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' . ABSTRACT 

The Modern movement in architecture did not significantly affect Canada's West Coast landscape - - 
until after ~ o r @ W a r  11. The purpose of this thesis is to critically analyze the interpretations given to the 

West k t  Mcdern landscape, u> investigate the cultural values influencing the interpretations, and to 

explore the use of deconstruction as a method of analysis of landscape meaning. The principal sources of - 
interpretative texts were selmed from architectural and art journals aS well as from regional publications 

-- 

on West Coast architecture. 

This thesis produced three major findings. Firstly, the West Coast Modem landscape expresses a 

diversified rather than unified meaning. This diversity encompasses architectural principles of Modernism 

as well as aesthetic qualities of Romanticism. Secondly, the interpretations of this cultural landscape 

changed through time. Journals of the 1940's and 1950's concentrated on Modem developments in 

structural innovation and economical resolution of building requirements. In the 198OYs, regional 

characteristics such as sensitivity to site and surroundings. naturalistic landscaping and interior courtyards 

- assume greater significance. Thirdly, the interpretations are influenced by certain cultural values prevalent 

at the time of writing. The purpose of architectural commentary in the post-war years was to promote the 

effxient and therefore economical aspects of Modep building practices. This writing emerged from a 

social environment informed by ca$italist industrial production. The 1980's objective is to foster a - 
3 

regionally-conscious architectural fomi >This time period is more effected by the practices of consumer 

capitalism ?&' 

r 

This thesis also uncovered the usefulness of deconstruction as a method of geographic investigation. 

Of particular value was its ability to address both objective evaluations and subjective experience of 

landscape formation. Deconstnrction also offereci a systematic means of anafyzing changes in the meaning 

of &at culmal landscape. N e v e n h A ,  the extension. of dmma-uctionist methodology into oral and 

visual realms of representation would contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of landscape 

L 
creation and interpretation. 
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THE ARCMTECIZTRAL LANDSCAPE OF WESTCOAST MODERNISM 

"What.happened to j3e "Westcoast Stylin as epitomized by the rich output of wood houses 
that appeared after the Second World War and gained such recognition? Where did.it-LO? 
Does it disappear as the scale of things gets bigger - is it not sustailmble once one is dealing 
with more complex design protilems? Or is its demise merely a product of the city's growing 
up - with more sophistication comes more homogenization, an irresistible p~oduct of 
broader horizons and better connections?" 'Andrew Gruftl. 

Introduction 

This thesis is about textual interpretations of the West Coast Modem architectural landscape. It is -_ 
also about a method of textual analysis d l e d  dec~n~mct ion  which has been applied in other fields of the 

humanities but is new to geography. West Coast Modemism or the West Coast Style represents a place 
f 

a n b m e  specific realization of the Modern movement in architecture. In Vancower, a port city on 

Canada's West Coast it created a distinct cultural landscape. The emergence of a West Coast Modernism 

was first noted by architectural and art journals after the Second World War, a time which acknowledged 

the importance ofjournals in disseminating information regarding technological innovations and their 

application in architecture2 as well as new trends in design and aesthetics3. These journals described 

Modernism on the West Coast as an adaptation of Modem principles of design to landforms and climate 
/ 

resulting in a structurally-discernable regional style. Ten years later, the same journals depicted this 

regional development as an aesthetic modification of "International Stylen Modernism. In the 1980's. 

+ architectural literature represents a West Coast Style as a local vernacular, a force of critical regionalism 

'Gruft, Andrew. "Vancouver Architecture: The Last Fifteen Yearsw in Vancouver: &J 
Artists 1933 1983. Vancouver: Vancouver Art Gallery, 1983. p. 320. -- 
!Lassene, Fred. "Keeping Pace with Architecture in Vancouver" in 
pp. 86 - 87. 

3Woodworth, John "Where Modem Meets Traditional" in Western 
August-September 1950, p. 33. 

Canadian Art. April 1958. 

Homes and Living, -- 
I r 



against what Jencks has termed, a Postmodem "radical eclecticismw4. In $e fifty years since its first 
k 

appearance, interpretations of West Coast Modernism have changed significantly. It is the purpose of this 

thesis to investigate the changing textual represenQtions of this architectural landscape in order to 
.. 

challenge firstly, the arbitrary5 nature oT their perspectives. and second), the Modernist linear conception 

of cultixal progress. In order' to achieve @is objective, the thesis implements the methodology of. 
L 

d&nstruction, astrategy of textual analysis developed by Jacques Demda. 

B 
History acknowledges the Modem movement in architecture. as in the other arts, as nothing less 

than a revolution. Inspired b y  the processes of technological innovation and industrial production, , 

Modernism sought to overcome the decadent and symbolically-irrelevant architecture of neo-classicism 

and historical eclecticism. The Modem approach to building emphasized new pethods of construction 

using new synthetic materials of concrete, steel and glass. Ornamentation was deemed unnecessary and the 
. . 

ensuing Modem aesthetic, based on pure structural e;-oression, assumed a universal quality6. Ideals of 
1 

Modem art and design were first taught a t the Bauhaus Sqilool in Germany in the 1920's. By the 1930's. 

these ideals had been appropriated by North American architects on the East Coast But it was not until 

' J e n h ,  Charles, j& Language flf Post-modern Architecture. New York: Rizzoli International 
Publications, Inc., 1981, p. 127. 

'Demda, Jacques. Of Gramrnatoloay. Baltimore and London: The ohn Hopkins University 
Press, 1974, pp. 32 - 33. Derrida describes his conception of "arbitrann \ he ~ontends that 
if writing is "image" and exterior figuration, then as a media of representation it is not 
innocent This is because the concept of the sign has never existed or functioned out the 
history of the philosophy of reality and remains systematically and genealogically determined 
by that history. This is the definition ~f "arbitrary" used - in this thesis. 

"is conceptualization of Modem architecture derives from the writings of Walter Gropius. le 
Cbrbusier and Frank Lloyd Wright architects and pioneers of the Modem movement. Peter 
Collins and Charles Jencks provide more extensive definitions of Modernism in architecture: 
"The fondness of late eighteenth century architects for historical allusions, for analogical 
justifications, for asymmetrical landscaping, for brutal detailing, for oriental prototypes. and for 
pictorial techniques does not simply cut them off from the tradition of earlier centuries; it 
relates them intimately to the architects of today. and it is this which gives unity to the 
period 1750 - 1950, and allows us to treat it as a single architectural age. (Coflins. 1978. p. 
15. ) and ". . . recent (Modern) architecture (is comprised) of a series of discontinuous 
movements. . ."(Jencks, 1980, p. 13.) But because the latter concepts of Modern architecture 
were not available to the readers of the 1940's and 1950's. and the former constituted the 
standard reference for post-war architects, students and critics, the idealized, perhaps simplistic. 
understanding of Modem design %used in this thesis. P 



after he-d World War that Modernism significantly affected the architecture of Canada's West 

C h a s e ,  it encountered place and time specific circumstances which generated, in terms of 

architectural significance, a distinct West Coast articulation of Modern principles of design and, in terms of 

geographic significance, a distinct cultural landscape worthy of investigation. 

The city of ~ancouver, the place of origin of West Coast Modem architecture, is situated on the 

coast of the Padfic Ocean Its geographic landscape comprises a richly-forested, hountainous terrain cut 

by the Fraser River and Burrard Idet and surrounded by the peaks of Coast Mountain Range. After the 

, Second World War. Vancouver experienced a complex socio-economic situation. Relevant to the building 

industry was an r t reme increase in population due to the return of war veterans combined with the influx 

of migrants seeking opportunity in the provin~e's booming resource industry, a housing shortage coupled 

with rising costs in building materials and labour, and an idealistic architectural and artistic community 

instilled with the belief that Modem design provided the means of improving social well-being. According 
- 

to the architectural and art journals of the 1940's. experiments with Modem principles of design first 

occurred in the field of detached housing. There, the use of a method of 
-- 

construction called post-and-beam and an extensive employment of local building materials, specifically 

cedar and fir, generated a West %st Modernism, a regional design idiom characterized by a functional 

and aesthetic integration be een inside and outside environments, between architecture and nature. T 
Journals of the 1950's reported that this regional sensitivity to the natural environment influenced the 

aesthetics of larger Modem structures built in concrete, steel and glass in the way of roof extensions, 

texturing of sterile surfaces and the addition of art. This evolution of a distinct West Coast Style during 
--2 

Vancouver's Modem movement has again captured the interest of the architectural community. It speaks 

of the West Gxs t  Style as a local vernacular, It points to sensitive relationship with the environment, 

suuctural alignment to capture a view, extensive incorporatiop of naturdistic gardens and generous use of 

glaring as indicative of a current piactice of critical regionalism. 

The sipficance of West C m t  Modernism as a feature of the cultural landscape has changed from 

the 1940's to the 1950's and again in the 1980's. At the time of its emergence, it represented the 



application of Modem principles of structural design to particular geographic conditions. Ten )ears later. it 

referred to an aesthetic modification of "International Style" Modernism. Then for 1980's architects like 

Barry Downs, the West Coast Style signifies local vernacuiar7. This thesis investigates the changes in the 

meaning ofthe West Coast expression of Modem architecture. It uses Derridean deconstruction to disclose 

the difference between the conceptualization of West Coast Modernism and the experience Of building 

individual Modem projects. This difference then reveals the cultural bias, hence the cultural values. 

operant in both the practice and textual representation bf contemporary regional architecture. These 

&&closures, in rum. comment on the potential of West &st Modem architecture a s  an idom of critical 

regionalism, a force of resistance challenging the historically-eclectic Postmodern universalization of the 

Vancouver landscape. 

Architectural i m d ~ c a ~ e  a& Cultural Change 

It was the Modem movement in the arts that generated the architectural landscape of West Coast 

Mdernism. West Coast Modem architecture - declined in importance in the 1960's and 1970's but in the 

198OYs, it has again assumed architectural significance, albeit for reasons different than those in the 

post-war years. The appearance, disappearance and reappearance of this regional design sensibility 

confounds the Modernist linear conception of progress. In order to systematica'lly analyze the 

mpredictable developments and consequences of the Modem movement on the West Coast, this thesis 

' consults the work of EH. Gombricha. The critical stance taken towards the interpretation and 

reinterpretation of the effects of the movement on the architectural landscape is based upon the 

architectural historian Manfredo Tafuri's contention that the present reinterprets the past in order to either 

maintain or rupture historical continuity. It is also founded on Jean-Francois Lyotard's b d  Jacques 

-Downs, Barry. "Landscape and the Western House" in Buildina with Words; Canadian 
Architects Architecture. Eds. William Bernstein and Ruth Cawker. Toronto: The Coach 
House Press, 1981. p. 41. 

4 

'Gombrich's thoughts were found to be more relevant to the objectives of this thesis than . 
those of, for example, Envin Panofsky. Panofsky explains all cultural phenomena, including 
deviant occurrences such as movements, in terms of cultural unity rather than diversity. 



Derrida's theoretical perspectives regarding the specific intentions underlying systems ef (textual) 

representation. Both the historians and theorists address the issue of continuity in historical progress. All 

are of the mind that cultural continuity does not necessarily follow a logical path towards perfection as 

suggested by historical record. 

"Movements" as Catalysts of Cultural Change -, 

Modernism in architecture, as well as in other spheres of art began as a "movement". The cultural 

phenomena of movements, whether artistic or political, are detached from a dominant system of beliefs 

because they advocate alternative ways of thinking, a "better" direction of progress. In departing from the 

norms of an extant culture, movpments expose that culture's deficiencies and contradictions and in this 

manner instigate reform and cultural change. In order to study the specific phenomenon of a movement, 

this thesis consults E.H. Gombrich's theories on cultural history. As a historian, Gombrich's primary 
- - 

concern is to search for continuity throughout the changing stages of civilization. Since the Enlightenment, 

he obsefies, these changes have been understood as progress. Gombrich opposes the Hegelian concept of 

the "supra-individual collective spirit" fulfilling its destiny of divine self-actualization. He contests the 

idea of cultural holism associated with historical periods by pointing to movements as proof that cultures 

are not unified wholes revolving around one central idea but rather, a complex field composed of varied 

realities and possibilities. Furthermore, the direction of progress is not predestined, but rather the 

consequence of the willful and interrelated actions of human agency. Movements - ideas and actions 

arising out of a dominant culture in a deviant manner - provide the momentum for not necessarily 

predictable cultural change. Therefore, for Gombrich, it is fruitful to investigate the reasbns for the 

appearance of a movement, the inlviduals and specific social groups that initiate, support or suppress that 

movement, the change,of social significance that occurs during the movement's progress, and finally, the 

degree of its acceptance or rejection. 



"Modernism" as Advent to the New 

"Modernism", known as a revolutionary artistic phenomenon, demanded a break with existing 
-A 

reality and the subsequent creation of a new one9. In the twentieth century, Modernism followed the 

principles of science and industry lo. Its affect on artistic expression comprised a discarding of traditional 

Romantic aesthetics and the acquiring of techno-scientific sensibilities. In the architectural discipline, an 

emphasis on structure and function challenged the previous preoccupation with symbolic appearance. ' 

Architects such as Walter Gropius, le Corbusier and Frank Lloyd Wright welcomed its arrival. Gropius. 

founder of the Bauhaus in Germany, the first school of Modem architecture. referred to the "New 

Architecture" as the logical response to the technical, social and intellectual conditions of the age1'. Wright, 

an American -- known for his respect for the natural landscape, recognized the new architectural ideals as 

being founded on the capabilities of the Machine as a tool, but maintained that the Machine must be 
- 

mastered by the artist if it was to "emancipate human potential"; if driven by human greed, the Machine 

would become an engine of enslavement12. The Swiss le Corbusier, visionary planner of the Radial City, 

believed that in architecture lay the responsibility for social equilibrium. His was the postulation, 

"Revolution, or architecture?"13 Although twentieth-century Modernism was born of industrial production. 

9Williarns. 1983, p. 208. The earIiest sense of "modem" referred to "existing now" or "just 
now". While the usage of "modem" in an historical sense - ancient and modem - was 
common in the sixteenth century, the majority of pre-nineteenth century uses was 
unfavourable wheq the context was comparative. The nineteenth and especially the twentieth 
centufies showed a strong movement in the other direction: "modern" became virtually 
equivalent to improved, satisfactory or efficient 

'Williams, 1983, pp. 279. 165 - 166. Since the early nineteenth century. "science" referred to 
physical and experimental science, apart from the theological and metaphysical. It was the 
hard objective character of material and method that defined phenomena, the consequences 
k i n g  that science became equated with fact, truth, reason and rationality. In the eighteenth 
century, "industry" began to refer to an institution or set of institutions organized for 
production and trade. In the 183OYs, the word "Industrialism" was introduced by Carlyle to 
indicate a new order of sodety based on organized mechanical production. 

"Gropius, Walter. New Architecture a d 2  Bauhaus. Cambridge. Mass.: The M.I.T. 
Press, 1965, p. 20. 

'!Wright Frank Lloyd "In the Cause of Architecture. The Third Dimension" (written in 
1925) in The Work o_f Frank Lloyd Wright USA: Bramhall House, 1965, p. 50. 

l3le Corbusier. Towards a New Architecture. London: Architectural Press, 1959. 



- 
the early Modernists did not accept industry as the new nature to be devotedly revered and emulated 

They saw themselves as producers, not interpreters, of the new reality. To identify the new laws of the 

equipment, to make those laws their own - this was the way of solving the inherent irrationalities and 

contradictions of Modernity, of creating a higher standard of living for a greater number of people. 

The Modem aspect of the new architectwe appeared most evident in the use of new building 

materials - those of conaete, steel and glass - and in new building practices based on principles of 

rationalization and standardization14. Novel conceptio& of building inspired novel conceptions of space. 

The increased load-bearing strength of reinforced concrete and steel framing eliminated the need for 

interior structural walls on the one hand, and reduced the size of exterior structural elements on the other. 

During this growing preponderance of voids over solids, glass assumed greater structural importance. The 

result was wide-spanned and all but transparent architecture. A flat, as opposed to pitched, roof' typified' 

the Modem architectural form. This flat roof facilitated a freer kind of planning in the interior. On the 

top, it created space for landscaping and recreational activities - for the acclimatization of nature and 

society to a dense urban environment Modernists did not embellish the concrete, steel and glass surfaces: 

the new synthetic materials were meant to be appreciated for their own inherent beauty. Consequently, 

flat surfaces, clean lines, and a simply defined mass characterized the Modem aesthetic. Wright further 

noted that the-elastic qualities of reinforced concrete and steel framing afforded boundless new expressions 

chitectural form, freer compared to post and lintel. For that reason, he called Modem architecture 

of the third dimension". 
1 

The seemingly limitless potential of Modem building was nevertheless grounded in rationalized 

planning and standardized construction. Because economy and function cohstituted the basic requirements 

of dcsign. the new rationalized architecture followed a modular system of planning and utilized 

prefabricated standardized building componentsfi. According to Gropius, prefabricated units rated superior 

to natural ones because of their accuracy and uniformity. i n  his mind, standardization - a fusion of the 

~ 

"Gropius. 1965, pp. 23 - 34. 

!SGropius, 1965. p. 39. 



best anterior f o m  into "types" - constituted a prerequisite for a civilized society. 

based upon technological innovation, standardized prefabrication succeeded 

In a new world order 

due to methods of 

unprecedented industrial potential - methods of mass-production. The prudent limitation of variety to a 

few standard building types both decreased cost and increased quality. Additionally. because more and 

more of the building process occurred in factories, the seasonal and inefficient nature of construction was 

overcome. Building became an organized industry, approximating the successive stages in a manufacturing 

process. With regards to quality, Gropius wrote that standardization assured elimination of designers' 

personal content and other nongeneric and non-essential features. For Wright, standardization lent a 

rational continuity to the whole16. 

Principles of rationalization and standardization were also to be applied to the planning of 

neighbowhoods and cities. The basic cellular unit composing an architectural structure would be 

multiplied to the unit of the'street, which, in turn, would be multiplied to the scale of the rneuopoli~~~.  As 

for Gropius, so for le Corbusier, the Plan constituted the critical element of successfil Modem building 

practices. But the Swiss architect differed from Gropius in that he specified the unit of as the unit of 
- giR, 

measure and the uninterrupted movement inherent in nature as the guideline for the Plan. Wright shared 
%, PP 
Gropius' faith in the potential of technology; he referred to the Machine as the "fcrerunner of 

Democracy". But his architectural sensibilities revolved around a respect for, rather than domination of. 

the natural environment- He wrote that while engineering dominated Modem building practice. the nature 4 

of the site should not be forgotten in architectural expression. A building should be integrated with and 

not alienated from its natural surroundings. According to all three architects, the products and the 

processes of technological innovation and industrial production offered boundless potentials for the future 

of Modem architecture. Only the significance of the human being and nature to Modem design remained 

to be resolved. 

'"right 1925, p. 62. Wright also noted that the various parts. being of consistent scale, 
facilitated rhythm in design. He further speculated that with time. pattern would appear in 
the Modern aesthetic in response to the evolution of concerns of differentiation. explanation 
and qualification. 

lmGropius, 1965, p. 37. 



