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Project 1: Opening the braid

“The urban constructions in Montreal were in fact skillful and opportune transformations of neglected areas within the city…Expedient adaptation, followed by opportune insertions and the subsequent reproduction of insertions as a formal urban type, characterize the city.”

Melvin Charney, “The Montrealness of Montreal”, Architectural Review, May 1980

Mon onc’ 
the pragmatic, ad-hoc use of available resources in construction of livable space.

Melvin Charney identifies one key characteristic of the development of urban space in this city as the pragmatic adaptation of found spatial forms as usable public space typologies. Examples include Victoria Square, developed from a haymarket in the 19th century; and the innovation of pedestrian networks from accidental byproducts of major construction projects in the 1960s. This strategy is not unique to Montréal; indeed it is characteristic of informal developments the world over. We might suggest that urban space in Montréal has been – and should continue to be – the rich product of the salvaging of spaces “left over” from outdated uses or “left behind” by the construction of infrastructures whose goals were not the creation of civic space at all. 

This project takes as its premise the proposal that such civic spaces can and should be developed from the spaces left behind or around such functional – but urbanistically damaging – pieces of urban infrastructure. We will look at one specific such space: the environment surrounding Van Horne and Rosemont Boulevards, and the nearby train tracks, between Avenue du Parc and St. Denis; this area includes the Rosemont overpass.

The braid of train tracks and roadways extends from the Outremont Rail Yard in the west to Rosemont metro in the East (slated for development by the city). The area around the tracks has been identified by the city as in need of development, a site of potential employment growth, and an environment in need of amelioration to better integrate it with Montréal’s bicycle network. This studio, anticipating these developments, focuses on the potential of the little-used space under and near the rail lines, Van Horne, and Rosemont overpass.

The spaces around and under the elements of this braid are fragmented, spatially complex, in many ways uninviting. As “unplanned” or “accidental” spaces they find themselves home to diverse activities which are often poorly accommodated by the city proper: besides light industry, such spaces are often occupied by the socially marginalized: for example, the homeless, at-risk youth. Such uses are important: they contribute in subtle ways to the richness of the city. Some argue that they can only be accommodated by accidental spaces. 

But there is a cost to the kind of space thrown up by this kind of indrastructure. Ironically (considering these spaces tend to be generated by infrastructure dedicated to city-wide connections), they tend to act as walls locally. They cut up the city, and push people away. This studio will explore ways that these spaces can be made useful, accessible, liveable. But the goal is not to homogenize them; rather there is a great opportunity (and challenge) here to use their unusual qualities as the generator of urban spaces and architectures of great spatial interest. New models of space which accommodate both infrastructural and human scales and qualities are implied.

The project is not concerned only with the areas immediately under and around the braid. Urban design is about a broad knowledge of the city. There is no point in designing a beautiful park without understanding, for example, the pedestrian network into which it fits or the housing options and populations living around it, the qualities and concerns of their lives. Our examination will include study of the communities living to either side of the braid – and the populations which may already inhabit it episodically or transiently. An attentive social study of the city often uncovers forms of inhabitation which the average citizen may not dream of. But as the goal of the semester is to allow the students to come up with concrete design proposals, we cannot engage in a full social survey of the area; this would be a project in its own right, and a project for specialists. Instead we will ask the students to supplement readily available demographic and other data by investigating the area “on the ground”, with their own eyes, taking note of activity or signs of activity in and around the braid: how the spaces are used now, and by whom, who lives there, what activities take place there. They will also examine the unusual morphology of the site, come to understand the issues this raises in terms of potential use, and identify potential spatial solutions. Thus the focus of this investigation is both social and spatial.

The project will take into account the planning issues raised by the site. Students will be expected to accommodate the key planning concerns they have taken on board in the first semester; we will call for an understanding of (and possible proposed revisions of) the City of Montréal’s planning objectives for the area. The hope is that the project will demonstrate the role design can play in coordination with larger-scale planning objectives, especially given the unusual spatial characteristics of the site which call for an intelligent understanding and manipulation of three dimensions and irregular lot shapes. 

This studio is pragmatic. Development is only possible when resources are available, whether those resources come from government or the private sector. Therefore we will seek input from developers and planners in order to understand what financial resources can be leveraged from the development of these spaces or their surrounding areas. There are several areas immediately adjacent which have development potential; we are prepared to capitalize on these, as well as to investigate what smaller-scale opportunities might be offered by the braid itself. 

Assignment 1: in situ survey

Students will be able to share in the research results produced by the Urban Planning studio. Therefore the focus of the first Urban Design assignment will be on our students’ observations on the ground to be supplemented later by analytical material from the planning studio (plans, figure-grounds, transport diagrams, land-use, planning documents, etc.).

We will consider the site on three bands: the braid itself, the zone north of it (Petite Patrie side), and the zone to the south (Mile End side). The class will be divided into groups to tackle these zones. Group A will tackle the north zone and the braid; Group B will tackle the south side and the braid; i.e. we will see two approaches to analyzing the braid itself.

