck gradual ly  over  several  years and with more focus 
last  year  with the suppor t  of  a  UM Creat ive Works Grant  and 
research col laborat ion with students and ar t  h istor ian Mar ieke 
Gruwel  at  the Winnipeg Architecture Foundat ion. 2 “Unstacking 
the Deck”  was dealt  out  in  Apr i l  2022 as the c losing event  of 
the Winnipeg Design Fest ival . 

 Whi le  the ser ious work of  “unstacking”  has neither 
ended nor  is  to end ( to echo Calv ino) ,  as a  design project , 
“Unstacking the Deck”  needed l imits .  The UM Bachelor  of 
Architecture program,  founded in  1913 and dissolved around 
1970,  provided def in i t ive f raming for  the set .
 
 A l l  44 women who graduated from the B. Arch 
program in  i ts  60-year  h istor y are represented in  “Unstacking 
the Deck .”  Twent y t imes more men (near ly  900)  earned B. Arch 
degrees over  the same t ime.  The cards are fur ther  organized 
by suit :  Clubs and Spades feature the f i rst  women earning 
B. Arch,  M. Arch and Communit y  Planning degrees.  Diamonds 
highl ight  women in  Inter ior  Decorat ion and Inter ior  Design. 
Hear ts honour women who studied elsewhere but  whose 
careers intersected Manitoba in  s igni f icant  ways,  p lus a  tr io  of 
women whose ear ly  UM studies launched accompl ished and 
st i l l  act ive careers in  architecture,  landscape and urbanism.

 Hear ts a lso open onto topics where fur ther  act ion is 
needed toward intersect ional  just ice:  beyond binar ies (Jack ♥ ) , 
beyond borders (King ♥ ) ,  and toward Indigenous sovereignt y 
(Queen  ♥ ) .  Each of  these Hear ts celebrate past  and present 
student- led in i t iat ives toward equit y  and inclusion. 

Clubs + Spades  -  feature the f i rst  women graduates from 
the Universi t y  of  Manitoba’s  B. Arch,  M. Arch and Communit y 
Planning programs

Hear ts  -  honour women who studied elsewhere but  intersected 
Manitoba in  s igni f icant  ways,  p lus a  tr io  of  women whose ear ly 
UM studies launched accompl ished and st i l l  act ive careers in 
architecture,  landscape and urbanism

Diamonds  -  h ighl ight  women in  Inter ior  Decorat ion and 
Inter ior  Design,  f rom the program’s founding Chair  to i ts  most 
celebrated a lumna
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References:
(  1  )  Marco Frascar i ,  E leven Exercises in  the Ar t  of  Architectural 
Drawing (New York :  Rout ledge,  2011) ,  121.  Also,  Paul  Emmons, 
“Marco Frascar i ,  1945-2013,”  Journal  of  Architectural  Educat ion 
67.2 (2013) :  172-173. 
(  2  )  For  more on the back-stor y,  see the UMToday stor y (May 
2,  2022) ,  https: / /news.umanitoba.ca/unstacking -the - deck-a-
game - of- change/,  and Lisa Landrum,  “Unstacking the Deck” 
a  presentat ion at  the 1x1 symposium of  the Internat ional 
Archive of  Women in  Architecture ( IAWA) ,  B lacksburg,  VA (Mar. 
26,  20221) ,  https: / /t inyur l .com/unstacking.  See a lso WAF’s 
2022 “Manitoba Women in  Design Database”  https: / /w w w.
w i n n i p e g a rc h i te c t u re.ca /d i g i t a l - ex h i b i t s /m a n i to b a - wo m e n - i n -
design- database/.
_

“Unstacking the Deck”  is  avai lable for  purchase from Lisa 
Landrum,  and the Winnipeg Architecture Foundat ion.

“Unstacking the Deck”  is  suppor ted by the Universi t y  of 
Manitoba Creat ive Works Grants Program,  the Facult y  of 
Architecture Par tners Program and Endowment Fund,  the 
Manitoba Associat ion of  Architects ,  and BE A-Prair ies ,  with 
research assistance by M. Arch students Al ixa Lacerna and 
Raik  Laird ,  and Undergraduate Research Award winner  Al ina 
Bi lonozhoko.

Research content  drew on resources from about  t went y 
inst i tut ional  archives and specia l  col lect ions,  and was pursued in 
col laborat ion with Winnipeg -based ar t  h istor ian Mar ieke Gruwel 
and the Winnipeg Architecture Foundat ion.  Specia l  thanks a lso 
to Nicole Aminian,  Reference and Discover y Archiv ist  in  the UM 
Archives and Specia l  Col lect ions,  and Ashley Huot ,  Humanit ies 
L ia ison Librar ian for  the Architecture/Fine Ar ts L ibrar y. 
_

Lisa Landrum is  a  professor  in  the Depar tment of  Architecture, 
Associate Dean Research for  the Facult y  of  Architecture,  and a 
registered architect  in  New York and Manitoba.

MULTIGENER ATIONAL PL AY

 Meaningful  change is  a  mult igenerat ional  project . 
“Unstacking the Deck”  a ims to mobi l ize knowledge of 
in i t iat ives and chal lenges among past  and present  students, 
foster ing dia logue and act ion on di f f icult  topics in  creat ive 
and accessible ways.  A sense of  shared purpose and exchange 
across generat ions was fe l t  at  the launch of  “Unstacking the 
Deck”  on Apr i l  28,  2022.  As current  students and graduates 
from the last  s ix  decades assembled in  the room, in  a  pseudo -
Cast le  of  Crossed Dest in ies,  we spread out  the cards on the 
tables and wal ls ,  face up,  to grant  value and share stor ies in  an 
unending journey of  choice,  chance and change.

TOP TO BOT TOM: 
(  1  )  Topical  cards on issues of  d ivers i t y  requir ing fur ther 
act ion:  beyond binar ies (Jack ♥) ,  beyond borders (King ♥) ,  and 
toward Indigenous sovereignt y (Queen ♥) .  Jokers add to these 
provocat ions a mix  of  comic re l ief,  my thopoet ic  force,  and 
cr i t ical  a l lus ion.
(  2  )  Screen shots f rom Lisa Landrum’s onl ine presentat ion-
demonstrat ion of  “Unstacking the Deck ,”  as par t  of  the 
Universi t y  of  Manitoba’s  Equit y,  Diversi t y  and Inclusion 
Communit y  of  Pract ice ser ies,  June 7,  2022.
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