A Postmodern Perspective on the Consequences of the Modern Movement 

This Modem movement, in architecture as well as in the other arts, successfully directeda cultural 

transition from a Romantic world-view established on religious, aesthetic and political central authority to 

a Modem consciousness founded on directives of ever-changing technology at the service of capital 

production. Along with a radical departure from the past came a reinterpretation of that past - this time 
i 

according to the Modem system of values based on production and efficiency. Manfredo Tafuri writes that 

in the realm of art, "Modemn dictates of invalidating the quality and character of past artistic processes 

lead to a revolutionizing of historic meanings, and hence, a compromising of tradiiional values. In this 

way, it is not history that conditions human action, but rather the latter which reinterprets the functions of 

the formerla. For example, Modernists degraded Romantic architecture as a "welter of ornament", a 

morphology of dead styleslg, expressions of arbitrary and aloof individualism on the part of the designers, 

all engraved in oppressive masses of masonry.' This kind of criticism was justified from a Modernist 

. perspective. Modernists adhered to a rationalized and,smdardized purity of form based on productive 

functions and economic solutions and executed in the superior synthetic materials of concrete, steel and 

glass. They condemned the Romantic sensibility as decadent, and, in time, their judgement was accepted as 

Although values deriving from science and technology are presented as "objective" and therefore 
1 

factual, Jean-Francois Lyotard points out that this Modem worldview is supported and perpetuated by a 

capitalist political economy. This worldview bespeaks a certain concensus among those in power, based on 

a certain knowledge and certain cornmitinents. Therefore, he states, "the systems in the name of which, or 

with which. Mcdernism has been able to support or justify itself deserve the greatest attentionn21. Jacques 

"Tafuri. Manfredo. T h T h  & History of Architecture. New York: Harper and Row 
Publishers, 1980, p. 45. 

19Wright, 1925, p.' 63. Ev right states that with Moden architecture, it is the imagination, 
not memory, that is challenged 



Derrida's perspective on writing, as recorded memory or history that is too often accepted as "truthw. 

parallels Lyotard's insights. His concern with the arbitrariness of meaning in a "text" is based upon (his) 

premises that inscription is a mnemotechnic device for supplanting memory. Therefore the meaning 

expressed in any form of writing must necessarily be questioned in association with the meaning of 

technics such as the printed word in society, as well as the relationship between technics, history and 

" t r ~ t h " ~ ~ .  This has led Derrida to pursue the idea that, although writing as representation exists in 

relationship with signification, that relationship is neither direct nor simple. 

In the field of architecture, criticism dealing with truth in signification that is related to particular 

I systems of social organization, encounters difficulty. Tafuri points to certain disadvantages incurred by 

eliminating past traditions and allowing technology to exert its affect in full force. He writes that if 

architecture, for example, were to be modelled on technological and industrial reality, its cultural 

significance could never be questioned and an effective critique could never be levelled. But history has 

resurfaced, albeit mediated by a Modem sensibility. The once-virtuous ideals of ~ode rn i sm now suffer 

criticism from a "Postmodern" camp. Venturi, for example, denounces Modem principles of 

rationalization and standardization as elitist, excluding of popular art, devoid of symbolism. He uses the 

words "alienating" and "empty of meaningRz3 to describe the once respected universal quality of Modem 

classical form. Modernism's revo1ution;trv ambitions are further berated for their attempts to change the 
- - 

environment as opposed to enhancing i r  This criticism, too. is valid from a ~ o s k o d e m  perspective. 
, 

Postmodernism draws ideas from historical memory as well as from local content and promotes expressions 

of the commercial vernacular as opposed to the production process. It idolizes mixed media eclectism and 

acmmmodates this eclecticism to the reaiity of urban sprawl: it does not try to eliminate reality through 
. . 

- Verrida, 1974, pp. 8 - 10. Demda states that for nearly three millennia, meaning or 
signification has been logocenmc or metaphysical at, its source; it has sought unity, rather 
than ambiguity, in explanation and interpretation But in the twentieth century, with the use 
of theoretical mathematics in the i ~ o v a t i o n  of computerized systems of information storage 
and retrieval, the assumptions of rationality governing "writing" have been widely questioned 
and can no longer be considered as issuing from a single logocenrric source. 

2jFrampton, 1983, p. 25. In the words of Hannah Arendt, "utility established as meaning 
generates meaninglessnessn. 



rational planning. In the 

Postmodemists prefer to 

eyes of ~ostmodernism, Modernism represents the terrorism of "pure spacen. 

&us on aesthetic play on the plane of the superficial. In the 1980's an 

architecture of "persuasive heraldryw2' has superceded an architecture oriented towards spatial/social 

organization. The differences in aesthetic preferences point to a change in the nanqe of cultural values. 

The values of Modernism invoked values of order, harmony and'planning - all values imperative to 

production Postrnodernism, on the other hand, expresses plurality and play, critical to the practice of 

commercial art arid, more generally, of consumer capitalism. In terms of cultural progress, the onke 

permanent values expressed by art have been superceded by the constantly changing values accommodated 

by design The principle of continuous innovation, of primary import to capitalist industrial production, 

has finally penetrated the field of architecture. The difference between the Modern and Postmodern 

inventiveness is that Postmodemism has broadened its sources of inspiration to include motifs from the 

past and, most important to placespecific analysis, from the ambient environment 

The recent Postmodern interest in local identity does not impress Kenneth Frampton He calls this ' 

Postrnodernism a regression into nostalgia and the glibly decorative. To counteract thistendency Frampton 

proposes a "critical regionalism". This regi.onalism upholds local architectonic features against more 

universal ones. Its strategy. oriented towards maintaining a high level of critical self-consciousness, 
~. 

consists of confounding the impact of international civilization with techtonic elements derived from the 

physical characteristics of a particular place, such as the topography of a given site and the range and 

quality of local light Frampton emphasizes that the primary principle of architectural autonomy resides in 

the techtonic rather than in the scenographic, in the interplay between material, craftwork and gravity and 

in the use of the tactile. These, he writes, are liberative because they can only be decoded in terms of 

experience. Given that western society is still dom&ted by the worldview of techno-science at the\service 

24VenturiJ., D. Scott Brown and S. Izenour. Learninn from 
Svmbolism of Architectural Form Cambridge, M a s :  The M.I.T. 
heraldryn refers to the imnology in popular commercial art that 
environment It desaibes an architectue of styles and signs, an 
over space. 

* 

Venas: The Forgotten 
Press, 1977, p. 6.  "Persuasive 
pervades the built 

architecture pf communication 



of capital, one must ask Frampton, "Critical regignalism 'is liberative to what end?"25. 

Nevertheless, in the 1980's. Vancouver's architectural critics such as Barry Downs and Edward 

Gibson view the West t Style as inspiring an architecture of resistance within a Postmodem 
TU 

environment of classical revival. While in the 1950's. the '~est*Coast Style emerged as a regionalist 

interpretation of the Modem movement, an alternative approach to architectural design based on the 

principles of industrial production which departed radically from dominant traditional building practices, 

thirty years later, its onceradical attributes are considered "local ~ e m a c u l a r " ~ ~ .  The characteristics of West 
r 

Coast Modernism fit Frarnpton's regionalist qualifications of sensitivity to site and use of local techtonics: 

post-and-beam framing was a regional structural .innovation developed to accommodate the uneven 

topography particular to the West Coast But in its new guise as an architecture of critical regionalism, the 

Style no longer acts as a venue of radical change. It stands as a force of opposition to the new 

historical eclecticism. 

t each moment of its appearance - in the 1950's as in the 1980's - West Coast Modernism has 
I 

justified its principles in conjunction with a critical reinterpretation of past architectural practices. 
- 

Although couched in architectural and aesthetic t e r m i n ~ l o ~ ~ ,  these critiques were and are rooted in a 

larger system of social values, one that in both. instances is guided not only by science and technology. but 

also by capital. The recent resurgence of West Coast Modernism, bespeaking a change of purpose within 

the (intellectual) architectural community, is in some way indicative of these larger processes of cultural 

change. Because it reappears as a movement, it signals a period of transition, when the path of progress 

could again take a radical shift in direction. 

35GrUk, Andrew. "Banff Session '84: Architecture in Search of a Direction" in section 
1984, no. 3 - 4, p. 26. "Frampton made it clear that he had become much less happy with 
the topic (of Critical ~e&onalism). . . he explained that he was &coming more preoccupied ' 

with the problem of power. . ." 
- 

26Dovtns, Barry. "Landscape and the West7rn House" in Buildinn with Words: 
Architects on Architecture. Eds. William Bernstein and Ruth Cawker. Toronto: 
House Press, 1981. p. 41. 
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This thesis investigates the West Coast Modem landscape as a placespecific manifestation of the 

Modem movement a cultural phenomenon offering radically diverse alternatives, for architectural 

development The manner and purpose of regional appropriation of Modern design in the 1940's and 

1950's offer insight into both the architectural and cultural significance of the West Coast Style to 
* 

~ancou'ver architects in the 1980's. The theoretical perspectives developed by Gombrich, Tafuri dhd 
I 

Lyotard relating to cultural complexity and continuity in the formation and interpretation of the built 

environment provide the framework for this Postmodem investigation of a cultural landscape. 

Thesis Organization 

- This thesis is organized into six chapters. Chapter One introduces, first of all, the theme and 

. objective of the project - the deconstruction of the interpretations of the West Coast Modem architectural 

landscape. Secondly. it outlines the theoretical framework of the thesis that draws upon EH. Gombrich's 

evaluation of cultural movements, Manfredo Tafuri's perspective on Modernism in architecture and 

Francois Lyotard's insights regarding the political-economic system fueling the Modem movement in 

architecture. Chapter Two situates this investigation of the West Coast Modem landscape in the 
0-  -- 

geographic tradition of landscape study %id justifies the Postmodem methodology of Demdean 

- deconstruction as a means of analysis. 

Chapters Three. Four and Five follow the strategy of Derridean deconstruction. The Third Chapter 

involves a deconstructionist reading of articles from architectural and art journals for the purpose of 

introducing the textual conceptualizations of the regionally-appropriated Modem movement and 

uncovering the ambiguous nature between its representation and attributed significance. The Fourth 

Chapter qualifies this ambiguity in meaning by relating the conceptualized West Coast Modernism to its 

most explicit context, descriptions of individual building projects. By identifying the particularities of 

regional expression on Vancouver's emergent Modern landscape, this chapter discloses the differences 

between experience and interpretation. Chapter Five describes the scope of possibilities open to the 



1 
Modem movement on the West .Coast in light of architectural ideals and speckc mio-economic 

circumstances. In this manner, it contextualizes the regionaliycspecific character of the West C a s t  Style. 

Chapter Six relates 1980's reinterpretations of the West Coast Style as critical regionalism to the 

deconsmcted 1940's and. 1950's interpretations of West Coast Modernism as regional adaptation and 

associates the change in significance with a change in cultural values. The chapter concludes the thesis by 

evaluating the contribution of Derridean deconstruction to the geographic tradition of landscape study. 

The study of "landscapen is one of many approaches operant ih the field of geographic inquiry. 

Since its inclusion in the discipline of geography in the late nineteeth century, it has evolved in conjungtion 

with social theory for the purpose of understanding not only the physical, but also the cultural forces 

affecting landscape formation &rough time. An outline of the changing role of landscape study 

throughout the development of the discipline identifies its increasing importance to chural geographic 
* 

inquiry and in this manner, situates this project within its tradition. 



THE LANDSCAPE TRADITION IN GEOGRAPHY 

I 

The West Coast Modem lqndscape illukates a regional, therefore - place and time specific, 

adaptation of Modem principles of design and construction. Although characterized by references to 

naturec-- seisitivity to site and integration with the surrounding environment, the West Coast Style of 

building is nevertheless a product of architectural - man-made - endeavour. As such, it constitutes a 

cultural landscape. The cultural landscape has been defined by Wagner and Mikesell as "a concrete and 

characteristic product of the complicated interplay between a given human community, embodying cerrain 

cultural preferences and potentials, and a particular set of natural circumstances. It is a heritage of many 

eras of natural evolution and of many generations-of human efforLW1 In this light, the West Coast Modem 

landscape represents a transitional period in the history of Vancouver architecture when traditional 

building practices encountered the radical forces of Modernism, when social groups such as the artistic 

community. the architectural profession, various cultural organizations and the consu-uction industry acted 

to both encourage' and confound the advent of Modern design. Because each group contributed to the 

development of the regionally-expressed Modernism in its own way, the resulting cultural landscape 

acquired a multiplicity of meaning. Its interpretation, therefore, should reveal equivocation rather than 

unity. 

Fundamentally. a cultural landscape illustrates the engagement of a human subject with a material 

object, the physical environment It is now understood in geography that an empirical investigation of the 

built environment does not provide an unders*tanding of its constitution. Explanation can only be 

discovered in the relationships between those individuals and social bodies involved in forming the 

landscape as well as those involved in interpreting it in a meaningful way. These relationships are complex 

and often ambiguous. For example, by 1947, the Modem aesthetic had made an impact in residential 

architecture in Vancouver. Its capability of responding to regional requirements was praised by art and 

'Wagner, P.L. and Mikesell, 
University of Chicago Press, 

M.W. ed. Readings & cultural a e o a r a ~ h ~ .  Chicago and London: 
1962. 



architectura! journals of the time. By 1960, the regional aspect of Mademism was not that evident in the 
r, 

burgeoning field of domestic design and, according to the journalists, even less so in larger architectural 

p ro j~ t s .  Despite its reported disappearance. a number of architects of the 1980's have identiged a definite 

W& Coast Style that was developed in the 1990's and have named it "local vernacularn. This discrepancy 

in the interpretation of a cultural landscape .from one time period to another cannot be accounted for by 

positivist science2. Consequently, cultural geographers have turned to the humanities for more effective 

methodologies of inquiry. 

Ironically, the rise of empirical science as a dominant epistemology coincided with the formalization 

of "landscape" as a concept of cultural expression. This occurred during the Europe& Renaissance, a time 

when religious authority waned in influence and an industry-oriented capitalism displaced an 

agriculturally-based feudalism as a means of economic existence. As land value was decreasingly 
"; 

understood in terms of use and increasingly in terms of exchange. portrayal of land as landscape emerged -:? 
"*S 

in the field of painting. Its representation relied upon empirical observation and technical realization: in 
5$- 

other words, upon the interpretation of the e x t e a  viewer cum artist Denis Cosgrove,argues that. 

because of these specific historical origins, landscape painting, and hence, the idea of "landscape", 
k 

embodies an ideology of human mastery of the environment3. 

An ideology of external control is most obvious in the positivist practices in physical geography: 

Despite an equivalent presence in cultural geography, this ideology has remained unquestioned until 

rise of realist critique in the 1970's. This philosophy of science challenged the objectives directing 

scientific explanation. It affected cultural geography by stimulating a humanistic awareness of the 

landscape. Humanism in geographic research ackn&ledges the insider's experience of the environment 
% 

and draws upon smial theory for a meaningful understanding of that relationship. Relevant social,theories 

have included phenomenology for interpretation of the &ective impact of landscape in symbolic terms. 

Xosgove, Denis. Social -Formation Svmbolic Landscaoe. London and Sydney: Croom 
Helm, 1984, p. 13. 



existentialism for an examination of intentionality in landscape formation, and structuralism as a means of 

relating the representation of landscape in art to the dominant social order. Structuralism, in particular, 
\ 

ha3 strived to expose the ideological underpinnings inherent in the "randscape" concept 
\ 

The landscape of West Coast Modernism manifests a distinct expression of radical architectural 

form. Its associated cultural experience is that of a "moyement", the introduction of cultural values 

different from, yet based on, the dominant worldview. The social theories employed in current geographic 

studies offer unified, logical explanations of landscape formation in accordance with objectively-projected 
, 

parameters of social reality. They do not allow for the freedom of exploration necessary for understanding 

the unpredictable, subjectively-based nature of a movement that, because of its diverse potentials in place 

and time specific circumstances, is much more complex than its apparent realization. Recent Postmodern 

I methodologies based on language theory do accommodate this requirement. Deconsrrupn is one such 

strategy of textual investigation developed by Jacques Derrida. 

Orinins of " Landscave " '4 

The idea of "landscapen is said to haie originated with landscape painting4. This onus on the 

environment in artistic expression emerged in Flanders and upper Italy. the,post economically advanced, 

densely settled and highly urbanized areas .in fifteenth century Europe. These were also the regionsmost 

accepting of secular, science-influenced, ways of thinking about the world Ideas emergent at this time 

involved expectations of a human control of nature and novel conceptions of epistemological unity that 

favgured enclosed space. Landscape painting upheld this new world-view. Although the represented 

landscape appeared realistic, it was nevertheless, composed, ordered, by the artist within the framework of 

the canvas. - 

In Flemish Renaissance painting, empirical observation determined the portrayal of landscape. In 

upper Italy, "realistic" representation was achieved through the technique of perspective. The Italian 



artists believed that linear perspective constituted an objective property of space, not just of vision, and for 

this reason, the reality so depicted was true. ~ e n a i h c e  cosmology justified this artistic innovation. It 

maintained that Creation followed fixed geometrical rules which imparted a harmonious and proportional 

order to the universe. Such, also, were the convictions underlying the "scientificn explorations of nature. 

The capitalist commodification of art .additionally contributed to the ready acceptance of realistic 

perspectival representation. Purchasing appeal had to be sustained in different contexts and places and to 

this end, Renaissance l&xkape 

subject matter. 

Scientific investigation, 

painting cultivated an aesthetic appreciation of technique rather than 

perspectival representation of the landscape and individual 

appreciation/appropriation of landscape painting all bespoke personal authority over the environment All 

took place from the vantage point of the outsider, the one who controlled, but did not bebng, to the 

landscape. Denied in this relationship was the experience of the insider, the individual or collective .entity 

that constructed the landscape. If a painting happened to evoke a psychological affinity with the insider's 

world, it was due to illusion accomplished through technical expertise, not empathy. This outsider's 

authority was also portrayed as neverending. Although Renaissance artists could capture the flow of 

history, they chose to bend its factual appearance to fit the rules of linear perspectives. Consequently. their 

art represented that moment as a universal and unchanging reality. While empirically verifiable, landscape 

painting disregarded the aspect of subjective constitution and negated the dynamics of history. The nature 

of its representation was therefore not realistic, but ideological. But as long as methods of scientific inquiry 

were believed to be objectively factual, this arbitrary portrayal of reality was ed as truth. 

In the mid-nineteenth century a newly-discovered "relative" quality of v~sual perception contested 

perspectival conventions of realistic representation. Landscape, 'as a major subject of painting, also 



declmed in importance. These occurrences coincided with the emergence of landscape study as a distipct 

intellectual discipline within the newly established profession of geography6. The concept of an ordered, 

unified worldview. which had been formalized in landscape painting, was academically reinterpreted as a 

systematized body f empirical knowledge, similarly claiming scientific objectivity and validity. But the P 
ideological values inherent in landscape painting - those of the outsider removed from personal and 

collective historical experience - remained, and in time, confounded scientific investigation of the cultural 

landscape. Strict empiricism could not explain landscape formation; it coulQ not resolve the 

interrelationships between subject and object, insider and outsider, individual and collective. Nor could it 

inc&orate a historical change. 
9 

In recent years the cultural landscape has been employed as a geographic concept by writers striving 

to challenge the orthodoxy of scientific method in geography. Motivated by the need to recover 

subjectivity or an essential human component in their object of study. these geographers view the Vidalian 

and Berkeley Schools of regional and historical geography as the predecessors of their cause. Regional 

geography, as developed by Paul Vidal de la Blache in France in the early 190OYs, focussed on genre de vie 
. . 

or human livelihood as the generator of distinctive cultural landscapes7. Though successful at incorporating 

the constitutive subject of landscape, the Vidalian School did not address historical change. The Berkeley 

School in California did. Under the direction of Carl Sauer in theL1930's, 1940's and 1950's. Berkeley 

-geographers examined particular landscapes according to the visual record of human agency through 

time'. Influenced by German "landschaftsgeographiew, a landscape science concerned with the 

classification of landscape and its elements, Sauer's approach was one of genetic morphology - analysis of 

ensembles of artifacts within the humanized environment Despite the mo$hological thematic, the 

development and change manifest on the landscape had to be arrested at some selected historical moment 

'James. Preston E and (Geoffrey J. Martin. &i Possible Worlds: A Historv of Geoaa~hical  
Ideas. New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1981, p. 133. Geography as a field of advanced - 
study taught by professionally qualified individuals first appeared in Germany in 1874. 