Your observations will be of two kinds: spatial, and social.

Spatial 

Walk the site, observing and recording its spatial and morphological qualities. The means of recording the space are up to you: photography, video, sketching, a combination of the above. The intention is to both understand and characterize (implying a normative judgement) the qualities of space in the study area as a first run at clarifying the problems of the site and developing ideas about possible solutions.

To structure the spatial survey, it will be helpful to consider the area’s spatial qualities from two angles:

1
Urban morphology: what is the morphological contribution of the overpass and train tracks in the context of the study area? What is their textural relationship to the surrounding areas (lot size, edge definition, building massing & heights, materiality)? How do they contribute to the spatial hierarchies of the area? Do they support or undermine public character of the space (if any)? Of the zones to the north and south?

You should base your conclusions on on-the-ground observations. These may be supported by aerial images, orthographic drawings, or your transformations of these. While analysis through orthographic drawings is not a priority in the design studio at this stage, they can be a useful way to organize your on-the-ground observations. One place to obtain base material is McGill’s Geographical Information Centre
 http://www.mcgill.ca/gic/.
References for consultation include: Spiro Kostof, The City Assembled, The City Shaped; Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City; Aldo Rossi, The Architecture of the City. There are also several related references in Chapter 5 of The Urban Design Reader. Related ideas will be discussed in the seminars during the semester.

2
Embodied experience of the space: what is the experience of a person passing through, over, or dwelling in the space of the overpass, the tracks, the big box structures and their environs? Your study can consider serial imagery – experience from sequential points on a line – and static experience. How would you characterize the experience of the space? Can it be described as “positive” in any sense? How might it be employed / ameliorated / capitalized on to create a liveable environment? Is an innovative form of inhabitation called for to accommodate the coexistence of, for example, trains and pedestrians in the same space – and to what extent might it be necessary/possible to rethink the notion of “liveability”? What kind of space / landscape might this imply?

Basic references for mapping space experientially include Christian Norberg-Schultz’ “The Phenomenon of Place” (The Urban Design Reader), Cullen’s Townscape, Ivor de Wolfe’s The Italian Townscape. This is not intended to be a definitive list; you are encouraged to develop you own means of mapping the experience of the space.

Social

There can be surprising and innovative uses of abandoned urban spaces which often pass unnoticed. Along our site alone (it is not the best example of this use in the city) there are signs of use of the site for strolling, walking with a goal in mind, bicycling, dog-walking, graffiti, installation of artworks… which can all be identified in a short walk through the site. [By definition, any such uses which take place in the train track area (within the fence) are illicit.] Prolonged or periodic observation of the site would likely uncover more uses. 

The surrounding areas (Mile-End, Petite Patrie/Rosemont) are also socially interesting. They include both well-established and recently-arrived residents. They each have their own “character” and rhythm of life, to which the braid may or may not contribute – and which any new development will certainly effect and be effected by. An understanding of social uses and character of places is important for these reasons. 

Your observations can include intentional social signs (for example graffiti), accidental traces (eg. footprints, paths in the snow), storefronts, parked cars (an indication of income level), images of and words from people in the site, abandoned objects…Some research along these lines can be found at:http://www.spacingmontreal.ca/ http://www.urbanphoto.net/blog/ 
What evidence do such signs suggest about more conventional social categories of urban analysis: for example, movement through space (by foot, bike, vehicle), demographic studies? Can they provide information those studies leave out?

Such social signs add a poignancy to physical spaces like this. Indeed the pieces of infrastructure might themselves be seen as immense social signs: artifacts of a certain time and situation. The work of artists can also contribute to this poignancy, often by exploiting social signs and traces. For example when an artist builds a nest under the overpass, we look at it and its relationship to inhabitation differently:         
  http://www.dare-dare.org/actualiteen.htm
Such work brings us back to embodied experience of the space and suggests another way to map it: through something like Guy Debord’s notion of “the drift”, what is known as psychogeographic mapping. The following article outlines how contemporary planners are finding relevance in this notion: 

“Power to the Psychogeographers”, The Guardian, Friday February 22, 2002. 

In fact “psychogeography” implies a complex intertwining of spatial and social qualities read through the emotive experience of the individual in situ.
Presentation of results

On Tuesday, Jan. 15 (13:30 pm) each group should present their observations, in a format of their choice, addressing the issues of: Urban morphology; Embodied experience; Social signs. Presentations are informal and should be around 20 minutes per group.

They may be presented digitally or in physical form. You are responsible for organizing any audiovisual equipment and ensuring a smooth presentation. As implied in the assignment description, these different foci of analysis overlap, and they can be presented in an intertwined manner. 

Bear in mind that you are developing a viewpoint, a voice, and a contribution to the narratives of the city. The over-riding goal is  the development of  the story or stories of the site through an understanding of its spatial, social, and emotive qualities.































