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ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
 
 

 

J C Sum is an AFOL (Adult Fan of 
LEGO®) and is particularly 
interested in creating LEGO cities. 
Due to practical reasons, his focus is 
on building impressive city layouts in 
small spaces.  
 
His background as an entertainer and 
production designer has helped him 
conceptualize and design entertaining 
LEGO cities with interactive 
elements built within a confined 
space.  
 

 
J C is the co-founder of Small Brick City (smallbrickcity.com), a 
website and video channel that explores creating amazing LEGO 
displays and custom cities with official sets, modified builds and 
MOCs for small spaces. 
 
Professionally, J C is a performing artist & illusion designer. For 
more than 20 years, J C has built a highly successful career as an 
international award-winning illusionist performing worldwide. More 
than 120 million people have watched J C’s magic in 27 countries.  
  
He is world-recognized for his contributions to the illusion arts and 
has authored more than a dozen best-selling illusion design books as 
well as invented a manual Kabuki Drop, a theatrical curtain drop 
system, that has been sold to theatre groups, event producers, 
performers and television production companies around the world. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 

“Architects of grandeur are often the master builders of disillusionment.”  
 
- Bryant H. McGill 

 
My mind clicked when I saw, bought and built my first LEGO 
modular building, the "Palace Cinema" (10232).  
 
After that, I watched countless videos of LEGO cities built by fans 
from around the world. One common theme I observed was that 
almost everyone focuses on the scale of the city.  
 
However, while impressive in size, I found many of the cities lacked 
the life and vibrancy that a real city or town should have. They are 
just a collection of LEGO sets and road plates. Or, there is no 
consistency throughout the city. Some areas are well-built and 
detailed, while others are lacklustre.  
 
All my life, I have lived in large metropolitan cities where land is 
scarce and expensive. I do not have the luxury of a spare room, 
basement or garage to house a brick city. Even if I had the space, it 
just would not make sense to take up that valuable and expensive real 
estate with LEGO. 
 
My goal was to design and build an awesome brick city in a small 
space. 
 
Fortunately, my professional background in production design for 
stage & entertainment, coupled with my interest in interior design, 
allows me to think three-dimensionally. My ability to efficiently utilize 
space comes from 20 years of designing stage props to fit performers' 
dimensions, stage sizes, backstage space and transport requirements.  
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A large part of my job is to make things as small as possible but look 
visually big on stage. In addition, studying good interior design 
teaches one to maximise living space and ensure the space does not 
feel small and cluttered. 
 
I spent 6 months thinking, planning and designing a multi-faceted 
textured and logical brick city. I developed a design philosophy and a 
set of principles that kept me focused on my goal. The result is a 
62,000+ piece multi-level brick city with an elaborate back story. Of 
course, the city is continually being improved and is evolving. 
 
When it comes to brick cities, big is not always better. Design, 
concept, back story, scale of complexity and details are more 
important factors in creating a great LEGO city. 
 
I hope the techniques and approach I share in this book will help and 
inspire you to build your own spectacular brick city. 
 
Please send me pics and videos of your LEGO city as I would love to 
see what you create. 
 
Special thanks and love to Annie Go who helped built our humble 
brick city, provided great ideas and created several of the amazing 
MOCs in it. 
 
 
Best, 
 
J C Sum 
build@smallbrickcity.com 
 
Sep 2017 
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DESIGN PHILOSOPHY & 
PRINCIPLES 

 
 
This chapter explores the design philosophy and principles for 
creating a LEGO city, especially one that must fit in a confined 
space.  
 
Some of these principles are universal and just common sense. 
Although, as remarked by French author Voltaire, sometimes 
"common sense is not so common”. 
 
Understanding and thinking about the design philosophy and 
principles before you start to build will save you time, money and 
effort in the long run. 
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DESIGN PHILOSOPHY 
 
It may seem farfetched or even incredulous that one needs a design 
philosophy for a LEGO city but a solid philosophy that is guided by 
good design principles will make the difference between a normal 
LEGO city and an awesome one. 
 