-Vidal de la Blache, Paul. "Les genres de la vie la geographic huminen. Annales de 
Geoara~hie 20. 1911, pp. 193 - 212. 

'Sauer, C.O. Momholoay of Landsca~e. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1925. 



The landscape then became a static object wherein forms were defined and integrated into a unified. 

therefore timeless, composition. While the Berkeley geographers did achieve a subjective empathy with 

the external forms, they were not able to include the meaning invested in those forms at the creative level, 

meaning which during times of cultural transition would be complex, contradictory and not explicitly 

P manifest on the landscape. In addition, while claiming morphological analysis, the historical dimension of 

landscape was not successfully accounted for. For the cultural geographers of the late twentieth century, 

the Vidalian and Berkeley Schools identified that the subjective meaning of landscape and the consequent 

social actount for historical change could not be discovered through empirical study, however empathetic 

the investigator. Other methods for explaining landscape formation had to be explored. 

In landscape painting, the artist employed technical virtuosity to inspire a psychological affinity with 

the constitutive subject's experience of landscape. In geographic studies, the means of discovering personal 

meaning were sought in social theory. ~ . < ~ r i ~ h <  Yi-Fu Tuan and Edward Relph turned to 

phenomenology to explore the individualistic perception, response and experience of landscape while 

Marwyn Sarnuels drew upon existentialism to address the question of intentionality in landscape creation. 

Wright looked for "geopiety" or the emotional h i d  between man and homeland9. Tuan studied 

"topophilia", the symbolic significance of the affective ties between human being and material 

en~ironment'~. Relph investigated the personal and profound human encounters which constituted. what 

he temei ,  a "placenL1. Though intensely subjective in nature. these phenomenological studies still 

privileged the experience of the observer, not the day-to-day participant. Like the landscape painters. 

these geographers remained removed from their landscape of study in a way that afforded them control 

over that external world - control through interpretation1*. Marwyn Samuels attempted to overcome the 

PWrigh< J.K. Human nature & geoarauhv: fourteen pavers. 1925 =. 1965. Cambridge. Mass.: 
Harvard University Press; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966. 

'OTuan, Yi-Fu Topouhilia: a of environmental uerce~tion. attitudes & values. 
Englewood Cliffs and London: Prentice-Hall, 1974. 

"Relph, E. & placelessness. London: Pion; New York: Methuen, 1976. 

''In the field of personal landscape evaluation (K.D. Fines and D.L. Linton) that element of 
control is further exercised in the form of planning recommendations. 



exclusivity~of external perspeqive &rough an existential - biographical - approach to the "authorship" 
1 

of landscape1'. Sarnuels was criticized, though, for not directly relating subjectively-motivated explanation 

with r n a t e n h l i t y .  His existentialist approach disregarded the broader social dimensions and hence, the 

historical forces, operant in landscape formation. 

To the geographic discipline, the social investment of meaning in places by those whomake and . 

keep them is of equal. if not greater, importance than understanding personal affinity. G.P. Marsh fiist 

addressed the role of hurhan agency in landscape formation in 186414. His work was revitalized in studies 

of the' "phenome.nal environment"15 and given a new technical edge through Systems application The 

Systems analysis of the environment concentrated increasingly on "process" rather than material form - 

the flows (inputs and outputs) of material, information and motivation that produce, sustain and transform 

the cultural landscape. Although it succeeded in overcoming the static dimension of landscape study, it still 

remained within the confmes of an externally-imposed framework of investigation 

Despite attempts on the part of regional and historical geographers, phenomenologists, existentialists 

and Systems analysts to incorporate the founding subject and the dimension of time into studies of 
3 

landscape formation, a comprehensive synthesis of the individually creative, the socially influential, and 

their changing characteristics and interrelationships was not achieved. As in landscape painting of the 

Renaissance, these approaches privileged the outsider's perspective based on the outsider's purposes: 

explanation of a cultural landscape occurred through strictly deductive as opposed to inductive analysis. 

Since the 19703, the nature of the authority directing methods of positivist science. such as Systems 

analysis. has been questioned by a "realist" perspective in gewaphy. Realism is a philosophy of science 

lJSarnuels, M. "Existentialism and human geography" in Ley, D. and Sarnuels, M. eds. 
Humanistic neonra~hv: prosvects and problems. Chicago: Maaroufa; London: Croom Helm, 
chapter 2. 1978. 

14Marsh, G.P. name: or physical geonra~hy 2 modified & human action. ed. 
David Lowenthal. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press; Oxford: Oxford University 
Press(first published in 1964). 1965. 

"This concept places the physical environment in a "dynamic but non-equilibrating framework 
wherein the physical realm of resources and ecosystems is seen as undergoing ruthless 
exploitation". 



that identifies the theoretical inferences made by positivist science that are based on strict empiricism. and 

criticizes them as ideological. 

"Lmdscme" as Venue for Gemra~hic  Humanism 

In criticizing the ideological assumptions underlying positivist approaches in geography, realism 

introduced the investigation of socially-causal forces operant, but not necessarily evident, in landscape 

formation. Although this dynamic quality can be said to be inimical to the concept of landscape, which is 

characterized by the visual and the static, the appropriation of realism by cultural geographers contesting 

the methodology of positivist science has generated the current "humanistic" approach in landscape 

studies. 

Humanism, represents the concern with subjective involvement in the creation of landscape'at the 

levels of the social and the historical. In American geography it first emerged in the writings of J.B. 

Jackson. He was said to have "democratized the concept of landscape by writing from the inside and by 

revealing the symbolic meanings which arise from social life in particuiar geographic settings."16 But 

Jackson's work was as one-sided as previous studies. Although it successfully portrayed the internal 

political and cultural aspects affecting landscape formation as they changed through history, it neglected 

external theoretical analysis. The relationship between inside experience and outside evaluation was not 

resolved. 

Realist directions in geography encouraged structuralist approaches to landscape study. For 
I 

example, Denis Cosgrove employed and modified Marxist structuralism to address the social and historical 

dimensions of landscape art and architecture. His purpose was to integrate the portrayal of landscape in art 

with the material - economic - base of society in order to ascertain the role of cultural artifacts in 

justifying and idealizing the dominant social order. Although Cosgrove's methodology offered a 

comprehensive social contextualization of the artistic formation of landscape, it did not include the effect of 



the artistic activity which strived to undermine existing authority. It attempted to understand the insider's 

perspective; but ultimately that perspdtive was deciphered according to thebfetical analysis. Again, the 

outsider assumed control and the richness of meaning describing the diversity of ideals, motivations and 

appropriations was lost. A comprehensive understanding of landscape formation was not achieved. 

A Postrnodern Readinn of "Landscaue" - 
- 

- 5 .  * ,  

Humanist approaches have successfulIy pointed out the necessity for social theory in the . . 
understanding and explanation of landscape formation. Recent Postmodern theories focus on language and 

writing as sources of information regarding the creation of cultural environments. Geographers first 

recognized the emergence of a Postrnodern way of thinking about society and culture in the 1970's. 

Although difficult to define, Postmodern iheory exhibited and continues to exhibit one unmistakable trait: 

it disputes and revises agreed-upon notions of progress, modernity and reason. According So Charles 

Jencks, "this post-modern Movement is neither anti-Modernist nor reactionary. It accepts the discoveries 

of the twentieth century - thost? of Freud. Einstein and Henry Ford - and the fact that the two world 

wars and mass culture are now integral parts of olu world picture, but doesn't make from this an entire 

ideology."" Geographical awareness of this intellectual crisis brought about by Postmodern theory is 

entering the discipline via humanistic geography. As the theories of knowledge employed by humanist 

geographers do not represent established epistemologies but rather developing processes in thinking, they 

connect to Postrnodern ways of investigating the world1*. 

Issues that have been addressed by Postmodern methodologies in geography include those of 

cultural change19, the ideology of progressz0, the media of visual 

l'fencks, Charles. 1987, pp. 6 - 7. 

"Folch-Serra, Mireya. 1989. p. 67. 

''Smith. Susan. "Practising humanistic geography" in Annals of Association of American 
Geonra~hers 74. 1984. pp. 353 - 74. 

*'Sack, Roben Human Territoriality. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1986. 
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representationz1, the "intellectual landscapewz2, and erosion of regional identity2'. The methodologies used 

follow two major viewpoints: a post-stnlctural or dmnstructionist approach and a procedure of 
, - 

restsration. Deconstructionists examine the world as represented by textual description; for them, the 

written word provides simultaneously a reading and interpretation of that world. Restorationists, on the 

other hand, analyze the world through manifested speech and the ensuing criticism is therefore dialogical. 

It is deconstrukion 'a la Jacques Derrida that is primarily responsible for the challenge to methods of 

logical' explanation. Derrida insists that philosophy give up normative notions of progress and 

:-representation. Instead, studies of representation should involve the understanding of who is directing the 

processes of inscription and for what purposes. To this end, dgconstruction attempts, to eliminate the 

contrast between "contemplation and actionn by uncovering the multiple and often conflicting dimensions - 

of meaning underlying apparently coherent systems of social behaviour. The application of Postmodern 

methodology has been summed up by Stephen Daniels as a "dialectic of discovery and construction" that 

can involve complex and delicate adjudications between perspectives of participants and observers. between 

incidents and general themes and between competing theories of explanation2'. 

Fundamentally, Posunodern social theory tries to overcome authoritative analysis: it seeks to destroy 

"metanarratives" by disclosing all possible interpretations of a cultural phenomenon. This type of strategy 

is particularly relevant to the study of a "movement", a cultural phenomenon also challenging dominant 

social beliefs by advocating values which are radically different and potent with posibilites for cultural 

change: The final result of a movement, such as its manifestation on a landscape, does not clearly express. 

the conflict involved in its realization. The diversity in meanings and motivations associated, with the 

21Nash. Peter. "The making of a humanist geographer: a circuitous journey" in L. Guelke 
(ed). Geonra~hv and Humanistic Knowledne. Department of Geography Publication Series No. 
25. Waterloo. Ontario: University of Waterloo, 1986, pp. 10 - 13. 

22Rowntree, Lester. "Cultural/humanistic geographyw in Progress Human Geonra~hy 10, 
1986. pp. 580 - 6. 

2JGuelke, Leonard (editor), Geo?,raDhv Humanistic Knowledne. Department of Geography 
Publication Series No. 25. Waterloo. Ontario: University of Waterloo. 1986. 

2'Daniels, Stephen. "Arguments for a humanistic geography" in R.J. Johnston, ed. Future 
Geoara~hy.' London and New York: Methuen, 1985, p. 143 - 158. 



acceptance, rejection and appropriation of movements can be assessed more comprehensively through the 

experience of the participants at the time of the movement's impact. One way of accessing this experience 

is through an investigation of its record in &ting. Although the majority of architects do not evaluate , 

their work in written fohn, they are influenced by thoseawho do. On the West Coast, contributors to 

architectural and art journals included not only practicing architects (Simpson, Pratt) but also teachers in 

academic institutions (Binning, Lasserre). These authors provided both a documentary and an historical ' 

account of the experience of the Modem architectural movement on the West Coast. Deconstruction, as a 

Postmodem theory of cultural inquiry grounded in language theory, engages the written word as a primary 

source of information. According to its premises, the text embodies subjective experience and evaluation 

' that also represent broader social influences. By integrating both individual and social perspectives, 
- 

' insiders' and outsiders' evaluations. Derridean deconstruction discloses the various forces affecting 

landscape formation and interpretation. For this reason, it appears capable of effectively investigating a 

cultural landscape creat d by a regionally-realized, Modem architectural movement and its cultural C \ 

significance at the times of its emergence and rediscovery. 

A Postmcdern Method of Landscape Analvsis: Deconstruction - 

L 
In this thesis: the textual representations and interpretations of the West Coast Modem architectural 

landscape are investigated through Derridean deconstruction Five terms are central to its strategy of 

investigation: "arche-writing", "temporal experience". "diflerance", the "trace" _and the "hingen. 

"Arche-writing" refers to inscription of any kind composed according to particular methods of 

representation that themselves are determined by particular systems of signification or cultural meaning. It 

is the authority of this arche-writing that deconstruction strives to undermine. Comparison between 
1 

archewriting, or the conceptualization of a particular cultural phenomeno9 and records of the "temporal, 

or day-to-day experience" of that phenomenon reveals an area of "diflerance" which describes the 
J 

differences, similarities and complex interrelationships between concept and experience. Archewriting, 

temporal experience and-diflrance between the two emerge from the "trace" or the extant cultural reality 



as affected by'historical, achial and idealistic influences. More specifically, trace depicts the conditions .- 

sodal. political. economic, etc - which generate the potential, experience and conceptualization related to 

a particular cultural event Within the "cradle 67 the trace", the movement of meaning between ideals, 

experience and interpretation, is situated the "hinge", a relatively flexible cultural mechanism serving to 

, arbitrarily corn& past, present and future. The direction of hinge identifies the particular path of Y 
"progress" undertaken by a culture in a specific place at a specific time that determines the realization and 

significance of various cultural events. In this thesis, that path is critically arialyzed through the study of 

the event of a movement and its expression on an architectural landscape. 

3 
Derridean deconstruction follows t h e ?  phases of textual analyses. The purpose of its strategy is to 

disclose the ambiguity, complexity and contradiction of meaning extant in a cultural reality and, at the 

same time, to identify the dominant system of signification determining that culture's progress. In Phase 

One, selected texts or examples of archewriting are deconstructed in order to reveal the vagueness of 

meaning associated with textual representation of a - particular cultural phenomenon. In Phase Two, this 

ambiguity is qualified through a comparison between the archewriting of that cultural phenomenon and 

records of temporal experience. The different-ness and deference that are disclosed constitute the area of 

diflerance. In Phase Three, cultural circumstances and imperatives are put into "play" with one another to 

. create the cradle of the trace, the context of actualities and potentials generating both experience and 

arche-writing. Within the trace the direction established by the hinge is disclosed. By showing this 

direction to be one among many, deconstruction chdlenges the arbitrary nature of the authority guiding 

that particular path of cultural progress. 
ir s 

Phase One of Deconstruction 

Demda reminds us that as inscription has served t; record history as an expression of metaphysical 

or logocentric, "truth", it has done so at the hands of the particular social institutions in power. Hence, it 

must be considered that this inscription, this writing of the "signn, called arche-writing, is arbitrary in 

nature. Revealing this arbitrariness through the disclosure of ambiguity within a system of signification 



that has been submitted to inscription is the purpose of deconstruction: a "text'sH crucial terminology and 

its preferred mode of argument are put to work as part of its own critique. As the initial step towards this 

critique, the First Phase of the deconstruction procesS involves the detection or disclosure of the body of 

characteristics and their significance that comprise the 'concept of study. In the case of this projeccthe 

concept of West Coast ~odernism is outlined according to its attributed qualities and the importance of its 

emergence and continued development. Articles from national architectural and art journals of the 1940's 

and 1950's constitute the source of information In this manner, Phase One introduces the media 
d 

describing the concept of West Coast Modernism, the (stated) relevant conditions generating ks evolution, * 

and its (ascribed) appearance on Vancouver's architectural landscape. In this manner, it constructs a 

multivaried definition which, on the one hand, constitutesthe concept under study, and on the other hand. 

facilitates its further deconstruction. 

Phase Two of Deconstruction 

According to Derrida the Second Phase of Deconstruction relates a text to its most explicit context. 
3 

The intent is to invert the classic hierarchical opposition of "worldn and "work", of system of signification 

and account of experience, of the archewriting of West Coast Modernism and specific descriptions of a 

regionally-distinct landscape. To this end, the terms of representation used in arche-writing are 

repetitioned in a deconstructionist reading of the depictions of temporal experience in order to identify 

their relevance and significance. In this project, temporal experience is represented by reviews of 

individual buildings portraying various categories of architecture, from housing to commercial and 

industrial to public. Demda forewarns that this relationship between arche-writing and temporal 

experience is inherently complex, not necessarily predictable and never "certain: conceptualized 

signification both draws from and affects the recorded experience of putting ideas into practice. He 
* 

describes this rqlationship as revolving around diferance. 

DiBrance refers to the different-ness and deference reciprocally affecting writing which represents 

a temporal experience and an arche-writing which gives that experience meaning. Arche-writing is 



constituted -by the system of signification that encompasses a temporal entity within that system's 

transcendental or cultural origins: it is the pahem which gives form to substance. function to c6ntenL 

Derrida contends that the phenomenon of archewriting is constant akd self-referential. But in the process 

of continuo,wly changing its expressive form, arche-writing is capable of concealing its origins of meaning, 

those origins being rooted in temporal exprience. Representation of lived experience provides a 

perspective exterior to archewriting. It expresses the familiar as opposed to the transcendental, or 
, 

ideological, in society. It recounts the experiential origins of meaning in their multivaried and often 

contradictory state of existence. This familiar perspective, generating the diflerance between concept and 

practice, is also responsible for instilling ambiguity' in arche-writing, the absence of order and unity 

disclosed by Phase One. 

Phase Three of Deconstruction 

I DiIferance emerges from what Derrida calls "the cradle of the trace". The "trace" refers to the ' 

conditions embodying temporal lived experience as well as the continuous presentation and non or 

depresentation, or the archewriting of that experience, all of which have followed a particular historical 

path. The trace can be defined as a constantly changing "origin of originsnz5. The disposition of temporal 

experience, arche-writing and differance "originaten in and continuously reconstitute the trace. 

Understanding the nature of the trace involves monitoring the movement of both representation and 

signification between archqwriting and experience, the movement which creates differance. Within the 

cradle of the trace, it is the area of different-ness or deferment created by the movement of meaning, that 

permits the deconstructionist breaching of a seemingly unified concept relating form and meaning, or 

building practice aqd evaluation. "Seemingly unified" because it is this spacing which provides the 

potential for disrupting the ideal linearity of movement It allows for the functioning of what Derrida calls 

the "hingen - a (cultural mechanism) conducting the direction of progress. Hence, in this cradle of the 

Dace encompassing experience and its given signification lies the origin of the arbitrary constitution of the 

written sign. 



