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Abstract
This thesis-as-project (project-as-thesis) is an inquiry into the human connection with the 

world, it asserts that the occupants of space have a critical role to play in the creation 

of architecture. Through in depth research and creative writing an understanding of 

the embodied experience of the built environment, and the architects’ impact on 

this experience is undertaken. A selected site and program are used in an attempt to 

engage more concretely with the issues at hand. The work is organized by three major 

interconnected trajectories of thought, which are either read independently from one 

another or as a whole. The process of deriving a potential architecture is, in this thesis, 

the project, a ‘stream of consciousness’ architecture. These non-linear trajectories form 

a critical interrogation of the role of the architect.



To my wife, Gillian Harlos Klassen
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Portfolio | Liminal Play
Liminal | adjective | lim-i-nal

1: of or relating to a sensory threshold
2: barely perceptible

3: of, relating to, or being an intermediate state, phase or condition
(Merriam-Webster Online)
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SCALE: 1:250SECOND FLOOR PLAN

ATRIUM

OFFICE

LOBBY

W/C

W/C

Brock Klassen 2016   PARTICIPATION NECESSARY | An Inquiry into a Moment in Time and Space  3
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SCALE: 1:250CROSS SECTION ‘A’
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SCALE: 1:250CROSS SECTION ‘B’
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SCALE: 1:250LONG SECTION ‘C’
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SCALE: 1:250ELEVATION ‘AA’
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PARTICIPATION 
NECESSARY

AN INQUIRY INTO A MOMENT IN TIME AND SPACE

Act 1 | Rules of Engagement

BROCK KLASSEN

Image: Poster existing on the site September 23, 2015, photo taken by the author.

An Ongoing Manifesto for Embodied Persons
A Biased Statement relating to a moment in time and space
As a call to action, the Manifesto specifi cally explores the role of people in 

the creation of architecture. This provocation asserts that architecture does 

not exist without us, and we are not fully human without the tactile world.

A Stage Play for a Potential Architecture
An Intervention into a moment in time and space
The Stage Play is a contribution to the built environment. I reveal site potential through 

embodied explorations, meanwhile a program is developed and enacted. Particular 

attention is given to the thresholds of space as opportunities to create architecture.

A Bibliographic Essay
An Argument for a moment in time and space
Support for the textual experimentation of the manifesto and stage play of the project. What 

does embodiment essentially entail? Can we expect more from our buildings and ourselves?

“architecture is not optional. It infl uences us in countless ways both obvious and subtle. 

We cannot understand ourselves without it, for this is where we eat and sleep and 

work and raise our children. And we cannot understand the built environment without 

confronting ourselves: not rational abstractions thinking rationally, but embodied 

persons. Persons, that is to say, with an upright posture that gives us left and right, in 

front of and behind, down and up; persons who fi nd some rooms oppressive and others 

uplifting, some spaces intimidating and others cozy; persons who perspire and breath, 

laugh or grow angry while waiting for traffi c. Persons who cross boundaries and enact 

them too, in the embodied, temporal being that they are.” 

Mark Kingwell

Concrete Reveries: Consciousness and the City

The process and methodology behind this thesis is a manifesto; and in 

this thesis the process is the project. I am assuming a particular way of 

approaching the problem of the built environment, and intend to reveal the 

interaction between people and the built world through this particular lens. 

This is a viewpoint within which I depend on the participation of people.

In this project I intend to consider the implications of the notion of human 

We: No, you’ve got it all wrong, this is a biased project. 

They: I understand the use of a manifesto to illustrate a point, but what is to be 

gained with the notion of bias? 

We: Ours is a specifi c task, for it we take a particular standpoint. One does not 

re-take architecture passively, that is how we got into this problem in the fi rst 

place. For Le Corbusier it was “architecture or revolution?”, this is revolution as 

Bias is traditionally defi ned as either “a tendency to believe that some people, ideas, etc., are 

better than others that usually results in treating some people unfairly” or “a strong interest in 

something or ability to do something” (Merriam-Webster).  For this project the idea of bias 

indicates that the architect of the work is taking a clear stance; this is not a passive project, 

rather it is undertaken with intention. The use of a manifesto is a way in which this intention 

can be projected.

According to Mark Wigley: “Every manifesto carries a signature, although it cannot really 

be signed by one person. Even if there is a single name, that person will use the word ‘we.’ 