My personal LEGO city design philosophy can be summed up in two 
words; concept and details. 
 
Concept 
 

“Practice safe design: Use a concept.” - Petrula Vrontikis 
 
Almost anyone with the time, space and money can buy a bunch of 
LEGO sets and lay everything down on base plates to create a 
LEGO City. However, if you want to create an awesome LEGO city, 
you need more than just the bricks and plates.  
 
While a large LEGO city will seem impressive at first glance, it can 
lose its novelty very fast if it is merely a collection of buildings and 
vehicles.  
 
But, a LEGO city with a well-thought out concept or underlying 
theme has character and gives reason and meaning to the buildings 
and vehicles in the city. A brick city with a concept tells a story 
through the LEGO builds and engages the audience. A small city 
with a good concept will beat a large city with no concept 9 out of 10 
times. 
 
A concept will drive the vision of your city and give direction to what 
should be built in the city. It will also help set your city apart from 
others and make it unique. 
 
Details 
 

"Art is all in the details."  - Christian Marclay 
 

“Less is a bore.” - Robert Venturi 
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Besides a solid concept, what makes a LEGO city truly awesome is 
the details contained within the base plates. Detailing covers the 
interior and exterior of buildings, the landscape, scenery and the 
overall intricacy of every build in the city.  
 
The more intricate the builds and the more details in the city, the 
more impressive and interesting it will be. 
 

 
 
 
OBJECTIVES & LIMITATIONS 
 
Before you start building your LEGO city, you need to be determine 
your objectives and know your limitations. 
 
Objectives 
 
Being clear of your objectives is probably the most important first 
step that will keep you focused for your LEGO city project. 
 
Every person's objective(s) will be different and unique based on 
personal goals, limitations and considerations. There is no right or 
wrong objective, as long as you are clear and consistent in achieving 
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your goal. 
 
Some reasons for building a LEGO city include: 
 
For Fun & Pleasure 
 
This is probably the first and most important reason why you are 
building in the first place; because it brings you fun and enjoyment. It 
is the reason you get excited, no matter your age, when new LEGO 
sets are released and you unbox them to build; not to mention the 
satisfaction of completing the build. 
 
Always remember to have fun and you should never be so consumed 
with building your city that you forget to have fun or it no longer 
becomes enjoyable. 
 
To Share & Show off the City 
 
While we most primarily build for ourselves, we also want to share 
our custom LEGO city to friends, family and the public. For people 
who are lucky to get a live viewing of a city, they can get a live 
experience and commentary from the builders during a tour of the 
city.  
 
The rest of the world will view the city through photos and videos 
shared online. There is a satisfaction and motivation when getting 
encouragement and feedback from people from all over the world 
who appreciate your creation. 
 
To Spend Time with Family and/ or Friends 
 
This is a big reason why people build a LEGO city as they get to do 
it with their loved ones. 
 
One of the best LEGO city videos I watched had nothing to do with 
the city itself. What made the video great was that the whole family 
was presenting it (parents and young kids). It was obvious they built 
the city together and the kids were learning to identify and name the 
various builds. LEGO had brought this family together to create 
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something that was unique and meaningful to them. It really cannot 
get better than that. 
 
Building involves time and communication which makes it an 
excellent bonding activity between partners, family members and 
friends. There is also shared ownership of the project that is 
rewarding for all parties involved.  
 
To Enter Conventions  
 
While this is only an objective of a small percentage of builders, 
usually reserved for "master" builders and very serious enthusiasts, 
there is a satisfaction and honour derived from showcasing one's 
LEGO city or MOC (my own creation) at a convention, show or 
festival. Building for conventions are, of course, completely different 
from building for yourself at home as the objectives are different. 
 
To Promote a Business 
 
A unique LEGO display can be a great feature for a business such as 
an office, retail outlet or food and beverage establishment. While a 
LEGO city display does take up valuable real estate which can be 
better utilized to generate revenue, there are spaces that can exploited 
for a display as discussed later in this book.  
 