In Phase Three, decoqstruction demands a "play" or rearrangement of the various constituents of 

the uace. This is because firstly, the field of a temporal entity is constituted of diverse possibilities - both 

suuctural and genetic - of the trace; and second?, the possibility af signification in archewriting 

presupposes some difference between the representation of a temporal experience of that entity and its 

atmbuted cultural meanin$26. 'According to Derrida, this search for the sources of signification through 

play involves undermining the widely-accepted concept of meaning as a structure of opposites, of 

experience vs. world-view, For him, the two are not antithetic but intimately interconnected, mutually, but 

perhaps asymmetrically, influential. Significaticn is formed by the movement between experience and 

arche-writing. In this p r m ,  discontinuity and discreteness, diversion and reserve assume influential 

roles. To thi "play" of signification radically, the question of meaning in being must be addressed in 

accordance wi 4 the experience of a temporal entity in the world and an understanding of that world's 

transcendental origins of explanation 

-* 
The Third Phase of Deconstruction, therefore, is concerned with the concept of "playn as a means of 

funher problematizing the idea of a dichotomous hierarchical thinking, of the conferring of unity and 

order to experiential reality. Its first step consists of attaining a certain "exteriority" or objective 

perspective in relation to a philosophic*cultural tradition -by identifying the complex of predicates 

actending a specific historical situation. In the case of this project, this complex of predicates involves the 

relevant social, economic and political circumstances surrounding the appearance of West Coast Modem 

architecture of the Vancouver landscape. The second step ill d ves a rigorous and extensive familiarization "a- 

with the texts of that tradition to the point of being abl 'k to define the dominant imperatives expressed 

therein. Imperatives affecting the Modem movement on the West Coast were primarily those of the 

architectural profession and the artistic community. The third step requires axertain strategic arrangement 

of the circumstances arid imperatives comprising the trac-e in order to describe the various possibilities 

open to the practice of Modem architecture on the West Coast This would identify the particular nature 

of regional appropriation of the Modern architectural movement as well as the\ sources of 



arnbigu~us/arbitrary meaning embodied in its arche-writing. 1 
According to Derrida, the trace subsumes succefsive occurrences *of difirance between lived 

experience and conceptualization. The sel f-re ferential quality of this process creates the conditions for the 
4 

emergence of idealism 1980's archewriting of h e  West Coast Style as a force of critical regionalism 

serves as an example of such idealism. Because it represents regionally-adapted Modem architecture 

differently than the arche-writing of tlve 1940's and 1950;s. it signifies both a change in architectural 

imperatives and a change in cultural values. 

S w c e s  of Data 

In order to apply the Derridean method to a geographic questioi research for this thesis focussed 

upon written records and interpretations of the geographically and hi'storically specific landscape. Primary 

data sources comprised professional journals, popular magazines, books and reports which addressed the 

issue of the Modem architectural movement on the. West &t. Although other media 

photography or personal interviews could possibly offer a more direct representation of an architectural 

landscape, an hi cal cultural event such as the Modem architectural movement is most often studied + 
fL 

academical1y.through its textual interpretations. The st$ number of anicles used in this deconstructionist 

analysis may appear small. But according ;o D e ~ i d a ,  an effective deconstruction c& oaur  with as few as 

two different texts2'. k u s e  Deconstruction is a'inethod intended to disclose the ambiguity in meaning of - 

a geographic-historical phenomenon - West Coast Modernism - and in this manner expose the 

dominant but arbitrary social values underlying both-early and urrent assessments, the textual sources C 
b r e d  from two time periods - the (preModern) years or d e v e l h e n t ,  1945 to7 1960. and the current 

, 

(Postmodem) years of evaluation. The degree of influence during the- time of its development was gauged 

by an investigation of selected buildings representative of Modern design in Vancouver between 1945 and 

1960. The cut-off date, was established as 1960 because that is the year that Modernism was finally 

:'Norris. Christopher. "Deconstruction, Post-modernism and the Visual Arts" in What 
Deconstruction? London: Academy Editions, 1988, pp. 20 - 25. - - - - - - - -. - -- 



acknowledged as the dominant building aesthetic in the city2'. 

Examples of arche-writing or the conceptuafization of British Columbia's expression of regionalism 
B 

in contemporary design were located through th6 Canadian Periodicals Indeq the-Canadian Art Index and 

the Canadian Architectural Periodicals Index 1940 - 1980. Three items appeared in K e  Journal of 

Royal Architectural Institute of Canada and three in Canadian &L Individual building projects 

exemplifying the temporal experience of Modernism in West Coast architectural practice were selected on 

the basis of warranting at least two reviews or critiques. The Canadian Architectural Periodicals Index 

1940 - 1980 identified articles in the Journal of the RAIC, the Canadian Builder, and Canadian - 

Architect and the Canadian Pyriodicals Index in Canadian and Westem Homes and Living. The 

Newwa~er Index was examined for items in The Sun and The Province, but the information presenr.ed in 

the items was minimal and only peripherally relevant to the thesis qu&tion The Canadian Architectural 

Pericxlicals Index was also used for organizing buildings into categories (See Table 1.). The spectrum of 

selected building projects representing West Coast Modem architecture fell into the following categories: 

housing; commerce and industry; religious architecture; culture. leisure and sports; public buildings; 

teaching and research. The finaf selection was then cross-referenced with the B.C. Inventow of 

Award-Winning Buildings, the Vancouver City Archives selection of important building designs, and the 

architecture featured in Vmcouver: Art and Artists 1933 - 1983 and Exolorinn Vancouver 2. 

The Vancouver;-Art Gallery publication of Vancouver: Art and Artists 1933 to 1983 served to 

identify the asmiations and institutions pertinent to Vancouver's Modem movement in architecture and 

again the Canadian Periodicals Index, the Canadian Art Index and the Canadian Architectural Periodicals 

Index 1940 - 1980 were used to find articles expressing the perspectives of these social organizations. -- 
--. 

Items were found in the Journal of the RAIC and Canadian 

:' See "But we9 like to sprawl" in Bovince, January 7, 1960, p.4; "Some just like to 
sprawl - others prefer Pompeii" in January 19, 1960, p. 6; and "The curtain-wall 
jungle" in Sun. January 23, 1960, p. 4. 



Current literature on West Coast Modernism in the form of articles in journals and chapters in 

books included the following authors: Barry Downs, E.M. Gibson, k Gmft, S. McKay. M. McMwdie. ~ . 

S. Rossiter, and D. Shadbolt. 



CHAPTER m 
- 

19405 AND 1050's CONCEFTUALIZATIOIY OF A REGIONAL MODERN ARCHITECTURE: 

ARCHE- WRITING 

ti The deconstruction of "West Coast Modernism" begins with Phase One which implements a 

deconstructionist reading of texts describing the emergence of a regional architecture during Vancouver's 

Modem movement. 1940's and 1950's publications of the Journal of the RAIC and Canadian & comprise 

the media of representation. The purpose of this phase is to identify the body of characteristics and their 

associated significance that constitute the archewriting of the West Coast Modem landscape and in the 

process, to disclose the ambiguous nature of that association. Demda states that writing as representation 

exists in relationship with signification but that relationship is neither direct nor simple. Deconstruction 

reveals that the representation of the Modem movement in architecture on the West Coast varied from 

journal to journal, from author to author. it attributes this lack of descriptive unity to the difference of 

opinion among individuals and social groups regarding the cultural significance of the regional design 

idiop. 

Representation of& Renionallv-interureted Modem Architecture 

Jwnd  oft he Ropd Architectural Imtitqte of Canada 

In June, 1947, C.E Pratt wrote that while domestic architecture in Vancouver showed a definite 

trend towards contemporary design, efforts had also been made to make the houses indigenous to British 

Columbia1. The problems, or qualities, of the region affecting architectural form included abundant 

rainfall, li-mited sunshine, spectacular views, rapid weathering, and a moderate climate. To provide a 

shelter from the rain, Modem architects extended the roof four to five feet beyond the exterior elevations. 

For h i s  purpose. flat roofs proved more economical than the traditionally pitched. To capture as much 

' h t t  C.E "Contemporary Domestic Architecture in B.C." in Journal of RAIC, June 
1947, p. 179. 



sun as possible, exterior 

were usually determined 

C 

walls incorporated large areas of glass. The position and size of these windows 

by the location of a view. A d erate climate encouraged both the extensive use 

of glazing and the employment of a radiant heating system. For the most-practical application of this 

system, all unneccessary interior walls were eliminated thus creating the large, open and functionally 

flexible spaces cimacteristic of contemporary design. For hat& the economic dimension of architecture 

was important He stated that the Modem architect on the West Coast welcomed the client who could only 

afford a $3500 house. His or her financial limitations stimulated the development of regional solutions to 

design problems. - 

Three years later, H.H. Sirnmonds described how the accessibility and flexibility of local building 

materials, in conjunction with the absence of traditional form, contributed to a "freedom of design" in 

current architectural work in B C 2 .  He noted, though, that good grade lumber was no longer available at a 

reasonable cost while sand and gravel continued to be easily procurable. Consequently, B.C. architects 

were increasingly employing concrete and co in their designs. "F P 

In an article also published in 1950, W.H. Birmingham described how the rising costs of 

P 

consmction after the war instigated innovation in methods of construction in West Coast architecture3. In 

residential design, experimentation had led to a method of wood framing that generated an openness in, 

interior space and a linking of house to garden. According to Birmingham, this "fresh approach", this 

nend towards the Modem, was aided by a changing population composition. Families of various 

backgrounds were migrating to the Coast in search of opportunity and change; they were willing to break 

with tradition and, consequently, were accepting of the contemporary design of houses. 

..-- 

'Shqnonds, H.H. "Introduction of B.C. Architecture" in 
p. 285. 

'Birmingham, W.H. "Residential Workn in Journal of RAIC; September 1950, p. 305. 



Canadian Art 

In 1947, Fred Lasserre agreed with Pratt's assessment that ge~graphy and climate constituted the 

major influences on West Coast architecture4. He added that it was these particular physical and climatic 

conditions that impaired the transfer of traditions from oth'er places. The new architecture on the West 

Coast was basically characterized by the flow of interior to exterior: the breath-taking views and the rich . 

vegetation demanded the opening of interior space to the outside. This was accomplished by incorporating 

the utmost of window area into a structure. The moderate , te of the region created ideal conditions 

for the use of radiant panel heating which, in turn, required a freer, more open, interior. The rainy period, 

- on the other hand, inspired an extending of the roof into a wide overhang. Expanding a flat, as opposed to 

pitched, roof proved more economical and hence, more socially acceptable. Cedar and fir were indigenous 

to British Columbia, abundant and of excellent quality. In residential design, fir was employed as the 

principal framing material and cedar, in a variety of finishes. According to Lasserre, West Coast 

architecture represented Modem design principles enunciated through local materials responding to local 

geographic and climatic circumstances. In this manner this architecture was native to British Columbia, but 

the regionalist approach was international and could be adapted in all parts of Canada. 

In 1953; Douglas Simpsun countered the priority given to geographic influence on West Coast 

building practices. Architecture. he wrote, was related as much to people as to geography: history revealed 

that the architect had always pursued new ways of building as a means of expressing new ways of living. It 

was for this reason that architeture was always contemporary or moderns. Current architectural 

articulation of social reality was dictated by reason and not artistic sensibility. In Canada, this attitude was 

applied to the justification of national pride rather than to the acknowledgement of regional differences. 
1 k 

But regional distinction did emerge in Modern Canadian architectural development. British Columbia was 

a province that showed a greater enthusiasm for a ccaptemporary approach to living than the rest of the 

'Lassme, Fred. "Regional Trends in West Coast Architecture" in Canadian 
October/November 194'7, p. 7. 

-SSimpson, Douglas. "Towards ~egionalism in Canadian Architecture" in Canadian 
1953, p. 111. 



- country, yet the fine arts played an integral role in building design. Murals and sculpture often contributed 

to structural appearance. Simpson pointed out that this regional differentiation derived from cultural 

values and not geographic characier. But, he believed, regionalist sensibility accommodating both aspects 

would direct the future of Canadian architecture., 

By 1958 Lasserre had modified his geographically biased perception of West Coast design. He 

wrote that in Vancouver, there was a desire to make of architecture a great humanistic experienceb. 

Vancouver was a youthful city, free from tradition, full of reckless energy, open to various ideas from 

abroad, yet populated by cultures accustomkd to quality and planning in architectural design The city's 

architecture reflected this diversity in cultural values and influences. A structurally-emphasized roof made 

reference to the geographically-inspired regionalism developed in residential design. Local 

increasingly appropriating International Modem methods of design and construction inttoduced through 

imported architectural journals. Lasserre observed a Japanese sensibility in the modesty .of post-and-beam 

designs and the extension of that play of space to bigger projects. And a regional aesthetic founded on 

residential wood architecture affected a texturing or softening of the hard concrete and glass surfaces of 

large structures of commerce and industry. A final significant force directing West Coast building practice 

involved collaboration with artists in the design process. According to Lassme, these influences, both local 

and foreign, had not yet been integrated in Vancouver's building design He described the city's 

architecture as immature, placing a premium on originality at the expense of quality, and exhibiting a lack 

of awareness of its surrounding environment 

Diversity. in Representation 

Fchitectural and art journals represented a diversity of definitions of the regional expression of 

contemporary architecture on the West Coast. The first noted characteristics, described in 1947 by Pratt in 

the Journal of the RAIC and Lasserre in Canadian & involved wide overhangs extending from a flat roof, 

expansive areas of glazing oriented to capture a view, a radiant heating system requiring an open interior 

6Lasserre, Fred. "Keeping Pace with Architecture in Vancouver" in Canadian Art. April 1958, 
pp. 84-85. 



space, and the use of local building materials for structural framing and interior/exterhr finishing. These 

distinctly regional features derived from experiments with Modern principles of architecture in the deign 

of detached housing. They evolved through a structural, mechanical and aesthetic accommodation of 

geography, climate and local resources. 

In 1950. Simmonds and Birmingham, architects writing in an architectural journal, emphasized the 
. v 

* flexibility, availability and changing economic accessibility of local building materials, in conjunction with 

the rising costs of construction instigating structural innovation, as the primary factors generating a regional 

architecture. In their minds, contemporary West Coast design was characterized by wood post-and-beam 
T 

.. technique of framing which, in turn, created open interior spaces and structural connections between inside 

and outside environments. Simmonds and Birrningharn brought to the fore Pratt's earlier perception that 

economic considerations would lead to the development of a regionally-specific Modem architecture. 

In 1950's publications of Canadian ArJ Simpson and Lassene innoduced the incorporation of fine 

art in contemporary West Coast design as an important characteristic of regional expression. Lasserre also 

observed how regional features developed through architectural response to geography, climate and natural 

resources affected the increasingly proliferating International Style Modernism on the West Coast. He 

noted specifically the continued structural extension of the roof and the texturing or softening of concrete 

surfaces. In comparison to the earlier conceptualizations of contemporary West Coast design, those:of the 

later 1950's focussed on the aesthetic interpretation of a regional structural distinction founded on 

geographic and cconomic considerations. 

According to the journals of architecture and art reviewing the emergence of a regional sensibility 

during the Modem movement, the West Coast idiom represented architectuial accommodation of 

particular geographic circumsaes, structural innovation instigated by economic changes, artistic 
; 

expression of regional identity and aesthetic reference to regional design developments. This diversity i d  

the representation of a West &st Modem architecture pointed to a difference of opinion regarding the 

significance of its ewlution as a distinct design idiom in residential design and its influence on larger 



buildigg projects. 

Differing ODinions regarding Significance of a West Coast Sensibility in Modem Design 

As the representation of West Coast Modernism varied from journal to journal, from author to 

author, sb did the associated significance. hatt, a practising architect and promoter of regionalism, wrote 

that architects on the West Coast strove to mold elements 'of Modem design into an indigenous 

architectural form. The primary significance of such regional design lay in the economic resolution of 

regional building requirements. Lasserre, head of the School of Architecture at the University of British 

Columbia viewed West Coast architecture as the enunciation of Modem design principles through local 

materials in the solving of local geographic and climatic problems. According to Simmonds, regional 

expression attested to a "freedom of design" in British Columbia, a freedom from tradition. Birmingham. 

also a Modernist emphasized the importance of structural innovation in the emergence of a West Coast 

Modernism. In cohtrast to the economic and structural significance attributed to Vancouver's 

contemporary design practice by the Journal of the RAIC. Canadian focussed on cultural importance. 

Simpson, a Modem architect instilled with the belief that architecture contributed directly to social 

well-being, wrote thatwhile the province's architecture expressed a contemporary approach to living. it did 

not forego artistic sensibilities for those of reason. For Simpson, and later for Lasserre, West Coast 

Modem building design signified collaboration between the fields of architecture and art. Lasserre - 
* 

identified the regionalism evident on Vancouver's Modem architectural landscape as an endeavour to make 

of the city's building practices "a great humanistic experience". In his mind, the West Coast sensibility 

proved strong enough to modify the structural form and aesthetic'appearance of the severe and abstract 

International Style Modernism. Hence its significance lay in the expression of regional identity on the face 

of universality. 

\\ 

The deconstructionist reading of architectural and art journals of the 1940's and 1950's did not 
., 

reveal a unified or ordered body of meaning in the achewriting of the Modem movement in architecture 



on me West Coast. Additionally, an ambiguity emerged between representation of regional Modernism 

and its signification. It was not clear how an architecture adapted to climate and geography proved to be 

economically significant, why the use of local building materials signified a "freedom of design" or , 

liberation from tradition, why post-and-beam construction was reported to be structwany imovative, how 

the collaboration between architects and artists expressed a contemporary approach to living, and why 

regional modification of International Style Modernism was described as a "humanistic experience"., 

Although these relationships were inscribed in the archewriting of West Coast Modem architecture, they 

were not fully explained. Derrida contends that this vague connection between representation and 

signification is related to the presence of diferance between arche-writing and its origins - temporal 
.A 

experience. 



CHAPTER IV 

TEMPORAL EXPERlENCE OF MODERN A R C H T E ~ U R E  ON THE WEST COAST VS. 

ARCHE- WRITING: "DIFFERANCEw 

. Derrida describes difirance as a movemenr of m&ng from temporal experience to arche-writing 

and back to temporal experience. It has no definite beginning and, assurnedly, no definite end During 

that movement, the significance associated with the experience of a particular phenomenon is subjected to 
J- 

the effects of discontinuity, discreteness, diversion and reserve. such is the process of archewriting. the 

process which gives the substance of experience a form or representation and the content of that 

experience a function or significance. But arche-writing is never capable of comprehensively representing 

or signifying temporal experience. Phase Two reveals this inability through the disclosure of diflerance. 

through the deconstructionist reading of records of temporal experience according to the conceptualized 

definitions identified in Phase One. By inverting the hierarchical opposition between "worldn, or system of 

signification, and "work", or building experience, the strategy of Phase Two serves to expose the manner in 

which arche-writing subsumes temporal experience into a particular cultural reality and the way in which 

its constantly changing but .nevertheless self-referential processes of representation conceal their 

experiential origins of meaning. 
8 

In this Fourth Chapter, the concept of West Coast Modem architecture is related to reviews of 

individual building projects representing a number of building types (see Figure 1.). The objective is to 

demonstrate how the conceptualization of West Coast Modernism evolved with its progressive appearance 

on Vancouver's landscape and how its representation in the Journal of the RAIC, T& Canadian Architect, 

Canadian Builder and Western Homes and Living contributed to and was molded by the "arche-writing" 

describing West Coast Modernism presented in the previous chapter. Analysis of a full range of 

a r~hi tec tura l '~~o~ects  was necessary not only to establish the influence of regional Modernism to 

Vancouver's overall architectural practice but also to validate the West Coast Style as an aesthetic 

expression of the city's cultural values. The projects were selected on the basis of warranting at least two 



. 

published reviews or critiques. These were located through the Canadian Periodicals Index, the Canadian 

Art Index and the Canadian Architectural Periodicals Index 1940 - 1980. 

The first building type to be submitted to a deconstructionist analysis is Detached Housing, the 

category wherein Modem principles of architecture were initially practised and from which a distinct 

regional expression emerged Following Detached Housing are Apartment Buildings, Banks, Shopping 

Centres, Factories, Office Buildings, Places of Worship, Libraries, Post Offices, and Professional Schools. 

