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Introduction

How do architects achieve a balance between the conflicting interests of the public, the client and their personal vision?  It is my contention that Architects have the ability to take a leadership role in the search for collective orientation within our communities, rather than act merely as consultants who service a consumer society.  What follows is a 20-minute accelerated narrative through the last 20 years of our attempt to challenge the limits of conventional architecture practice in Vancouver.

Background
Yes, I am an Architect.  My father is a third generation architect.  By the age of nineteen, I thought I knew what architecture was.  Then in 1982, I went to architectural school in Ottawa where we met a thirty-four-year-old professor named Alberto Perez-Gomez.  He became the school’s new director while I was in second year.  I was one of many alienated youth who felt an absence of meaning, order and clarity in the experiences presented to us by the modern world. In the early 1980’s Carleton University’s School of Architecture was a centre of architectural experimentation. This man changed our lives.

What did Alberto Perez-Gomez teach us?  He taught us about the history of architecture and how the profession has come to its current state of collective amnesia.  Our new director created an environment where we were encouraged to learn from the past, to trust our embodied experience of the world, to explore our own stories and to find an authentic expression beyond style and conventional archetypes.  Then 20 years ago a handful of us followed Alberto to McGill for graduate school, and there he introduced us to the ideas and work of Frederick Kielser.  Kiesler was the first architect I encountered who addressed the cosmic void-God’s absence-in a way that resonated with my experience of the world.  I was inspired by Kiesler’s concept of endless space and the writings of Martin Buber.  The intention was to explore the hallowing of the everyday within the rituals of daily life, with the goal of once again connecting the individual with the larger cosmic order, which he called “cosmic love”.

I went back to Vancouver and tried teaching at UBC School of Architecture, but I was too young to inspire respect or have the patience to be of much use to my students.  So, I decided to try and build.  I experimented with critical commentary and surrealist techniques in the design of my early buildings only to learn that the communities I was engaging with were made up of real people and a society, who was not interested in this architects’ “as yet to be defined” personal explorations.

Firehall Training Tower: Coquitlam, BC  1985 (SLIDES)

My first project was (Firehall Training Tower: Coquitlam, BC  1985) a fire hall training tower.  The intent of the training tower’s design was to make a critical commentary on the groundless instability of modern life in the suburban landscape.  The narrative is simple; an abstracted concrete block suburban house is severed.  Half is displaced to the top of the canted steel frame tower, whose architectural language was inspired by the Constructivists’ largely unrealized ideas for communication towers, designed for the dissemination of propaganda.

The dilemma of this project is its isolation – the only inhabitants being fireproof dummies – perpetually being set ablaze and rescued.

Arts Umbrella, Granville Island: Vancouver, BC  1987 & 1998 (SLIDES)

My second project was an addition to Arts Umbrella on Granville Island.

Once an industrial peninsula, Granville Island’s sheds, through a federal government initiative, were preserved and redeveloped in the early 1980’s as a themed industrial public waterfront destination. 

This is an addition to the art school for children on Granville Island.  Much of the genesis for addition’s form was inspired by an adjacent one-storey stucco shed.  Juxtapositions, dislocations and scalar shifts, were applied to transform the basic form.  The resulting new front façade represents a fragmented oversized face.  A large, leaded-glass window “eye” on the second floor looks down onto the street underneath the protective arch of corrugated metal “eyebrow” roof.   With windows at a child’s eye level, the new studio spaces are inspired by the non-scalar imagination of a child.

Bella Bella Community School: Waglisla, Campbell Island, BC 1993 (SLIDES)

Bella Bella Community School was our first foray into the difficult ethical terrain of community development projects, the mainstay of our present work.  The Heiltsuk people living on the Bella Bella Band Reserve on British Columbia’s central coast are beset by challenges common to many First Nations communities in Canada.  Unemployment, industrialization of fishing and education of children in church-run residential schools have eroded cultural traditions and language.  Working with the Heiltsuk people, we had to confront the extent to which architecture is able to address a community’s needs and desires for rebirth.