A custom display that somehow ties into the business can create a 
point of interest for the establishment and encourage social media 
sharing and possibly even attract customers and patrons to pay a visit. 
 
Limitations 
 
Your objectives will also have to be measured against your 
considerations and limitations to set your expectations and goals. 
 
Some of these considerations might include: 
 
Amount of Space Available  
 
Space is usually the biggest limitation for most people. The good 



BRICKS FOR SMALL PLACES 

12 

news is that you can still build a spectacular LEGO city in a small 
space. 
 
Amount of Time Available 
 
The amount of time you can spend on your LEGO city per day or 
per week will determine how long it will take to complete. Even after 
completing, your city will be continually evolving and improving. 
 
The truth is, a LEGO city takes a significant time to plan and build. 
Don't be too hard on yourself, especially if you are a first-time city 
builder. Use whatever spare time you can to build your city and enjoy 
the process. Don't rush yourself if there is no need to. 
 
Focus on short-time goals with your long-term objective in mind but 
do not put arbitrary deadlines on yourself. 
 
Amount of Money Available 
 
Just like space and time, this is a practical concern that will affect 
most people. LEGO is an expensive hobby and it will take a 
considerable amount of money to build an awesome LEGO town. 
 
Focus on short term goals and build your city in sections. Or, focus 
first on acquiring sets and buildings that you want in your city; but, 
do not actually build your city until you get a minimum number of 
sets to make up your city or a significant section of it. 
 
If you are lucky enough to have the disposable income to buy any 
amount of LEGO sets and parts you need, then building up your city 
can be fairly quick, assuming you have the time to plan and build. 
 
 
Based on your reasons for building and limitations (if any), you can 
determine your guidelines for your LEGO city. 
 
My criteria personal criteria for my current small brick city is as 
follows: 
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• The city must be built within a small space. Fortunately, time 
and money are not huge restrictions (within reason) so the 
biggest limitation is physical space. 

 

• The city must be complex, highly detailed and entertaining. 
 

• The city must integrate with the living room as a feature area.  
 

The city space must blend organically with the interior 
decoration of my living room and not stick out like a sore 
thumb. Many people build their LEGO cities in their 
basement, garage or room. So, thought is not really given to 
the surroundings of the LEGO city.  
 

 
 
 
DESIGN PRINCIPLES 
 
While the core design philosophy of “concept” and “details” 
provides the overall vision of the LEGO city, here are a set of 
principles that can guide you to shape your own LEGO city. 
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Focus on Complexity and Scale of Design  
 
A small brick city may not be large in physical size but it can be big 
on complexity and scale within the confines of a small space. 
 
A small city with lots of details, both inside and outside of buildings, 
is much better than a large city with sparse detail. Empty buildings 
and little activity in a city result in it looking like a ghost town. I have 
seen huge cities at conventions and in videos that look “dead" and 
lose their novelty very quickly even though they take up a lot of area 
space. 
 
Ensure Your City is Logical in Your Imagined Universe 
 
Not everyone may agree, but I feel that there should be a logical 
theme to a LEGO city, especially in the case of a small brick city. The 
imagined universe you create for your city must be governed by the 
laws of logic. 
 
So, decide on the universe that your city is set in and be sure that 
your layout and builds are logical and consistent within the context of 
your universe. 
 
For example, if you are building a realistic city, all the buildings, 
landscape features or facilities should be logically positioned. So, it is 
highly improbable for a small city to have a volcano on an ice glacier 
with a train station on top of it. It is also not logical to have a 
skyscraper surrounded by a farm of animals next to the volcano.  
 
On the flip side, if you have set your universe in a superhero 
universe, you have more creative license and it would be completely 
fine to have a big superhero battle in the city with different 
superheroes and villains populating the city. 
 