They represent the categories of Housing; Commerce and Industry; Religious Architecture; Culture, 

Leisure and Sports; Public Buildings; and Teaching and Research. Their sequence of analysis parallels a 

loose chronological order based on time of construction. 

J - ;  
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&URE 1 

SELECTED EXAMPLES OF WEST COAST MODERN ARCHITECTURE 
EVIDENCE OF TEMPORAL EXPERIENCE 

Architectural Category Example 

Housing &3 

Detached Houses 

. , 
Apartment Buildings 

Commerce and Industrv 
. Banks 

Shopping Centres 

Factories 

Office Buildings 

Religious Architecture 
Places of Worship 

Porter House (1948) 
The President's House (1949) 
D.H. Copp Residence (1951) 
Gordon Smith Residence (1955) 

. Culture, Leisure and Swrts 
Libraries 

Hycroft Towers (1950) 
. Parkwood Terrace (1960) 

Imperial Bank of Canada (1949) 

Park Royal Shoppipg Cenpe (1950) 

British Ropes Canadian Factory Ltd. (1953) 
- 

Annacis Island Industrial Btate (1956) 

Marwell Office Building (1950) 
B.C. Sugar Refining Co. Ltd. (1956). 
B.C. Electric Co. (1955 - 57) 
Bunard Building (1956 - 57) 

Highlands United Church (1956) 

Vancouver Public Library (1956 - 57) 

Public ~ui lqnns  
Post Ofices General Post Office (1953 - 58) 

Teaching and Research 
Universities and Colleges Fine Arts Centre, UBC (1960) 

Source: Selected from Bergeron, CIaude. Canadian Architectural Periodicals Index 
1940 - 1980. Quebec: Les Presses de l'universite Laval, 1986. . 
--7 





" Di fferance" in Distinct Architectural Categories 

Hung 

9 

Detached h m s .  Four buildings represent the contemporary detached housing design of post-war 

Vancouver: the Porter House, the President's Residence at UBC, the Copp and Smith Residences. 

Although each was planned a d r d i n g  to the living requirements of a single family. those requirements 

differed from home to home. The Porter House was designed by John Porter for his wife and children. 

Addressing the chief requirement of a functionally efficient living space that would afford leisure time, 
- 

Porter employed post-and-beam construction to create an open, functionally flexible interior treated in 

wall and floor finishes that could be easily maintained With regard to the President's House at UBC, the 

entertainment of guests, from one to several hundred, served as the primary guide for design. The 

architect Bob Berwick, created a clean, simple, ranch house plan that combined both conventional and 

contemporary styles A d  the local &B.c. Binning, devised the colow scheme. Dr. ~ a r b l d  Copp. the 

new head of the Psychology Department at UBC, listed respect for the landscape, considerations of 

economy and an aesthetic reminiscent of the California Arts and Crafts bungalow as guidelines for the 

design of his home. Planned by artist-cumarchitect Ron Thorn was a residence that structurally and 
- 

visually reueated into the natural environment and that cost less than $15,000. For British Columbia artist 

Gordon Smith and 

natural state of its 

two-storey studio. 

i 

/ 

his wife, Arthur Erickson designed a structure which preseryed and reflected the 

forested surroundings by being raised above the ground and spiralling up to a 



Porter House by John Porter, 1948. 

Functional flexibility and ease of maintenance affording more time for leisure. 

Photo: Irena Zenewych, 1989. 





D.H. Copp Residence by Ron Thorn, 1951. 

Retreat into nature. 

Photo: Irena Zenewych, 1989. 





were reported by Western Homes and Living and the Joumal of the RAIC in reviews of the President's 

House and the Smith Residence. The President's House displayed a steep overhang and exposed beams 

over the carport, but these extended from a pitched and not flat rooP. In the Smith Residence, the joist 

extensions creating the overhang over the second storey were filled in with glass2. Besides offering 

protection from the rain, the eaves admitted more light into the interior. 

An extensive use of glass was-the second feature typifying West Coast Modernism. Three of the - 

homes were reported to incorporate expansive window area. Mrs. Porter stated that she found the large 

size of her windows to be practical because they could be cleaned with a mop as opposed to by RandJ. In 

the President's Residence, certain windows protruded from the wall in an "eggcrate" style4. In this manner 

they created a ledge for indoor plants. Other windows were placed to capture the spectacular view 

- available atop of Point Grey. 

,4 third characteristic of regional Modernism was the functional and aesthetic employment of local 

building mat~rials, wood in particular. The Journal of the RAIC reported that the Porter House was 

framed in wood using a post-and-beam method of construction5. Four~inch cedar shakes covered the roof 

of the house and twelve-foot tongue-and-groove siding enveloped the exterior elevations. In the interior, 

walls were treated with natural unpainted plywood and floors with waxed concrete. A review in Western 

Homes and Living emphasized the contrasting effect of vertically-laid beaded cedar siding with horizontal -- 
w e a k r b d  on the exterior elevations of the President's House6. And the Journal of the RAIC noted that 

although the post-and-beam structure of the Smith Residence was executed in concrete, it was finished 

""The President's House" in Western Homes March 1953, pp. 20 - 23. 

2"House of Mr. Gordon Smith. West Vancouver, British Columbia" in Journal of RAIC, 
Feb,uary 1956, pp. 41 - 44. 

3"My Ideal Homema in Western Homes Livinn. October .November 1950, pp. 11, 49. 

'Western Homes gncJ Living, March 1953, p. 20. 

%"The Porter Home" in Journal of RZIC, September 1950. pp. 308 - 309. 

"estern Homes Living, March 1953, p. 23. 



with a characteristically-regional verticdy-laid rough cedar siding7. 

Arche-writing included the use of radiant heating coupled with open interiors as a fourth aspect of 

regional design. An open layout with moveable partitions that allowed functional fleutility was important 

to the Porter Houseg. A spacious layout was attributed to thft Copp Residence9. And interior space acquired 
I 

an ascending quality in the Smith Residence1'. Reviews revealed that while open or s p a c i b  interiors 

characterized most of the residences, radiant heating did not 

&though not mentioned in archewriting, descriptions of a sensitive approach to the site and an 

incorporation of landscaping appeared often in commentaries on Modem residences. For example, the 

Jury conferring a Massey Silver Medal to architect John Porter praised the Porter House as an 

"irhginative and poetic appraach to a difficult site  problem"^. In the design, the natural qualities of the 

site were augmented by a rock garden extending from the terrace into the living room and landscaping was 

combined with the existing vegetation to show the building to advantage. This led Canadian Architect 
- 

to report in 1959 that the Porter House had all but disappeared into the natural surroundings12. The role of 
L 

landscaping was equally important to the President's Residence but its appearance was much more 

controlled. Western Homes and .,Living depicted a conventional lawn patterned with flower beds covering 

an area of far greater proportions ihat those required by the size of the houseI3. The Smith Residence was 

described by the Journal of the RAIC as a complete mnkast in landscaping design: the natural state of the 

I 

'Journal o_f M C ,  February 1956, p. 41. 

IWestern Homes a d  Living, October November 1950, p. 11. 

?"Residences Costing up to $15,000" in Journal of RAIC, January 1953. p. 12 

l0"Gordon Smith Residence" in Canadian Budder. June 1967, p. 69. 

""Residences Costing over $15,000. Silver Medalw in Journal of RAIC, January 1953, 
p.14. Comment from the Jury upon the Porter House winning a Massey Award in 1952. 

l 2  "The Porter House" in j'& Canadian Architect, October 1959, p. 76. 

IJWestern Homes anJ Livinn, March 1953, p. 21. 



site and even the forest floor remained untouched due to the house being raised above the ground14 
L 

Archewriting did not include the presence of colour as an element of regionalist sensibility. Yet 

Western Homes and Living noted that a significant aspect of the President's House was the colour scheme 

composed by the West Coast artist, B.C. BinningIs. Jonquil yellow over white divided the exterior 

elevation horizontally, while turquoise, moss green and rust red complemented areas of natural wood and 

slate. The additional aspect of colour would not have detracted from. but instead would have contributed 

to.the "naturalistic" character identifying a regionally-expressed Modernism. 

The accounts of building experience supported the arche-writing of a regional architectural form in 
\ 

that they depicted overhanging, but not always flat) roofs: extensive use of gla functional and aesthetic 

b 

c 
employment of local building materials and open interiors. The significance of these features related to 

structural accommodation of climatic, geographic and resource particularities in the development of an 

economically-practical architecture16. Building experience revealed that the qualities of sensitivity to site 

and surroundings, incorporation of landscaping, and decorative embellishment through colour had been 

excluded in arche-writing. The si&ficance of these deferred aspects related to respect and preservation of 

the natural environment and retreat from the city into nature. Therefore, in the category of detached 

housing, the area of diflerance between temporal experience and arche-writing describe3 the 

presence/a&nce of awareness of the topography and vegetation of the site and a r~  architectural 

appropriation and augmentation of their aesthetic qualities. 

Apartment buildings. Hycroft Towers and Parkwood Terrace &den Apartments exemplify a 

residential architecture that addresses requirements different from those of detached housing. The Royal 

Trust Company, owner of the luxury apartment building Hycroft Towers, requested that its interior be 
- 

:'Journal of @ RAIC, February 1956,. p. 41. 

15Western Hornes Living, March 1953. p. 23. 

16Journal of RAIC, February 1956, p. 41; and Journal of @ RAIG Jmuary 1953. p. 13. 
Both the Smith and Copp Residences won Massey Awards for excellence in design in the 
category of "~esidences up to $15,Wn. P 



planned to maintain a profitable revenue under varying economic conditions. Semmens and Simpson 

designed a 10-storey high-rise based upon five standard units which could be combined into 25 different 

suite arrangements. On the other hand, the three partners comprising Newcombe Holdings stipulated that 

their low rental apartment complex, Parkwood Terrace, be layed out to accommodate a possible division in 

partnership. In response, architect R.F. Harrison divided sequences of standardized th reebeddm suites 

into six separate two-storey units. 







areas of glass only in the entrance to Hycroft Towers19. By constituting the e~ t i r e  24-foot height from floor 
d 

to ceilirig, they offered a visual gesture of invitation to incoming visitors and residents. Additionally. each 

suite of Hycroft Towers provided its tenants with a view20. This was accomplished by designing the 

building as a threewing structure and giving each wing a particular orientation., Only Parkwood Terrace 

employed wood as structural and finishing material. The Canadian Builder commented on the 

conventional, and not post-and-beam, method of wood framing and the Western Red Cedar grilles 

t r i d n g  the shcco-treated exterior elevationsz1. 

While the architecture of Parkwood Terrace exhibited definite West Coast characteristics, that of 

Hycroft Towers demonstrated a more International Style of Modernism According to the Canadian 

Builder, the interior space of Hycroft Towers was planned .on the basis of five standard suites which could 
2 

be combined or separated as economic conditions warranted, fenestra oncwas standardized-according to a ? 
3'-6" module, and all millwork was designed for mass-production~~urthermore. the apartment building 

was constructed in concrete utilizing an innovative method of successive pouring. This was deemed 

economical in terms of time and materials used. In comparison, the only "international" quality attributed . 
/ 

by the Canadian Builder and Canadian Architect t o h k w o o d  Terrace wa~xthe standardization of its 
/ 

apartment units. 

According to the architectural reviews, both Hycroft Towers and Parkwood Terrace demonstrated 

creativity in site interpretation. The triangular outline and varying levels constituting the site for Hycroft 

Towers inspired a threewing design which at ground level, facilitated the &paration of pedestrian and 

vehicular trafficz3. The gently sloping site of Parkwood Terrace determined the varying U-shaped and 

19Canadian Builder, May 1952, p. 25. 

Z•‹Canadian Builder, May 1952, p. 24. 

"Canadian ~ h l d e r ,  December 1961, p. 38. 

2zCanadian Builder, May 1952, pp. 23 - 26. 

Z3Canadian Bwlder. May 1952, p. 24. 



- 

L-shaped forms of the six separate apartment units2'. The architectural journals also noted the presence of 

landscaping -. and colour in the design of the apartment buildings. The existing natural vegetation was used 

" to enhance tpth the interior courtyards and exterior landscaping of the Garden Apartments. The exterior 

elevations of Hycroft Towers were painted green. 
I 

Reviews of the building experience- of apartment buildings represented arche-written regional 

Modernism in the form of cantilevered walkways, glassed-in entranceways and provision of views. The 

difirance from an archewriting evolfed from the building experience of demhed housing involved 

structural accommodation and functional appropriation of site particularities, aesthetic employment of 

existing vegetation, incorporation of interior courtyards, wood detailing on conventionally-framed 

architecture, and embellishment of concrete building shells with colour. Only the latter two features were 

included in the archewriting of the late 1950's. 
I - 

i 

In the category of apartment b&dings, disclosure of the difirance 

arche-writing underlined the ambiguous, significance of West Coast 

between building experience and 

Modernism's smctural/cultural 

relationship with nature. The absence of considerations of site and aesthetic embellishment through 
.. 

landscaping in arche2writing pointed m the excluded importance of topography and vegetation to regional 

design. The capturing of views in the luxury apartment tower and the embodiment of landscaped interior 

court)..ards in low rental apartment complexes, both relating to notions of privilege, privacy and recreation b 

associated with the architectural appropriati~n of the natural environment, were also deferred in the 

arche-writing of regional Modernism. J 
-, 

- ,  

PP 

Cwnmerce and Industry 

Banks and shopping centres The Imperial Bank of Canada and Park Royal Shopping Centre 

represent Modem commercial architecture on the West Coast Design requirements for the Imperial Bank 

building included suitable premises for its own public functions and additional space for revenue 

:'Canadian Builder, Februw 1962, p. 30. 







accoustically treated and provided with year-round air-conditioningz7. Park Royal, on the other hand. 

exemplified the Modern approach of rationalized standardization. According to the Journal of the RAIC, 

it was planned according to a grid of 16'-8"' deemed a reasonable measure for a single-front store2'. 

Though predominantly Inte&tional in style, the Imperial Bank and Park Royal Shopping Centre 

: displayed an unexpected traditional dimension - a trace of the neo-classical and neo-baroque. The 

Canadian Builder reported the exterior elevations of the lmperk  Bank to be covered in white Denby 

Vermont marble and crowned with a patterned railing. Wit4?in the banking room, columns were faced with 

black Swedish Pearl granite and cccmters with Boticelli and Dark Vene Antique marblezq. Acquired for the 

Park Royal Centre was a fountain created by a New York sculptor and modelled .on the fountains of 
Cr 

Versailles. Canadian Architect depicted it as a central figure seated upon a huge rock, playing a guitar 

to four adoring " b a m b i n ~ s * ~  '. 

Local art was incorporated into the overall design of the the Imperial Bank. A mozaic tile mural 

designed by B.C. Binning depicting the basic resources and industries of British Columbia complemented 

the feeling of productive efficiency characterizing the interior. Architecture, Batiment Construction 

commended the mural as being significant not only for its originality as a Modem work of art but also for 

ity of harmonizing with the marblefinished interior decorJ1. 

ccounts of building experience d~sclosed that the architecture of banks and shopping cenues 

the archewritten regional qualities of covered sidewalk terraces and two-storey-high windows. 
- 

these qualities affected an openness between inside and outside environments, the environments 

were located in urban and not natural surroundings. Th6 intention in incorporating these 

?-Architecture, BatimenL Constructiorl, October 1958. p. 60. 

:'"Park Royal Shupping Cent~e" in - Journal & ,f RAIC, September 1950, p. 304. 

?'Cana&an Builder, June 1958, p. 32. 

:'The Canadian Architect, October 1958, p. 48. 

-'!"Vancouver's finest bank buildmg Imperial Bank of Commerce" in Architecture, Batiment 
Contsuuction, October 1958, pp. 64 - 63. 



regici-?al features was to attract clientele inside and not to offer workers a (visual) retreat outside. -On this 

basis, the differance between the archewriting of a regional Modernism based on residential design and 

the building experience of banks and shopping centres related less to representation of West Coast 

characteristics and more to their significance. 

Reviews of temporal experience also described the harmonious incorporation of local art into bank 

design," anaesthetic gesture identified as regionalist by the archewriting of the late 1950's. The other 

aesthetic embellishments created the area of differance. Shopping centres featured sculpture of 

neo-baroque, and not local, expression and banks displayed marble finishing and not wood-inspired 

'texturing or colour. These historical references to wealth suggested that contemporary design on the West 

Coast was not as free from tradition asarchewriting declared 

I 
Factmiex Representing industrial architecture are the British Ropes Canadian Factory Limited and 

the Annacis Island Industrial Estate. In .both industrial projects, the major requirement for efficient 

production was resolved through an integration of associated production facilities. British Ropes required 

the incorporarion of factory, warehouse and administration building in one structure. For them, architects 

McCarter Nairne and Partners designed a three-storey, steel-framed plant, which, in 1953, cost one million 

dollars. The Annacis Island Indusmal Estate was both conceptualized and constructed by Grovenor Estates 

of London. England. For the purposes of economy and mutual benefit through proximity, the industrial 

estate provided its tenants with all necessary services - a plant complete with electricity, telephone, water 

and sewage; a community sales cenne, warehousing and shipping facilities, medical services, banks, clubs, 

service stations and fire protection. The total cost of the project, begun in 1956, was estimated at $250 

million. 





Annacis Island Industrial Estate by Francis Donaldson, 1956. 

Functionally-integrated Modem industrial complex embellished by formal 

landscaping. 

Photo: Irena Zenewych, 1989. 

Industrial architecture on the West Coast could best be described as demonstrating a 

regionally-modified Modernism. For example, the Canadian Builder reported the incorporation of large 

areas of glass for purposes of providing uniform natural lighting in the factory and warehouse sections of 

British Ropes32. In the head office of the complex, double-glazed, sound-proof windows offered a view, 

but not of some distant forested mountain, but of the manufacturing plant Canadian &t noted the 

buildings of Annacis Island to be light and tran~parent,~~ hence also incorporating large areas of glass. The 

fundamental building material of the region, wood, proved useful to the British Ropes warehouse. In order 

to make the concrete floor more comfortable for the workers, interlocking blocks of wood were placed 

32"Long Span Bays in Vancouver Plant" in Canadian Builder, December 1953, p. 15. 

33Lasserre, April 1958, p. 89. 



The high degree of rationalized and standardized unity in the designs of both industrial projects 

exemplified a pure International Modernism. The Canadian Builder wrote that the British Ropes plant 

incorporated factory, warehouse and office facilities into one structurefi. Steel framing facilitated 50' x 90' 

bays in the factory area and long, clear spans in the warehouse that afiorded maximum flexibility in 

machine iayouts. A railway spur served the plant and hard-surface parking accommodated vehicular 

traffic. Annacis Island Industrial Estate illustrated an even greater degree of comprehensive planning. The 

Canadian Architect outlined its design program as including factories and furniture, administration 

buildings and wharves, transportation networks and signageJ6. A Master Plan located medium and heavy 

industry close to the sea docks and light industry and administration next to traffic arteries. Rail service, 

docks and road system were connected to main transportation routes. 