Inspired by the community’s struggles to reclaim their traditional heritage, we developed a program with ritual and mythological symbolism drawn from Heitsuk history.  The entry and circulation spine of the new school became the body of the creator, a raven, emerging from the side of a long house and clutching a giant crystal.  After the School Board accepted the design, there was a political paradigm shift, the traditional hereditary chief became the elected new chief.  The elders reproached the School Board (made up of mothers) for neglecting to include them in the decision-making process and would not sanction the use of the raven as a cultural symbol.  

A public shaming was held and the elders appointed David Gladstone, a local Heiltsuk artist, to rewrite the mythological program. Gladstone revised the symbolism of the building to that of an eagle after being granted special permission by the Eagle Clan, one of the more influential Heiltsuk clans.  Gladstone also modified the proportions on the front of the fragmented longhouse to more closely resemble a traditional longhouse.

Reflecting upon our experience as Bella Bella’s architect, we believe the, “The discussion revolve around the issues of identity and appropriation.  In our architectural practice we encounter many different cultures, community groups and individuals.  Our role as consultants is to, on one level, simply provide design services to our clients, yet we also feel a moral obligation to take a leadership role in these important discussions.”  Our experience with Bella Bella taught us the sensitivity of working with a community’s unique cultural identity and to recognize when we are out of our cultural paradigm and when we need to ask for help.  Skills that would inform our architectural approach to future projects.  Bella Bella taught us to learn to listen.

Main Text (SLIDES: Leave on slide of Children Playing)

In 1994, we were hired by the newly formed Main and Hastings Housing Society to work on what would become Bruce Eriksen Place.  Our office had been near the Downtown Eastside my whole childhood.  I worked there most summers.  Why did I know so little about the Downtown Eastside community?  The answer was simple: I was a privileged Westside boy who had grown up in the comfort of the Jewish community.

My father had designed social housing early in his career, buy why had he stopped?  From his experience, he felt that the CMHC was less than pleased when one of his social housing projects, designed for Russian immigrants, turned out to be more attractive than the market housing surrounding it.  It is not surprising that other design-oriented architects are not keen to engage in such a process.  But the problem is more complex than this.  Why are the best and brightest of our generation teaching, or designing new art galleries and obsessively detailed houses, while demonstrating no interest in the problems of marginalized people?  If the humanist project is to have a chance, share some of the happy Prof. Frasari spoke of wouldn’t the first step be to ensure that we all have a roof over our heads, food in our bellies and support structures in our lives that enable participation?

Working with these new clients from the Downtown Eastside, it quickly became apparent to me that their desires went beyond mere shelter.  Excluded from parking in the material excesses of middle-class North American life, they struggled with the issues of orientation, community, and ultimately, the meaning of their lives – the same concerns being confronted by much of contemporary theory.  These were the clients I yearned for; at the very least, we would build beautiful housing and at best, we might help make a meaningful difference in people’s lives.

Bruce Eriksen Place: Vancouver, BC  1997 (SLIDES)

The street façade of Bruce Eriksen Place bears the message, “Memory, Mother of the Community.”  Situated near the intersection of Main and Hastings streets, ground zero for Vancouver’s open drug scene, the affordable housing project’s message proclaims the neighbourhood’s spirit of survival.

Our intent was to balance the necessity to provide housing for the homeless with poetic expression of the human spirit, something that most social housing lacks.  The front façade is a simple “modernist billboard” that recalls Soviet graphics of the 1920’s.  Above the retail units, a photomontage screen by local artist Blake Williams depicts Bruce Eriksen and the 1930’s labour marches.  A committee of Downtown Eastside residents working directly with Williams chose the words such as HOME, VOTE & DREAM inscribed on the balconies of the front façade.  We, the architects confined ourselves to specifying the size, colour palette and typeface for the words on the balconies.  The community chose the words.  While this project did house the homeless and give a vehicle for expression: for people in the community.  It is an inverted gated community – only the poor allowed.

Lore Krill Housing Co-op: Vancouver, BC  2002 (SLIDES)

Lore Krill Housing Co-op was birthed out of a decade-long struggle between private and public interests over the fate of the derelict Woodward’s department store.  The provincial government set aside funding for two hundred non-market housing units for the Woodward’s redevelopment.  Unable to settle a partnership agreement with the developer who had bought the Woodward’s building after its closure, the Province permitted the Woodward’s Co-op to redirect the funding for the non-market housing offsite in 1997.

