


This Land is my Land, That Land is your Land

DX exhibition “The Architects Dwelling: A Self-Portrait® Review by Peter Yeadon

The howse has often been considered
akin 1o a miniature city, It is a possible
place of work, entertainment, recreation,
worship, education, wnion, birth, and
death, But the house is not a city, itis a
umgue entity which is representative of
those who dwell within it. If the howse is 1o
be considered in connection with the city, it
i5 perhaps more appropriate to understand
the house as being that which the city lacks;
that iz to say, as a place which represents
not what the city is, but what one desires it
tis be,

Im this sense, it is not difficult to
imagine the challenging questions an
architect must dwell on while designing his/
her own house. The Architects Dwelling: A
Self-Portrait, a recent co-presentation by
the Maison [V Etre and the Design
Exchange, provided us with a rare
apportunity 1o cxplore some of the
directions variosus contemporary Canadian
architects have taken i creating iheir own
sense of place among others. The
exhibition was compelling as it suggested
insights into the question of how architects
represent matters of personal significance.
This suggestion was reinforced by the
exhibition title and the following curators”
comment: ~We believe, that given the
absolute closeness to the specificity of
dealing with their Dwelling, that the
urgency bo personalize the "project’ makes
such an occasion a very unigque amd
important event.”

Irrespective of the personal nature of
the work, the 26 exhibited dwellings were
assigned 5 categories by the curators:
completed-recent, completed- past,
completed -enadless, 1o be realized, and
unbuilt work. These meaningless building
schedules did not render the personal
wiorks any more aceessible. Instead, the
calegories ran at crods-purposes with the
specificity of the work by creating gros
gencralizations. Despite the tendency for
generalizations, both by the curators and by
many of the participants, the exhibition did
contain a few waorks which were exceptional
in their ability to project a senie of
conviction and doubt; sustaiming a critical
quality which animated the self-portrais,

Thie progosed alterations and

additions. 1o an existing bungalow and its

site, by lan MacDonald, is the work of a
fine urban tatbor. MacDonald sees the spec
bungalow as being whaolly disconnected and
inappropriate for its site. He cautions: “As
found, the bungalow represents a deficient
dwelling, and a liability for the
neighbourhood”, Rather than abandon
suburbia, this work sets out to mend a
separation between the alienated bungalow
and the neighbourhood which surrounds it
Ad an act of ctizenship, it is seemingly
appropriate for MacDonald to be
concerned with mediating between the
house, intact and with its own relevant
history, and the terrain which has formed
the settlement. The boundaries of the
progerty are intentionally distorted and
ambiguows. This is in preference of
knowing a place by experiencing its showly
revealed situation, rather than creating
artificial plotlines with delineated femces.
Similarly, when crossing thresholds within
the house, one is encouraged to orient their
bowdly im a mew direction; signalling passage
im0 new parts of the house in a manner
which is more engaging than merely
passing through delimited boundaries. It is
understandable why MacDwonald has
concentrated on redeveloping the
architectural platform and wall, while
retaining the existing roof as a canopy for
shelter. Marking the ground is a distinct
territorial move, while creating a wall is an
act of enclosure, These lavers carefully seck
to arrange subtle agreements between the
house, its inhabitants, and the
neighbourhood, This is engaging and
encouraging work,

Steven Fong produced a
quintessential "80s house, where the house
becomes an instrument of image and
illusion. Like a billboard, the house is
unwhashied by its object-like qualities and
diminishes the relevance of its surrounding
context. Even the ground is subordinate 1o
the house, and is rendered insignificant in
the dravwn sections and in the resulting
monoculture of grass. Ina manner not
dizssimilar to billboard advertising, Fong
capitalizes on the image-confusion of the
rhetorical front door which has no path.
The house hastens to play, mimetically,
with our cultivated image of the artisis’
studio: dispersed, bright, and modesily
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crude, The image of the house as an
artificial studio-factory is further
emphasized by industrial-weight machinery
and a steel urility stair. Fong sees this house
as being particularly relevant to
contemporary culture, although it already
appears somewhat dated. No matter, the
illusion of a fictive life is what is important
here. It iz not important that the "Ris
tendency of impoverished materials and
finishes and industrial machinery have
become asstheticized luxuries. Nor does it
matter that the studio seems too precious
for unbridled creative damage and too
barren to support habitation, Like the
slogan “Mew York Style Loft!”, his house
works well as a preserved image with a
fictive disposition and no content, It
makes fictive dwelling scenarios evident for
the public to consider, and perhaps
consume, But talent doesn't wear black
[Leonard Cohen excepted ); once the
illusion disappears, this rethinking of the
contemporary dwelling still amounts to the
acquisition of property and a single-
detached house in a residential
neighbourhood. A more contemporary
madel for emulation might be a suitcase, or
a home page.

The Mnemotech Shelter by Rocoo
Maragna is of interest because it is
supporied by a personal story; one which is
already familiar to us through epics like the
Ordyssey and parables like the Prodigal Son.
The work benefits from a well formed
narratives an emigrant is to return 1o the
Town of Vittorite, Italy,. Maragna writes,
“The design of this minimal shelter is hased