Other design developments associated with the region's particular geographic characteristics 

included, in the case of the Annacis Island Industrial Estate, an advantageous use of site. Canadian 

Architect depicted the Estate as situated on a deltaic island at the mouth of the Fraser River, both open to 

and protected from the Pacific Ocean3'. Its docks were constructed on the southeast shore of the island. 

where currents had most deeply eroded the river bed. The location of these shipping facilities determined 

the layout of the rest of the Estate. Landscaping, a feature contributing to regional expression in 

residential design, played a significant role in Modem industrial architecture. I t  was employed extensively 

in the Annacis Island Indusmal Estate: drainage ditches were fringed with rows of weeping willows and the 

horizontal lines of the buildings were accentuated by areas of lawn. Landscaping in the form of flowers. 

3'Canadian Builder, December 1953, p. 15. 

35Canadian Builder, December 1953, p. 15. 

36m Canadian Architect July 1956, p. 14. 

3'nAn Indusmal Estaten in TJg Canadian Architect July 1956, pp. 14 - 18. . 



trees, shrubs and rockeries surrounded by British Ropes C o r n p l e ~ ~ ~ .  What must be noted is in both 

cases, the landscaping was formally organized in near symmetrical arrangements, and not naWistic:  lawn. 

flowers and uees appeared as delineated and separated, areas, not integrated with the indigenous 

In the category of industrial architecture, the diferance between building experience and 

archewriting involved the presence/absence of appropriation of site and incorporation of landscaping as 

well as the motivations determining the use of regional developments in predominantly International Sty@ 

design. Accounts of temporal experience in industrial architecture disclosed the presence of two features 

determined regional by the archewriting based on domestic design: large areas of glass and the use of 

wood. Despite the affinity in representation, differance occurred in the signification atnibuted to these 

West Coast characteristics. They were not employed to accommodate a geographic situation but to 

facilitate efficiency in industrial production. Building experience also revealed the deference, in 

archewriting, of an advantageous use of site and aesthetic embellishment through landscaping in 

industrial West Coast architecture. Although related to regional developments, they, too, served industrial 

purposes. The site determined the location of transport systems and the landscaping, whilc fulfilling the 

regional function of providing (visual) relief, was formal, not naturalistic, and therefore not particularly 

exp~essive of West Coast identity. 

Ofice buifdings. Modem West Coast office architecture is represented by Marwell Construction 

Company, B.C. Sugar Refinery Limited, B.C. Electric Company and the Burrard Building. At the time of 

commissioning their offices, each of the firms was economically successful, in the process of expanding. 

and therefore. future-oriented. This was expressed in the architecture. Marwell Construction held the 

reputation of a "progressive" building firm. Its office building, designed by Semmens and Simpson, was 

structured in reinforced concrete and covered in large part by glass and aluminurn cuI.rain w 

Refinery, during a period of expansion, decided to add executive, engineering and 

]'Canadian Builder, December 1953, p. 15. 



to their manufacturing facilities. These were housed in an L-shaped concrete and curtain wall structure 

surrounding a landscaped courtyard which, in conjunction with a bordering brick wall. served to separate 

the offices from the neighbouring industrial environment. B.C. Electric, a provincial power authority, 

commissioned an office tower to house all its varied activities. Thomspon. Berwick and Pratt designed a 

25-storey structure. Vancouvef's first "skyscraper", which was clad in cumin wall and enhanced by 

exterior finishes in regionally-inspired colours. The Bunard Building. owned by a New York business 

syndicate, was to express American investment in British Columbia. C.B.K. van Norman planned an 

International Style office tower to be completely covered in prefabricated curtain wall panels. . 











outside space characteristic of West Coast Modernism. The Canadian Builder reported that because of tde 

lozenge shape of the building, every emproyee could apprthate a view 40. With regard to the use of local 
' i 

materials, 'only B.C. Sugar Refinery was described as using granite as an exterior and interior wail 

All the office buildings exhibited the International Modernist approach to construction. The 

Canadian Builder emphasized the novel nature of building technology employed by Marwell Construction: - 

it involved a reinforced concrete frame in which the-longest elevations were covered in glass and aluminum . 
a * 

curtain wall42. The Journal of the RAIC commented on the combination of reinforced concrete framework 

and precast structural mullio6ystern employed in the B.C. Sugar Refinery offices4'. Canadian 

Architect used the words "daripgn and "decisive" to describe the construction of the B.C. Elecmc Tower: 

twenty-one floors were cantilevered off a central reinforced. concrete core and wrapped in curtain wall. 

Building of the Tower occurred at an unprecedented ace due to the system of steel I-beams v d  columns 2 
on the exterior being raised concurrently with the pouring of the floor slabs in the interior. According to 

the Canadian Builder. Qe Burrard Building also exemplified structural innovation44. Prefabricated panels 
v P 

of curtain wall were fast~ned to a 17-storey steel frame by rivets drilled by power-driven tools. Again the 

pace of conskm6n was increased. \ 

- A fuqher International ~ o d e m  principle of design evident in office buildings. was that of modular 

The ~ournal~ a. k 4 . I ~  and Canadian Architect reported that modular planning 

controlled the design of the B.C. ~ u g d  and B.C. Electric offices45. The overall plan of B.C. Sugar was 

. 40"Electronic age of hhting" in Canadian Builder, September 1956, p. 32. 

""BC Sugar Refinery Limited. ~ancouver, B.C." in 
32. 

"Canadian Builder, January 195 

' "Journal of RAIC, F e b m  1956, p. 52: 

""Here's how blin-rivet method sped cumin wall 
pp. 52 - 53. 

."Journal o_f M C ,  February 1956, p. 53; and 

\ 

'0 . 

Journal of & RArC, 

t .  

erection " in . Canadian 

February 1956, p. 

Builder, April 1958. 

The CanAdian +rchitect, April 1957, p. 33. 



Q 

98) -.% 

b 
based on a 4-0" module; repetition was said to have generated economy. A module of 50 square feet, the 

attributed optimum area for one work space, was multiplied to compose the interior layout of B.C. 

Electric. 
d 

The Burrard Building illustrated the Modem approach to site coverage, that of following standard 

proportions. According to Canadian Architect, the entire building envelope was filled by underground 

parking, WO of the site by the lower block of the building and 33% by the 17-storey towef6. 

- \ 
In -o f f~e  architecture, International influences were tempered by a texturing of exterior elevations 

and artistic input Panels of granite contrasted with soft yellow English faience tile softened the curtain 

wall exterior of B.C. Sugar" while mozaic tile, in patterns of deep blues and greens, covered the base of 

B.C. ElectricJ8. Canadian Architect commented on the contribution of artist B.C. Binning to the 

architecture of the B.C. Electric Buiiding. The colours he chose were meant to harmonize with the grey. 

blue and green landscape of a rainy city. Their compositon in lozenge patterns on the mozaic elevations 

and on the rooftop canopy echoed the plan of the building and in doing so, were said to impart a unity to 

the overall, design 

?kg B.C. Sugar Refinery Offices also exemplified a regionalist sensitivity to site. Its 'location was 

depicted by Canadian Architect as 

related by the Journal of the RAIC, Semmens and Simpson decided to architecturally remove the building, 

"cramped" - a small area amidst large industrial plants49. As 

from its industrial environment by planning an L-shaped building around an interior landscaped courtyard 

and by inserting an 8-foot high brick wall between manufacturing and office structuresJ0. Windows- 

surrounding the courtyard opened the inside offices to the (designed) natural environment emulating the 

'l"Burrard Building, ~an rnuve r"  in T& Canadian Architecg Maich 1960. p. 49. 

Architea April 1957, p. 34. 

Architect, April 1956, pp. 45 - 47. 

RAIC, Februaq 1956, p. 52. 
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integration of smcturd and &rural space developed in West Coast residential design. 

The building experience of ofice buildings disclosed the presence of most of the architectural forms 
I 

defined as regional by arche-writing: weather shades, canopied entranceways, glass curtain walls providing 

a view, and open plan interiors. The differance between temporal experience and an arche-writing 
- - 

derivative of regional expression in detached housing identified the occurrence of texturing or softening of 

concrete, steel and curtain wall surfaces as well as the contribution of art to architectural form. These 

features were described as regional modifications of International Style Madernism in the archewriting of 

the late 1950's. 

Differance also emerged with the exclusion, in arche-writing, of the representation of formal 
C 

adaptation to site and surroundings and of incorporation of a landscaped courtyard. These aspects, ' 

9 ,  
constitutive of a West Coast sensibility in Modern design, signified the conformation of the 

suburban-developed reIationship between architecture and nature to an urban environment 

Religious Architecture 
9 

Places of worship. Highlands United Church illustrates contemporary religious architecture on the 

West Coast. Its major requirement was to create a structure codducive to the practice of faith for a 

congregation of 350 people. Given the choice of five wooded sites, architect William Wilding selected one 

with a sharp fall to a creek. There he used the topography to heighten the drama of the ritual space and .. 
the traditional steep roof to reflect the surrounding forest and mountains. 





Reviews of religious architecture depicted structurally innovative construction based on the 

post-and-beam method of framing and cedar finishes on the roof and elevations. These regional features 

were exemplary of t2e arche-writing of the 1940's. Building experience also described a creative use of 

topography, the presence of a traditional steep roof and the absence of large areas of glazing. While the 

drama of ritual was enhanced through building orientation, and the traditional architectural form reflected 

the forested and mountainous surroundings, the quintessential regional quality of openness between inside 

and outside environments was absent In religious architecture, the sanctity of inner ritual space was 

maintained. The diferance between temporal experience and archewriting signified that, in the category 

of places of worship, regionally-developed Maism features of design served to enhance, but not radically 
- 

modify, kaditional form. . 

Culture, Leiswe and Sports 

Libraries. The Vancouver Public Library represents the Modem architecture of culture, leisure and 

sports on the West Coast The two most impdrtant design considerations for the Library involved the 

function of providing library services to the public and the prominent location at the comer of Robson and 

Burrard Streets in Vancouver's . downtown. - Architects Semrnens and Simpson displayed ingenuity in 

structurally accommodating the combined weight of books and communications technology while at the 

same time creating a light and delicate structure in keeping with the commercial surroundings. 





The Vancouver Public Library exemplified, to a great extent, a universal Modern approach to 

design. The Journal o l  the RAIC depicted a structure overdesigned to accommodate earthquake stress, a 

full stack load of w k s  on every floor, and the addition of a future storey, yet successfully repxi led with 
:4 

a desired "floatingn appearances5. A 3 ' 4 "  module, derived from the standard dimension for a book stack, 

determined the plan of the Library. This grid was repeated not only in floor layout. but also in building 

elevations. Mechanical innovations abounded. Most prominent were the vertical louvres located on the 

Robson Street elevation, the side facing the sun. They were controlled by a mechanism which operqted on 

photo-electric cells activated by sun rays. Finally, the design of the Vancouver Public Library 

accommodated a large number of services. Besides the expected functions, the Library provided an 

auditorium, stage and film projection facilities for public use. 

Local artistic input augmented these Internationalist influences. A 21-foot high by 18'foot wide 

rnozaic mural depicting man's eiernal quest for knowledge was located behind the left circulation desk. 

The Journal of the RAIC evaluated the mural as architecturally significant because its colours echoed and 

accentuated those found throughout the Library's interiors6. 

Experiential accounts in the category of culture, leisure and sports emphasized the architectural 

features of enveloping cantilever/overhang and two-storey-high windows at street level, both defined by 

archewriting as characteristically regional. But as in commercial design, the intention in incorpofating 

these West Coast elements was to attract people into the building and not to provide a view to the outside. 

Diflerance also pointed to the exclusion, in arche-writing, of the West Coast predilection of integrating a 

structure with its surroundings and including art in its design (although the latter was included in the 

a r che -~ t ing  of the late 1950's). It is importdnt to note that the environment situatifig the Library was not 

natural, but urban, and the art did not express local content but did harmonize with the interior decor. 

Therefore, diflerance between the signification attributed to West Coast Modernism by early and later 

arche-writing and that revealed by temporal experience indicated that a strong presence of regional 

"Journal of the RAIC, April 1959. 

'Vournal o_f the R.MC, October 1956, p. 368. 



sensibility in design, as demonstrated by the architecture of culture, leisure and sports. did not necessarily 

generate a distinct expression of regional identity. 

Public Buildings 

Post omes. The Modem architecture of public buildings on the ~ e s t k o a s t  is exemplified by the 

General Post Office. The federal government allotted a $13,000,000 budget for the project and according 

to Canadian Architect architects McCarter Nairne and Associates justified the expenditure with a high 

degree of mechanical sophistication: a welded steel frame structure supported a rooftop heliport special 

elevators carried trucks onto various levels of the building, and a 2400-foot-long underground conveyor 

belt connected the Post Ofice to the Canadian Pacific Railway stationJ7. 

The Canadian Architect stated that the Canada Post Office demonstrated an integration of 

International Style Modemism with banal a n  Its Internationalism was said to have resulted in "a 

weak;kneed modernistic box punctured haphazardly by windows and  door^"'^. Its a r ~  the sculptured panel 

of a postman on an exterior comer replicating the mailman on the Saturday Evening Post cover. and the 

glazed tile mural over the stairwell in the main lobby degicting a preRaphaelite lady in a flowing Greek 

gown sending her fateful letter off by cupid into the blue, blue yonder, was criticized as a betrayal of the 

meaningful relationship cultivated between architects and artists on the West Coast. 

S-"Art" in Canadian Architect June 1958, pp. 76 - 78. 

*'Jack Shadbolt quoted in Canadian Architect June 1958, p. 76. 







reported that the fenestration of the building provided most rooms with the maximum amount of natural 

light and the faculty accommodations on the fourth floor with an "unsurpassed viewn60. British Columbian 

fir was employed in all the millwork and interior detailing. 

The Fine Arts Centre followed a universal Modern approach in its design. The Journal of the RAIC 

noted that the Centre's plan was based on a primary module of 20 feet and a secondary one of 10 feeP1. 

The Canadian Architect described the structure of the Fine Arts Building as a reinforced concrete frame 

treated with porcelain-faced block and glazed brick Complying with International Modernist 

tendencies, colom was kept to a minimum. 

, Although not an aspect- of the arche-writing of West Coast Modernism, site and situation were 

described as influential to the design of the Fine Arts Centre. The Journal of the RAIC wrote that a 

prominent site in the north-west comer of the campus was selected in order to facilitate the connection 

between the Main Mall, Faculty Club and Student Residence6j. According to Canadian Architect, a 

gently sloping topography generated the stepping within the sculpture and theatre courts64. These series of 

steps were covered with brightly coloured paving while the overall courtyard areas were furnished with 

lounge seating and surrounded by a generous amount of landscaping. 

Building experience in the category of teaching and research revealed the presence of large areas of 

glass and the use of locally-milled fir in detailing and millwork, both defined as regional characteristics by 

the arche-writing of the 1940's. Temporal experience also involved collaboration with a local artist, noted 

as a regional quality by the arch&writing of the 1950's. The effect of site and situation on the design of 

""Fine Arts Centre, UBC" in Canadian Architect, June 1961, p. 57. 

6 1 ~ o &  of &e RAIC, May 1963, p. 39. 

62m Canadian Architect, November 1962. 

63"The Fine Arts Centre for UBC and in particular Stage 1 - the Fine Arts, Architecture 
and Planning Building. Notes by R Jessiman, Partner, Thompson. Berwick and Pratt - 
Architectsn in Journal of RAIC, May 1963, pp. 38 - 39. 

"'The Canadian Architect, June 1961, p. 57. 



university buildings and the incorporation of courtyards into the plan constituted the area of difirance. 

They signified the introduction of nature into Modern - urban - buildmg design. a characteristically 

West Gxs t  development which was excluded in arche-writing. 

%. 

" Differance" between Archewriting and Building Ex~erience 

Phase Two of deconstruction revealed the diff'erance between the building experience of Modem 

architecture on the West Coast and its archewriting. Diferance disclosed how experiments in 

contemporary residential design were interpreted as a regional articulation of Modem design principles, 
P 

how the identification of distinct regional features influenced the architecture of larger, more complex 

projects, and how those developments were represented as a regionally modified International Style 

Modernism. The movement of meaning from temporal experience to arche-writing and back again, or the 

inversion of the hierarchical opposition of "world" or conceptualization and "work" or building experience, 

justified the ambiguity in the relaionship between the representation and signification of West Coast 

Modernism disclosed in Phase One. 

The 'arche-writing of the 1940's emphasized the structural and economic importance of the 

regionally-adapted Modernism in detached housing. At the same time it excluded the influence of 

topography and vegetation on architectural form, the augmentation of their aesthetic qualities through 

landscaping and colour and the employment of conventional framing methods in wood generating a 

pitched, and not a flat. roof. Journals stated that contemporary West Coast architecture, characterized by a 

spatial flow between inside and outside environments, developed due to the absence of traditional form 

and the presence of a populace/clientele desirous of breaking away from past customs. Yet the differance 

in _the significance of West Coast Modernism related to Romantic values of nature6s. especially those .- 

concerning beauty and retreat and to traditional aesthetics of  form and embellishment. The 

6sHaggar, Reginald G. A Dictionary of Terms. Toronto: McClelland and Stewart Ltd., 
1962. The term "Romantic" is asswiated with the sensitivity to aspects of nature usually 
unconsidered or condemned aspects that suggest power, struggle, frusteration, anguish, horror, 
fear and other forms of intense emotional excitement. 



deconstructionist disclosure of difirnnca revealed how certain integral aspects of Modem residential 

design on the West Coast Romantic senskvity to surroundings and symbolic relevance of ~ d i t i o n a l  form. 

were denied acknowledgement 

The archewriting of the 1940's served to identify qualities of rejjonksm in architectural categories 
k 

other than detached housing. In turn, building experience in a range of building types led to another 

archewriting of West Coast.Modernism in the late 1950's. This later archewriting focussed on the 

complementary role played by regional developments in the practice of Modem architecture. It deferred 

the primary consideration given to sit; and surroundings in the design process For example, topography 

and vegetation played an instrumental role in addressing requirements of traffic separation, provision of 

views, privacy and recreation in the category of apartment buildings. Topography served to heighten the 

in religious architecture. Certain office buildiqgs manifested a conscious separation from 

rroundings while libraries displayed an obviok visual relationship with their neighbowing 

,,kuctures. In the category of universities and colleges~site and situation determined the orientation 'of 

buildings for purposes of public at&action And industry selected particular sites and locations in order to 

establish efficient transport linkage. A second exclusion in archewriting related to the incorporation of a 

t landscaped courtyard into building design. In apartment uildings, the existing vegetation was preserved 

for the central courtyards which provided recreational areas for all the tenants. Office buildings included 

landscaped courtyards in order to create a retreat from their urban surroundings. Landscaped courtyards in 

the design of universities and colleges were meant to stimulate public appreciation of the arts. The 

lingering presence of tradition was also omitted in the arche-writteq list of influences affecting Vest Coast 

Mcdem architecture. Though Modem in planning. and construction, the architecture of banks and 

shopping centres was embellished with marblefrnishes and bar4ue.  sculpture. Large areas of formal 

landscaping augmented industrial design. Religious architecture still maintained its traditional f o m  and 

sanctity of inner space. Therefore d i jbance  in the representation of West Coast Modern architecture 

pointed to the presence in building experience and the absence in arche-writhg of an awareness of site and 

surroundings, the incorporation of landscaping and courtyards and the continued presence of traditional 



According to the arche-writing of the iate 1950's. West Coast Modernism. epresented as .a ' . '  T, -, 

mediation of -the abstract International Style through regionally-developed suuctural forms, finishes ahd , 

art, signified humanism in architeckral practice and contemporary attitude in lifestyle. D i h n c e .  : 
revealed a deferment of the significance of traditional values which gsnerated the West Coast sensibility bT , Cd 

.I 

d integrating a building with its surroun ngs. Notions of luxury, privilege, privacy and retreat a d a t e d  ' 

with the appropdation of nature relate to a Romantic view of the world. These notions were variously 
I ,- " 

expressed inse architecture of apartment buildings, industry, ofices. church@. and univenities i od  
1 

I 
colleges. Building experience of Modem architecture on the West Coast also-disclosed the attempt to 

adapt the Romantic relationship between architecture and nature to an urban environment, to incorporbtc 

nature into Modem building design. In emphasizing the aesthetic properties of, regional esprcssion, .. 
,I 

* * 

arche-writing excluded the more fundamental significance of West Coast sensibility to .con;emporar) . 

building design, that of advantageously accommodating the. particularities of the surtsunding environmcnk 

This sensibility stemmed from a Romantic, therefore traditional and not Modem. approa%h to architccturc._ 

Disclosure of differance qualified the ambiguity b,etween arche-written representations of Wcsr 

Coast Modem architecture and their attributed significance. ~ o n t e r n ~ o ~ a r ~  regional design war fir\[ ., 

described as an adaptation to climate and geography. While this did not signify a Modern approach to 

design, the possibility of economic practicality did While the use of loca building materials anti 

post-and-beam construction did not typify Modem building practices, freedom of desiw and, structurdi 

innovation did. Furthermore, the incorporation ofean into architectural strpcture was a characteristic ot 

traditional architecture, but if it signified a contemporary approach to living, it was Modem. And finall!. 

regional expression was antithetical to the universalizing tendencies of Modernism. but given ih t  

significance of a "humanistic experience", its presence could be accommodated. Phase Two uncovered the 

reason for the ambiguous ties between arche-written representation 3nd its associated meaning. Althoireh 

arche-writing described' the influences of ~ornantinsm and tradition. i s  failed to &knowledge thcu 

significance to the evolution of Modem architecture on the West Coast 



Phase Two of deconstruction also revealed the mwemenr or the changes in the meaning of regional 
# 

developments to contemporary .architectural practice on the West Coast That movement occurred 
-=% 

4 continuously benveed!empord experience and archeuliting. Aaording to building efperience. the 
Z*? 