As the demolition of Woodward’s seemed imminent, Lore Krill’s façade was designed to retain a memory of the department store and tell the story of the Co-op’s genesis. Three variations of red bricks were arranged in a basket-weave pattern with slight shifts in still heights, window sizes, and column widths to evoke Woodward’s growth through eleven additions over many years.

Henriquez Partners used a workshop process with the founders of the Co-op to design Lore Krill.  The Co-op members were introduced to building development issues so that they could make informed design and management decisions.  The result is a building that challenges current standards of social housing provision.  While typical Vancouver housing design is preoccupied with capturing views for private enjoyment, Lore Krill’s design has living roofs with gardens for growing vegetables and decks with a variety of outlooks to the city and landscape, accessible to all residents.  A landscaped courtyard with gardens, a waterfall and a series of bridges link the two eight-storey buildings.

This project uses the traditional Co-op 40/40/20 – formula for community development.  It was our first glimpse into a new social order one of empathy, compassing and inclusivity.

Main Text (SLIDES – Leave on slide of Stan)

This work in the DTES helped to clarify our new office project, the integration of the poetic and the ethical.  We spent the following decade experimenting, attempting in each project to balance social content and the search for poetic mechanism to provide collective orientation and sense of home.  We came to realize that our role as architects was not merely as consultants for hire, but as individuals whose values and beliefs demanded action.  From this new perspective, the larger questions now seem clear.  Who are we serving?  Who do we represent?  Why type of work will we do?  As you are well aware, these are not questions of ability, but of ethics.

We came to realise that we needed to take a more active role in the development of the programs of our projects and start to choose our projects and clients.  This is when we became activist.

Woodward’s Redevelopment: Vancouver, BC  2006

This is strangely a story of how a vacant department store became the symbol of decay and the problems within a community struggling with addiction and homelessness. 

In 1903, Charles Woodward’s expanded his mail order catalogue service into a department store built at the corner of Hastings and Abbott streets.  By the mid 1950’s, Woodward’s had defined one-stop shopping in Vancouver: customers could make travel bookings, cash cheques and buy men’s and women’s fashions.  For its low-and modest-income neighbours, Woodward’s provided a food floor and other household necessities.  The advent of the suburban shopping mall in the 1970’s, however marked the beginning of the store’s decline.  In 1993, shortly after its one-hundredth anniversary, Woodward’s declared bankruptcy and closed its doors.

The demise of Woodward’s crystallized a sense of dispossession already felt by many in the Downtown Eastside.  By 2001, after many failed attempts to develop Woodward’s, the provincial government lost interest and attempted to offload it to a private developer, resulting in “Woodsquat” a protest encampment that surrounded the site of the Woodward’s Building from September to December of 2002.  Vancouver’s newly elected city council acquired the Woodward’s property from the province in March 2003.  The purchase was contingent upon the left-leaning council’s endorsement of the Vancouver 2010 Olympic Bid that it had originally opposed.  The City facilitated an extensive public consultation process of workshops, open houses and meetings, which generated guiding principles for a developer design competition.

We assembled a project team, which included a developer and community advisors.  The team collaborated in a lengthy two-stage competition and in September 2004 was awarded the Woodward’s redevelopment project.  Our team negotiated with the City of Vancouver on behalf of the developer and consulted with community groups throughout the lengthy community process with the goal of maintaining the project’s financial feasibility while meeting the neighbourhood’s social needs.  Our team attempted to orchestrate public and private sector resources to always truly listen to the needs and desires of the myriad of stakeholders, expanding the mandate of the architect to encompass spheres of activity not typically considered to be the architect’s responsibility.

What is instructive about Woodward’s is the aspiration, repeatedly expressed by the Downtown Eastside’s marginalized residents not only for housing, but also for a sense of belonging.  It is the recognition of this basic human yearning for orientation and identity that must inform the architect’s role in shaping the collective spaces of our communities.

Conclusion (SLIDES: End on Parkade Spiral Slide)

One final comment, given our increasingly complex and diverse social fabric, the intention of the Woodward’s project is to challenge today’s architects to become citizen architects, a term Rural Studio founder Samuel Mockbee used to describe those who “participate in the social, political and environmental realities our communities are facing.”  He believed that this “requires architects to look beyond the conventional definition of architectural practice towards an enhanced understanding of the whole to which it belongs”.