While imagination is technically limitless, I have found the best 
LEGO cities, regardless of size, are the ones that are seeded in reality, 
as people can relate to them. Of course, if you are building your city 
only for yourself, it is not important what other people think.  
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Design Your City to Have Organic Flow 
 
In some ways, organic flow is an extension of having a logical city. 
Even, if you have a city seeded in reality, good organic flow makes a 
LEGO city look and feel better. The Chinese call this “Feng Sui”, a 
philosophical system of harmonizing everyone with the surrounding 
environment. 
 

"Feng Shui is a living skill. There's an art to it. It's scientific; it's 
mathematical and at times it's logical - with an element of magic."  

 
- Lucy Deslandes 

 
Different sections of your city should flow organically and this 
includes natural physical features as well. For example, rivers, 
beaches, the sea, mountains, cave systems, forests and jungles should 
flow organically from or towards each other.  Different developed 
areas should be organically built around, on top or below the natural 
landscape. Roads, train lines and foot paths should also be logically 
and organically set around the city. 
 
Likewise, your urban districts should be segregated and flow 
organically from each other. This means having specific spaces for 
residential, entertainment, industrial, government and business areas 
in a logical layout. 
 
Maximize Space and Use the Space Efficiently  
 
As you are building a small brick city, space is limited and valuable. 
You need to maximize space and use the space efficiently.  
 
If you are building a city or town and not just a nature display such as 
a mountains ridge, beach, island or jungle, you will be packing a lot of 
different builds and elements into a small space. 
 
By its inherent nature, a small brick city is going to be very dense in 
nature. Things will be packed closely together and there will be lots 
of activity abound, just like a real city or small town.  
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However, you do not want your city to feel overcrowded, cluttered 
and messy. Therefore, there is a need to use the space efficiently. The 
previous two points of logic and organic flow will help you to use 
your space efficiently. 
 
It is possible to pack a lot of elements in a small space yet still feel a 
sense of space and unclutteredness. Just think of good interior 
design. A good interior design can make a small space look 
comfortable and spacious. Likewise, bad interior design can make a 
large space look disorganized and messy because the space is not 
used well. 
 
Engage, Entertain and Tell Stories with Your City 
 
A LEGO city is more than a static display. It is not a museum 
exhibit, it is supposed to be fun. Everything is awesome, remember? 
 

“A room should never allow the eye to settle in one place. It should smile at 
you and create fantasy.”  
 
– Juan Montoya 

 
The above quote embodies my personal approach to interior design 
as well as building a LEGO city. 
 
To make your LEGO city awesome, the display must engage and 
entertain a viewer. Different parts of the city should each tell a story 
to the viewer, entertaining them at every turn. 
 
Think of someone during a visual "walk-through" of your LEGO city 
as part of an entertaining guided tour, amusement park ride or even a 
movie.  
 
There should be interesting elements throughout the city, at every 
few steps, if possible. The entertainment comes not just from the 
buildings, city layout but also from the details in the streets, in the 
buildings, below and above ground. The more there is to see, the 
longer the tour can be and the more entertaining it is.  
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The following chapters will discuss how to entertain an audience with 
your LEGO city. 
 

 
 
Make Your City Unique 
 
It is totally fine to use only official LEGO sets in your brick city. 
However, always include unique elements that make your city 
different from anyone else’s in the world. 
 
Be innovative and creative. Create a concept, theme layout or 
buildings, details, small builds and interesting scenes that will make 
your city look and feel different from others. 
 
Think Big Picture 
 
Always keep the big picture of your LEGO city in mind. It is easy to 
get caught up in the small details of specific builds, especially when it 
comes to your favourite building set or MOC. However, always bear 
in mind that you are building a city, no matter how small. 
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I hope you enjoyed this free preview of “Bricks for Small Places”. If 
you like the approach and techniques for building a LEGO city in a 
small space shared so far, you can order the full book at 
www.SmallBrickCity.com  
 
The book is available as a full-colour printed hard copy or as an 
instant download. 
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