Modem movement stimulated a structural, functional and aesthetic adaptation to the West Coast climate 

and geography in the Eeld of detached housing. A disinct regi~nal style emerged characterized by an 

openness bedBen inside and outside spaces, between structure and environment Drawing from temporal 
* P 

experience, arche-writing identified certain architectural features as constitutive of a regionally-enunciated 
f i  /d. - 

~odern%&itecture. These defined qualities of regionalism were then found to have'been appropriated 
& 

k 
by various architectural p r o j d  for various purposes. They were depicted: by a later archewriting. as 

imparting a modifying effect on Enternational S e l e  Modernism. Differance disclosed that the meaning of a 

West Coast articulatisi.1 of Modem design moved from an emphasis on economic and structural 

characteristics to a focus ~n aesthetic qualities. More importantly. this movement of meaning revealed the 

changing yet self-referential and exclusive nature of arche-writing. Chara'cteristically regional structural 

forms and finishes represented in the archewriting of the 1940's were repeated, with the addition of 

anistic collaboration in the arche-kriting of the 1950's. In both instances, differance uncovered the 

absence of architeckGe's relationship with the n 3 5 Z 7 o r  urban environment. This relationship derived 
* J 

from a Romantic. herefore  tradtional. affinity with nature. Due to Modernism's predilection towards 
i 

rupture with tradition and domination of nature, the significance of integration with the landscape to 

M d e m  architecture on the West Coast was deferred. 

> - 





- 

CHAITERV - 

SOURCE OF TE-MPORAL EXPERIENCE AND ARCHE- WRITING: THE CRADLE OF THE TRACE 

* 

D q i t e  attempts on the pan 'of the Modem movement to completely rupture ties to tradition. 

differance revealed that this was not accomplished in West Coast architecture. The presence of "the trace" " 
-+ 

-- 

could not be eliminated It is the purpose of Phase Three to describe the trace, the "philosophicorultural 

tradition" composed of both past e.ffects, present experience and future aspirations: the place and time . 

specific "conditions" conducive to the advent of Modern architecture on the West Coast. The Journal of 

the RAIC, Canadian ~uildei-, Canadian & and Western Homes Living provide the sources of - 

- information. The first step in this last phase of deconstruction defines the "world", a specific complex of 

predicates based on the social, economic and political circumstances surrounding the Modern design 

movement in Vancouver" The second step outlines the "world-view", the domistant .imperative of the 

major participants in that movement, the architectural profession and the artistic community. In the third 

step, worid and world-view are "sn-ategimlly rearranged", are permitted to "play" with one another. in 

order to describe most complebely the complex historical conditions and the diversity of opportunity, the 

*cradle of the trace", which generated a distinct regional expression of the Modem architectural movement 

on the Vancouver landscape. 

9 I - 

"World": & Cornpiex o_f Predicates ~t rendinp 'a  Historical Situation ,. 

The absence of architectzual traditions. In a 1947 edition of Canadian Lasserre wrote that the 

Vancouver landsape manifested no style or even two or three styles that could be considered traditional. 

either in r e m  of native culrure or indigenous art and architecture1. He atmbuted the situation, on the one 

hmd, to conditions unfamiliar 10 che settlers and migrants to the West Coast and hence not conducive to 

& e m p l a n t i n g  of their naditions, a.4 on rhe other, to the historical age of Vancouver. a city not old 

enough to have developed na&tions of its o m  Three years later, in the 3ourna.I o_f & RAIC. 



Birmingham noted a gradual change affecting house design in Biitish Columbia. Athough most houses 

erected were conventional in character, each year saw an increase in the number of "modern" or 

*contemporaryw designsz. This trend he related to the cha@ng composition of the population on the 

Coast A tremerklous growth had occurred in the fifteen years preceding and following the war, much 

gieavr than in the rest of the counw. These migrants were families of widely different backgrounds who 

viewed British Columbia as a land of opportunity or as an ideal place to retire. Most importantly, 
\ 

Birmingha_m3observed, this population demonstrated a W n g  for change, a willingness to break with 

tradition which resulted in the construction of many unusual homes. Because of the large population 

growth, West & s t  cities and Vancouver in particular, ppened up subdivisions rapidly. This, in fum, 

provided a good opportunity for many architects to try out new and hetter solutions to the age-old problem 
I 

of designing a home. 

A 

A h u n g  shortage. After the war, housing became crirtically scarce due to the return of the 

veterans. Vancouver's situation was even more acute due to an additional influx of migrants from the east 

Ln 1946, Lasserre observed in the Journal of the RAIC that while builders knew that they could sell 

everj-thing they built, they also realized that it was impossible to provide living accommodations within the 

means of low income groups3. Building costs were not expected to decline for a number of years due to an 

excessive demand for materials and a scardty of semiskilled and skilled tradespeople. Responsible for 

this situation were the seasonal character of construction and the uncertainty of the extent of building 

p~ograms- In 1950, Jocelyn Davidson described the results of a survey that revealed that two-thirds of the 

households in Vancouver were either in search of rental housing or could not afford to buy a minimum 

home4. The major obstacle to the solution of the housing problem was cited as a much slower rise in wages 

or incomes in comparison to building costs. 

!issene. Fred "The houses are not coming" in Journal of RMC. July 1946, p. 175. 

'Da~&m, Jml>n. "Planning and housing in British Columbia" in J o d  of RAIC April 
1950, p. 1%. 



Government mistance. Because private enterprise was not moving to wive the housing problem. 

even under the government-organized auspices of Housing Enterprises of Canada, the Federal 

Government set up its own Central Housing and Mortgage Corporation According to Lasserre, its 

, intention was to co-ordinate a buildmg program on the basis of large scale planning, standardiza.tion and 

subsidization'. In 1950, Davidson reported that the Legislasure of British Columbia was about to pass 
94 - legislation to provide funds complementing those of the Government of Canada for -the piirposes of 

creating low cost housing and giving municipalities the power to proceed immediately with their design 

and construction6. In 1951, the municipality of Vancouver, contributing half of the provincial share of 

subsidized funds, began work on its fmt low rental housing'-project7. It was called "Little Mountain" and 

was designed by the architectural firm of Thompson, Berwick and Pratt In his al-ticle, "Planning and 

Housing in British Columbia". Davidson also mentioned that while the vaiious levels of government set 

subsidization programs in place, the Vancouver Town Planning Commission was pressing for the 

establishment of a permanent and independent planning department for City Hall': Its imperatives would 

focus on the implementation of an already designed master plan in the light of studiff conducted on the 

requirements of a rapidly growing city9. 

a, Y 

Stnrctural innovation The post-war housing crisis instigated architects 

smxtural techniques, to some extent for the purpose of lowering building costs. In 

to experiment .with 

1947.. Lasserre noted 

that architectural interest in prefabrication and factory-produced panels generated developments in 

p1)wood; its inneasing use in exterior finishing provided the impetus to begin experiments in modular 

'Laserre, July 1946, p. 175. 

iDavidson, April 1950, p. 158. 

'Smith, A. Rhys and Chester S.  Brown. "Student Teams Ran for City Housing DeveIopment" 
in Canadian W d e r ,  I, 1 (March, 1951). pp. 27 - 33. - 

xDa%Wcm, April 1950, p. 148. 

'See Spence-Sales, Harold and John Bland R e w n  won & Establishment of a Planning 
Department & & C& Gin. Vancouver. Vancouver: City of Vancouver, July 20, 1951. 



con~truction~~. Keith Davison reported in the Journal of the RAIC that because,of the prime importance of 

the lumbering industry to British Columbia, most innovation occurred in the field of wood constructionll. 

He observed that building practices in Vancouver followed two distinct uends, that of solid plank bearing 

walifrarning and that of post-and-beam. Economic reasons underlay the development of the first. In 

a. 
1949, two structures featuring solid plank framing were demonstrated on the site of a Canada Housing and 

Mortgage Corporation project Although they employed a novel method of construction, their interior 

layout was that of a standard two-bedroom house. In comparison, post-and-beam framing created an 

open interior. The-expansive areas of glass and considerable indoor-outdoor access were considered 

possible due to the region's relatively mild climate. Unlike solid plank bearing wall construction, 

post-and-beam framing addrped  aesthetic more than economic concerns. 

Lwn companies and clients. Despite the progress made in architectural and engineering design, 

regulations and restrictions imposed by loan companies limited their implementation This 

4 true with regard to post-and-beam smctures. According to Pratt, the flat roof was judged as 

and subsequently,, the elevations as not good looking12. To overcome the restrictions enforced by the loan 

companies architects searched for clients who could put a substantial amount of cash up front But to find 

such clients who also had a healthy contemporary view$oint was an uphill battle. Clients comtemplating 

large expensive houses seemed to prefer a traditiona1,style. It was difficult to sell a contemporary plan to 

an average client: only the imaginative could appreciate the value of Modem design. For the architect, it 

1 would definitely have been easier and more lucrative to build exactly what the client wanted and most 

clients seemed interested in the ranch-style houseH. Even though it was style developed in the United 

States, its plan could be shaped to fit the most mountainous B.C. lot, its characteristidly wide eaves could 

!'Davison, Keith B. " W d  Framing Developmentsn in Journal of RAIC, September 1950. 
p. 313. 



provide shelter from the rain as well as from the sun, and its typically wood shakes and siding muld make 

use of locat building materials. Adaptability coupled with- popularity equalled high resale value. 

Therefore, mortgage c&panies were 'much more willing to support the buil&ng of ranch-ayle as opposed 
\ 

to post-and-beam residences. 

The rising cost oftimber products. The rising cost of local building materials, especially wood, also 
1 

undermined architects' hopes of constructing affordable housing in the regional style of post-and-beam. 

Calling the situation an anthema, Simpson explained that despite the local production of great quandties of 

Y' 
timber products; the economic aspect of local use was governed by international and national markets14. - 

Consequently, architects and engineers had to turn to other materials for certain structures. Reinforced 

concrete was already competing with wood in moderatesized buildings. Steel would compete to an ever 

greater extent once the New National Building Code was adopted. In Simpson's mind, architects should 

look forward to the progress from wood to the new materials; with a closer collaboration wih engineers 

and builders, new three-dimensional conceptions of form could emerge from the use of concrete and steel. 

This shift in accessibility and attitude towards new building. materials opened the way fdr 'the practice of a 

more International Style of architecture. 

Oppwtunities and Limitqtiory 

For architects in post-war Vancouver, the "world" or "specific complex of predicates attending a 

historical situation" in Demdean terminology, described seemingly limitless opportunity and seemingly 

insurmountable barriers. According to the architectural and art journals, the city exhibited no clearly 

defined tradition of architecture. Modem designeis could respond "objectively" to Local geographic and 

social conditionsls. Social circumstances in Vancouver after the war were affected primarily by the return 

of veterans and by a large migration from eastern Canada seekingkmploydnt in British Columbia's - 
<' c .  

* 

growing resource industry. This influx of population caused a critical housing shortage. At the same time 

''Simpson, D.C. "Contemporary West .Coast Construction" in Canadi Builder, January 1954, 
p. 17. +he 



building costs were rising rapidly. As builders were not willing to undertake, what they perceived as 

unprofitable, projects of low-cost housing, the Government of Canada attempted to relieve this housing 

problem through subsidization and cxrordimtion of a nation-wide housing program. For the architectural 

community, the rising costs of construction created a need or opportunity for economically-feasible 
B 

siruchual innovation Experiments were directed t o w 9  the standardization and prefabrication of 

building components and, due to the importance of the lumber industry to the province, primarily involved 
1 

construction in wood But by the mid-1950's. foreign markets caused timber products,$ bemme . * I  

overpriced and not as easily accessible to local architectural practice. Consequently, architechd interest 

shifted to buildmg in concrete and steel and to projects other than housing. Anticipated were a closer 

association with the engineering profession and new conceptions of building form Loan companies and 

clients provided a further deterrent to architectural involvement in housing. They neither approved of nor 
-c-eS - 
accepted the contemporary appearance generated by structural innovation, in particular pa-and-beam. 

The "world" influencing achitecture on the West Coast of Canada both encouraged and limited the 

Modem movement. Conducive to its development were a housing shortage, the need for structural 

innovation, government subsidization and an absence of traditional form. Limitations were imposed 
B 

primarily by loan companies and clients. And by raising the cost of local timber products, foreign markets 

were to prove most conmbutive to the proliferation of Modem architecture, albeit in the Interna€ional, and 

not West Coast, Style. 

Architectural a d  Artistic Imperatives 

The architectzual profession In 1949, the Architectural Institute of British Columbia organized a 

public exhibition of locally-designed Modem architecture in which i~ovations in building technology 

were brought to the fore. In reporting on the accomplishments of the exhibit, Lasserre wrote that the 

media acknowledged that B.C. architects were as competent as those elsewhere on the continent: they 

demonstrated proficiency in handling multi-million dollar contracts not only for housing scheme, but also 
- 



for industrial plants and monumental structures. Most importantly, they implemented the princi@$s ifes- 
Modem architecture: structural membersgmxituted the: rpjor element o? building design. Although the 

't 
exhibit did not particularly describe the "native" characteristics d e v e l o ~ i  West Coast hawing, Lasserre - 
noted that it did express a y outcome of prevalent aesthetic agno~ticisrn"~~. - .  

The emphasis on structure in architectural design was equally evident in the University of British 

Columbia's Department of Arch&xture's programs of education and public relations. The curriculum 

integrated theory with practice: the former was derivative of principles and structural innovations of 

3: industrial technology and the latter was oriented towards their functional implementation. In promoting 

this new architecture, connections were pursued not only with the public at large and the other arts, but 

more importantly, with the engineering profession and the construction industry. 

With regard to the construction industry. architects encouraged rationalization of its methods 

according to Modem conceptions of efficiency. Efficiency could be achieved through centralized 
0 

manufacturing - prefabrication based on modular design, year-round production and a resourceful use of 

materials. In architectural terms, this rationalized efficiency would be transiated into flexibility in planning 

- the capability _of adaphg a basic design to any site or building program. Mass-production on a 

year-round basis would guarantee steady employment to the building trades and, hopefully, a lowering of 

labour costs. And in consideration of aesthetics, the mass-production of building componenti could also 

accommodate variety in size;colour, texture and shape. In order tq achieve the best solutions to the 

/ prevailing building problems. especially those of housing, architects emphasized that it should be 

socially-conscious designers, and not utilities engineers or speculative builders who take advantage of these 

beve~o~ments. Architects also advocated the need for cooperation with the government by way of city 

planning. This planning, they believed, should be based on progressive social organization wherein the 
- 

architectural profession wouid be motivated by objectives higher than>fit According to Davidson. 

architects must work for an architecture geared for the current social reality. Othewise, he forewarned, 



. the profession would become obsolete17. 

The urfisu'c cmrnunity. Also responding to the social needs of a post-war society was tde+ in 

Living Group. This & a cultural organization working towards integrating the artist into the Modem 

architectura movement In order to promote its cause, the Group organized four exhibits at the Vancouver 

Art Gallery. The themes included the fundament@ of architecture and town planning; school design; 

neighbourhood planning; and the place of architecture in everyday life. In co-operation'with fourteen 

other local organizations, the Group was involved in bringing the influential Richard Neutra to speak 30 

th> architectural and artistic communities on the sociological aspects of Modern design Many members of 

the Art in Living Grzup who were also practising artis& went beyond simply advocating the social merits 

of the Modernist aesthetic: they commissioned Modem architects to design their personal homes. 

3 

The preoccupation with structural achievements during Vancouver's Modem movement did not 

escape critical concern from the artistic co~nmunity. In 1950, B.C. Binning lamented the unrelated effort 

between the two p?ofessions as typical of the West Coast as elsewhere in Canada1'. Since the war. he 

explzined, both artists and architects felt the need for new forms in order to express the new thoughts and 

feelings arising in a post-war situation. Why should the two not work together? The architect could see 

new structural possibilities through the a,rtistYs free play with form, colour and texture. The artist, on E e  

other hand, could learn much from the more exacting discipline of the architect. In this manner, murals 

and sculpture,buld become an integral part of architectural design. In Binning's eyes, this intimate 

relationship between artist and architect would not be a new deyeloprnent Much to the contrary, it would 
f 

follow traditional patterns of co-operation. 

"Binning. B.C. "The Artist and the Architectw in ~ournal of tb~ RAIC, September 1950, p. 
320. 
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Strcturd, 'k&etic  and Social Imperatives 

The architectural profession, represented by the Architectural Institute of British Columbia, 

emphasized imperatives of mc tu ra l  competence leading to virtuosity and the capability of planning Iarge, 

high-budget projects. These objectives were supported by the Department of Architechre at the 

University of British Columbia, -which directed its program towards a close collaboration with .the 

engineering profession and the construction industry. 'On the other hand. the artistic community in 

~ancouver advocated co-operation between archit,ecture and the visual arts. Artists were interested not 

only in the incorporation of murals and sculpture with architectural form, but also in participation in the 

design proces3 itself. They felt that artistic sensitivity could intioduce a &ia l  dimension into the rationale 

of architectural planning. Between the architectural profession and the artistic~cornmunity stood individual 

architects such as Douglas Simpson and Jocelyn D a v i b n  'for whom social respqsibility was also 
c 8 

important In their minds, a close association with a municipal plahning de~ahrnent would ensure that 

structiual efficiency followed the directives of social need. 
+ 

.* . -- 
The Cradle of the Trace % 

- 1  

The cradle of the trace, the "philosophico-cultural traditian" generating the emergence of West 

Coast Modernism on Vancouver's architectural landscape, involved a complex relationship of social, 

emnomic'and political circumstanca aiid'irchitectural and artistic imperatives. These .conditions of the 

trace both generated and determined the nature of temporal experience and archewriting. The diffrance 
f 

between the latter two created an area of spacing, an area which permitted, in deconstructionist terms, the 
1 

functioning of the "hinge". According to Denida, the turning of the hinge in a particular direction 

involves discretion, reserve, aversion and incompleteness. The direction chosen by the hinge is expressed 

in arcbewriting which itself is characterized by repetition of certain aspects of the trace in light of 

tempomi-experience. It was this archewriting, constituted by the m w e m t  in meaning between itself 

and temporal experience, but fhdamentally grolu,ded in the trace, that produced the new conditions of the 



.- 
trace from which a more current, idealized concept of West emst  Modem architkture was?ormed. 

Conditions of the trace relevant to the progress of the Modem movement in West Coast architecture 

involved a housing shortage, innovations in construction and an absence of architectural tradimn coupled 

with predominantly structural imperatives on the part of the architectural profession and social and 
rn 

aesthetic imperatives on the part of the artistic community. The housing shortage affected low-income 

groups in particular and was exacerbapd by rising building costs. While various levels of government 

attempted te alleviate the problem through programs of subsidization, the architectural profession 
n 

encouraged a rationalization of the construction industry in terms of standardization, prefabrication and 

year-round mass-production of building components for the purpose of practising M 

construction. The artistic community, wanting to participate @I the Modem movement, fdcussed on the 

&al aspect of contemporary architecture. Through the Art in Living Group it promoted the valq&gf 

Modem design to family and neigbhurhood On an individual basis, artists commissioned local 
- - 

Modernists to design their homes. Meanwhile, in the minds of the architectural profession, social 

considerations did not n&essarily require artistic attention: they could be incorporated more democratically 

through co-operation with the municipal planning department 
- 

Attempts to overcome the high cost of home building through structural innovation igwood 

construction were confounded in the early 1950's by the overpricing of timber products. Additionally, 
< 

Modem design in housing, though proven economically practicaP9, was not supported by loan companies 

nor readily accepted by clients. Consequently, architects left residential design in favour of high-budget, 

largescale projects which allowed them to practice Modem principles of design using new techniques of 

consmction in concrete and steel. I 

An absence of architectural nadition in Vancouver was seen as advantageous by both the 

architectural and artistic communities. Architects saw the potential of successllly introducing a pure 

'9Journal of RAIC, January, 1953, pp. 12 -13 and February, 1956, p. 41: Both the Copp 
and Smith Residences won Massey Silver Medals for excellence in architectwe in the category 
of "Residences Costing up to $15.000". 



Modem design idiom which would express aesthetic quality through structural proficiency and eventually, 

virtuosity. Despite the arptects' leaning towards collaboration with engineers and contractors. the artistic 

community pursued a pe ed opportunity to comprehensively incorporate art into the new architectural 

form. 

The cradle of the Dace reveals a number of possible paths that Modem architecture on the West 
7 - 

Coast \could have folfowed. For example, housing, besides being standardized and constructed in 
\ 

prefabricated building components, could have manifested the effickncy-oriented aesthetics of Modern 

structural innovation, or the sociall$-conscious, nature-oriented aesthetics of artistic inspiration, or a 

' combination of both. Largescale projects, structured in concrete and steel. could have exhibited a purely 

~ntemationi style of Modernism, or, in conjunction with artistic consultation, could have developed freer. 

more imaginative forms of architecture, or, they could have generously integrated works of art into 

architectural structure. On the o t h q h a n d  Modernism in architectural form could have been rejected 

completely in favour of the previous, ha hazardly-eclectic, neo-classicism But according to arche-writing 4 
and temporal experience, the Modern movement in Vancouver generated a West Coast Style. 

B 

In terms of temporal experience, the West Coast style emerged in detached housing design but not ' 

in response to the housing crisis. Its zegionally-developed post-and-beam method of framing exemplified 

the architectural imperatives of structural &ovation while its functional and aesthetic integration with the 

surrounding natural vegetation and topography illustrated the socially-oriented artistic imperatives of the 
t l  

need to retreat from urban life into nature. This naturalistic dimension of Modem architecture on the 

West Coast affected the design of largescale projects. Although constructed according to International, 

and not regional, Modem techniques, structures were modified by artistically-inspired regiorialist elements 

such as overhanging eaves, a creative use of site, landscaping and colour. Despite the intention, artistic 

input did not generate freer structural form nor an abundant presence of art. 

This temporal experience of West &st Modem design was c o n c q a i z e d  in archewriting. 

Initially, the concept described the regional style as a structural response to local climatic and geographic 



conditions and an expression of a contemporaiy lifestyle. Ten years later, it was represented as a 

geographicallyinspired influence on International ~ & l e  Modernism contributing a humanistic dimension@ 
d 7  

to Vancouver architecture. The difirtznce between temporb experience &d archewriting revealed an 

absence or diversion of the importance of the outside environment to West Coast Madem design and, for 

the architectural profession, a preference for largescale, high-budget projects over those of housing. The 

emphasis on structural achievements, especially in concrete and steel with only a complementary mention 

-of their modification by regional qualities, points to primary significance given to the engineering rather 

than artistic aspect of Modem architecture in post-war Vancouver, to the greater c.ultural value was placed 

on an International. rather thah a West Coast Style, of Modernism. That regional influence, one affecting 

an affinity with nature and an awareness of the surroUnding environment, bespoke a Romantic and not 

Modem sensibility. Though not acknowledged in archewriting, a traditional Romantic sensitivity played a 

definite role in the acceptance and appropriation of the Modern movement in architecture on the West 

Coast The particular interpretation of the Modem movement by West Coast architects exemplifies 

Derrida's contention that the trace, embodiment of memory, experience and aspiration, is present in all 

forms of cultural expression, including that of an architectural landscape. 

h 



CHAPTER VI 

WEST COAST STYLE 

"What is happening now cancels out its own past: the new functions of art. of design. of 
architecture, cancel out the historical quality and character of the artistic processes. 
revolutionize their meanings and compromise their values, involve them in the dynamics of 
the continhous construction of the world . . . history does not condition activity, rather it will 
be the case of the latter transforming the functions of the former." Manfredo Tafuril. 

In the 1980's. Vancouver's post-ww appropriation of the Modem movement is interpreted 

architectwal cornrnenktors as the Wst w t  Style, an architecture of critical regionalism capable 

exerting a force of resistance against P~ostmodernism's indifferent use of historical decoration. Whereas in 

the 1940's and 1950's archewriting emphasized the Modem aspects of contemporary West Coast 

architecture. that of the 1980's focusses on its regional qualities. Drawing from a statement made by B.C. 

Binning, "If European architects were developing a new architecture with their local buildirtg-materials. 

why shouldn't I design a new style of B.C. house with B.C. building  material^?"^, Sherry ~cKbGrPgresents 

the West Coast Style firstty, as a fusion of Modem tenets of abstract and regional design with a regionalist 

sensitivity to materials and secondly, as a design idiom accommodating of site and view. It is the second % 

quality that is given most attention by Barrq Downs, Douglas Shadbolt. Scott Warson, EM. Gibson and 

Andrew Gruft Downs writes that the evolution of West Coast residential architecture had most to do with 
* 

the ambience of the site: irs topography, t exbes  and specific features3. In order 10 complement the 

surrounding environmen~ houses were structurally extended to incorporate terraces and gardens into their 
- 

built f o m  Shadbolt describes how sloping and unusual sites were appropriated through the use 6f a West 

Coast-developed framing technique, post-and-beam, to create a series of spatial sequences punctuated 

'Tafun, Manfredo. Theories & Histom of Architecture. New York: Harper and Row 
Publishers, 1980. p. 45. 

' aj 
''From McKay, Sherry. "Western Living, Western Homes: An Expression of a New Climaten. 
.A paper presented at the annual meeting of The Society for the Study of Architecture in 
Canada in Vancouver, May 27, 1988, p. 3. B 

4 
90m. 1981. p. 41. 



with views in and out of the site4. For Gruft, it was "-the originality and appropriaten& that was the 

principle srrengths of the early hwses which fmt drew attention to a wesrmast style'. &d Watson agrees 

that a r e g i d  architeami attitude, one characterized by the acceptance of abstract form and an 

awareness of the environment, arose from what he considers the most significant achievement of 1950's 

domestic architecture, the easy transition between interior and exterior space. In a more specific way. 
, 

Downs relates how this response to particularities of site generating a number of level changes, variety in 

plan configuration, and plasticity of form served to integrate a building with its setting. Becaw this design 

i&?m was different from all urban precedents, he feels justified in referring to it as "vernacularn West 

Coast architecture6. And Gibson confirms the practice of "critical regionalism" in 1980's Vancouver 

architecture bv observing that the principle motifs of regionalism, posmd-tzeam, sanctimony of view and 

naturalistic decoration, have been monumentalized in civic and cornrnerdal design'. 

But does.he West Coast Style pcrjsess the potemial of acting as a force of critical regionalism? 
-- 

According to Frampton's techtonic criteria. the answer would have to be "yes". The struct&l 

appropriation of site particularities, the awareness of surroundings and the incorporation of landscaped 

courtjards distinguish the West Coast Sple from historically eclectic Postmodern design The West Gxs t  

Swie aho manifests aesthetic distinction: its Romantic sensi t ivi ty~ nature generaregs generous use of 

vegetation 4n conjunction with structural form But the cultural importance of this newly-discovered local 

vernacular remains ambiguous. What d m  an architectwe signifying retreat Ffom the city and recreation in 

nature mean to a Postmodern society directed by the values of consumption? 

'Shadbolt, Douglas. *Postwar Architecture in Vancouvern in Vancouver: & Artists 1933 
1983. Vancouver: Vancouver Art Gallery, 1983. p. 108. - 
Grufr. Andrew. "Vancouver Architecture: The Last Fifteen Years" in Vancouver: 
,Wsts  1933 - 1983. 1983. p. 330. - - -  
'Downs, 1983, p. 41. 

'Gibson, Edward "A City's Stylem in Award-Winning Vancouver PLIchitectxl~e. Vancouver: ' 

Sirnun, Fraser University, 1986. 



~ c k a ~  states that the West Coast Style home symbolizes the British Columbian style of' living. 

According to Gibson, the Wesr C h a t  quality in post-war domestic design was founded on a W artistic 

tradition molded by nanualism, infomdity and symbofic spiritualism, a tradition that impaned a casual 

amtude towards miversaiity. &cause the 1980's arche-writing has brought the artistic as opposeopposed to the 

engineering dimension of the West Ciast Style architecture to the fore, Watson's insights regarding the 

astivities of the artistic community in the 1950's warrant mention. Watson writes that while Vancouver 

often sees itself as vibrant, new and cosmopolitan, it was and remains a conservative communi~. The late 

acceptance of International Style Modernism in architectural practice serves as a primary example of this 

.- conservativism. While a d m m t f W s t  disclosure of the trace revealed the Modern movement in 

Vancouver as a discourse involving architecrs xrf artists on the principles of go& design with the objective 

of solving economic and social problems, Watson points out that in these discussions. particular attention 

was give2 €0 h e  organitabn cd %we rime into creative activities. Artists participating in this discourse, 

who expressed their commimknt to Modernity by building architect-designed homes on forested suburban 

slopes. manifested at the same time a dwindling interest in painungs reflecting social consciousness and a 

growing preoccupation with a personally-expressive art inspired by the Isndscape. Watson states that a n  

in& 1950's turned from themes of social commentary to those of leisure and escape, Artists felt it was 

their role to offer refuge from d e t y  in  the form of aesthetic expr&ions of personal freedom. ,these 

intentions offer insight into the changing nature of significance attributed ro the West k t  Style. In the 

1950's and 1950's. referenm to the inctusion of n a t u r a i g n  were inaeasindy suppressed, while in the 

:98OYs, they become predominant In a post-war rime period, values of work determined cultural progress; 

in a post-indusnial era, retreat and recreation assume gearer import 

Derrida states that the p r m  of arche-bnting is constantly changmg yet self-referential. Although 

i9SOYs archewriting of West COitSx Modernism refers to post-and-beam construction and sensitivity to 

local b w  inmmik ir adds and emmzes  awareness of' site a d  surr&qs and riitturafistic 

:mdscapmg. For architectural cnm a f  & 1980'5, m p B n g  Aadrew Gmft rke West Cas l  Stjrk no 

'Wawn, Scon 'M in the Fifues: Design, Leisure and Painting in the Age of Anxiety" in 
Ymmuver: &t Artisis 1933 = Vancouver: Vancouver Art Gallery, 1983, p. 100. 



longer represents a movement of radid  change, but one of reactionary resistance. This change in the 

direction of the hinge supports Tafuri's contention that "history does not condition activity, rather it will be 

the case of the latter transforming the functions of the formern. Current arche-writing conceals the 

Modem origins of the West Coast - Style. But deconstmction has also proven that archewriting does not 

directly represent experience. Textual interpretations are determined by certain social values which, as 

Lyotard has forewrirned, should not remain unquestioned' Although 1940:s and 1950's arche-writing of 

West Coast Modernism mncenuated .m the importance of economic construction and structural 

innovation, and a Postmodern archewriting of the West Coast Style centres on retreat and recreation in 

nature, they both emerged from a trace bdamentally influenced by a capitalist political economy. 

Therefore, it must be asked, "For what reason and to what end have cultural values hased on production 

been replaced by those d i k e d  by consumption? And does an architecture of critical regionalism support 

or mnrest this chahge?" 
+ 



THE WEST COAST MODEBV LANDSCAPE Ah?) DECONSTRUCTION: CONCLUSIONS 

, This thesis has been concerned with interpretations of the west Grist Modern landscape and with 

deconsmction, a methodology of textual analysis new to the field of geography. Analysis of the 

interpretations produced three conclusions. Firstly, that while deconstruction assumes discrepancy between 

arche-writing and temporal experience, these discrepancies are shown by this thesis to be of fundamental 

proportions. They demonstrate a marked plurality rather than singularity of meaning inherent in the 
J- 

cultural landscape. Secondly, as interpretations change through time, certain meanings are retained, others 

are forgonen. Thirdly, interpretations are influenced by particular cultural values prevalent at the time of 

writing. In this thesis, the meth&iology of deconstruction provided insights into the meanings embodied in 

a cuhurai landscape that other methods would not have offered. Nonetheless, limitations were uncovered. 

- Their acknowledgement and/or overcoming are important to geographers choosing to apply deconstruction 

in the future. 

The fundamental differencs between arche-writing and temporal experience describe the rich 

diversity of meaning presenr in the West Coast Modern landscape. This diversity encompasses 

architectural prinGples of Modernism as well as aesthetic qualities of Romanticism West Coast Modern 

q@tecnrre represents the use of rnddar systems of space planning as well as spatial design sensitive to 
c 

the mpqraphy and vegetation of the site. It demonstrates structural innovation and virtuosity in the 

employment of synthetic materials such as concrete and steel and of naka l ,  indigenous products of cedar 

and fir. The West Coast Sple generates standardized designs typical of luge scale projects as well as the 

customized architecture of detached housing. It is associated with pure. undecorated surfaces as well as 

with cotoured texwred finishes and the addition of local art Despite the marked plurality of meanings 

c~nve~l-ed by rfic West Cast Mcdern landscape, archewriting manifests a certain* structure of 
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Changing interpretations of West Coast Modernism demonstrate some similarities, but not in an 

absolute way. Two principles of Modem architecture, that of structural innovation and economical 

resolution of general building requirements, are common to both the arche-writing and temporal 

experience of the 1940's and 1950's. But by the 1980's, these principles lose importance as criteria of the 

West Coast Style. In their stead, regional qualities such as a sensitivity to site and surroundings, 

naturalistic landscaping, and interior courtyards, commqn to temporal experience of the 1940's and 1950's 

.and arche-writing of the 1980's, assume greater significance in delineating West Coast Modem 

architecture. 

Derrida's understanding of textual representation as expressive of philosophical and historical 

influence, prepares us for the m a t i o n  of changes in interpretation with changes in the cultural values 

guiding those interpretations. This thesis shows that cultural values can be deduced firstly, from the > 
terminology and logic employed in textual representation, and secondly, from the social, political and 

economic context in which the text was created Determining the context leads to an assessment of what is 

included and what is excluded in archewriting Archewriting of the 1940's and 1950's describes West 

Coast Modem architectirre in terms of rationalized planning and standardized construction. Its purpose 

was to promote the ef f ium - and therefore economical aspects of Modem building practices. The context 

which generated this arche-writing was one influenced by capitalist indusmal production. Archewriting 

of the 1980's represents West Coast Modernism in terms of its sensitivity to site and surroundings and the 

incorporation of naturalistic landscaping and interior courtyards. Its objective is to foster a 

regionally-conscious architectural form The context of this more recent arche-writing is one effected by 

- the practices of consumer capitalism. Although cultural values are not explicitly. stated in the written 

interpretations of the West Coast Modem landscape, deconstruction facilitates their deduction through the 

play of tenninology, logic of argument and context This deduction adds a critical dimension to the 

identification of cultural values particular to timespecific interpretations. It also demonstrates how the 

plurality of meanings and intentions involved in landscape formation mmplicates the predictability of 

cul turd progress. 



This thesis used deconstruction to identify dimensions of meaning embodied in a cultural landscape 

that methods such as phenomenology. existentialism or structuralism would not have revealed (see Chapter 

II). Through textual analysis deconstruction disclmes not mly the objective evaluation but also the 

subjective experience of landscape formation. In this study, a cqmgarison between the (objective) 

archewriting and Gubjective) temporal experience served to uncover the plurality of meaning that 

comprised the landscape of West Coast Modernism. Furthermore, deconstruction provides a far more 
4r 

'$ 

systematic analysis of the changes in meaning than other studies; for example. Sauer's morphology of 

landscape. The strategy is equally effective with only a minimum number of texts (two are sufficient). 

The weaknesses of deconstruction must be acknowledged as well. The first weakness relates to 

deconstruction being a method of exclusively textual analysis. While written records constitute the3 best 

source of information about historical events, in, contemporary time periods, other media may provide data 

- more directly related to the object of study. For example, in this thesis, graphic or photographic 

representations of West Coast Modem architecture would have maintained the visual bias of 

conlmunication Additionally, a Japanese influence was noted in only one of the interpretations. 

Verification could only come from oral sources, which stood outside' this analysis of texts. Finally, 

deconstruction does not offer a theory of explanation. The onus is on Lmnstructing, not reconstructing, 

onf criticizing accepted ways of knowing. Therefore, cultural values such as  those based on capitalist 

practices of production or consumption can only be deduced through the disclosure of terminology_or. a 

description of context: an explanation of the bias in the interpretations of the West Coast Modem 
/ 

landsape is not possible through deconstruction. 

This thesis has uncovered both the strengths and the weaknesses of deconstruction as a method of 

- geographic inquiry. For greater relevance ta the discipline, its critical stance towards textual interpretation 

could be extended to include the "gammatology" - the structure aiid logic - of oral and visual media . 

A deconstructionist analysis of oral sources of information such as interviews and ambient sound could well 

offer valuable insight into the processes of landscape formation. Of greater pertinence to geography are 
9 

visual sources of information. The deconstruction of maps, graphs, mdels, photography and empirical 



observation could significantly contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the meanings and 

, intentions involved in both landscape creation and interpretation 
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