And the ‘we’ is not the we of the writer, but the we of the reader. For a manifesto to work, the 

person who reads the manifesto has to countersign it, in a sense. The readers have to add their 

signatures by affi rming what they read. And the manifesto is thrown into and against a space 

– so the signing of the manifesto, the throwing of the manifesto, and the reader’s counter-

signing of the manifesto are never quite what they seem” (Buckley 154).

Embodied Persons are the “we” of this manifesto. 

Much recent research has specifi cally considered the notion of embodiment in architecture 

(Bloomer, Hale, Mallgrave, Moore, Pallasmaa, Robinson and others). The question of 

embodiment will be unpacked thoroughly within the Body Texts and throughout the work, 

for the sake of clarity we propose a condensed defi nition here. Michelle Maiese, while 

considering the subject of embodiment and emotion, notes that “Our lived and living bodily 

dynamics inform our knowledge and understanding of the world, serve as the source of the 

spatial and temporal structure of conscious experience, and enable us to engage with the 

world from a unique point of view… Experiencing oneself as an inner source-point, one 

which is situated in space and time, intentionally directed toward the world, and both actively 

engaged with and impacted by one’s surrounding, requires that one be invested in one’s well-

being and survival” (2). 

The word ‘person’ refers to an “individual,” “the personality of a human being,” or “one that 

is recognized by law as the subject of rights and duties” (Merriam-Webster).  To use the plural 

of the word implies a group of individuals, each with rights and duties, having unique bodies 

and no less important agendas. A group of persons may have common goals but offer unique 

contributions to our shared life.

Thus embodied persons can be understood as unique individuals, willing to exercise their 

existence physically and spiritually by participating in our shared built world.

This is a project that privileges the role of the participation of people in the creation of 

architecture. A building is not considered architecture without people and people are 

understood to need architecture to defi ne their existence. Maurice Marleau-Ponty in a 

discussion of the work of the artist Cezanne comments that the artist cannot force others to 

understand his point or his art but must wait for others to engage with it, at which time the art 

will come alive again (“Sense and Non-Sense” 19-20).  One can imagine a building sitting 

empty and waiting for people and thus architecture to arrive so it can ‘come alive again.’ 

Throughout this project the word architecture will be used to denote the interaction between 

embodied persons (everyone) and the built environment. The architect will be thought of as a 

curator of this interaction.

Architecture is entirely dependant upon the ‘user’. Within the introduction of the book 

Oulipo: A Primer for Potential Literature, Jacques Bens is quoted as saying “a potential work 

is a work which is not limited to appearances, which contains secret riches, which willingly 

lends itself to exploration” (Motte 20-22). The Oulipo (Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle) 

demands participation, their work is a balance between the produced and the potential. And 

the potentiality of the work is dependent upon the whims of the reader (Elkin & Esposito 1).

It is understood in the project I am outlining here, or rather in any built project, that only 

a potential architecture may be proposed and defi ned. The architecture depends on the 

participation of the actors who will enact a particular program on the building. In fact every 

single actor will produce an altogether different architecture with the same building. Thus a 

contribution to the built environment is the manifestation of an unlimited number of potential 

architectures, which depend on the participation of inhabitants of the built world. The 

manifesto is a process through which potential architectures of a particular circumstance may 

be better understood.

The Momentary Manifesto for Public Architecture by DUS Architects is a set of principles 

for architecture and design.  The idea that an architectural manifesto may last but a moment 

is compelling, for when we think about creating a building, it is generally related to a 

particular site, time and program. It has also been argued by Beatriz Colomina that a specifi c 

architectural project or building can become a manifesto for a new style or way of thinking 

architecture (Buckley 40-61).  

The act of establishing architecture, then, can be thought of as an Ongoing Manifesto. 

Ongoing both in that it changes with each new site and building, but also in that the manifesto 

is malleable over time, I’d like to think that each person enacts his or her own manifesto for 

architecture with each building they inhabit.

It has been noted that “manifesto projects are projects cast toward the future, fi gures that 

the architectural imagination will chase for years before they will be realized in built form” 

(Buckley 11). But the manifesto written here can only be applied to a particular circumstance; 

the manifesto would be different on a different site, in a different year, or with a different 

program. One cannot simply use it again for another project, but it must be re-written or 

embodiment on the built environment and architecture. What does it mean to 

be an embodied person? How does it affect our experience of and actions 

within the built world?  My role in this project is mediator between the actors 

and the stage, I am a director in the play of architecture. By understanding 

the actors and their potential scripts better, I hope to allow myself the 

opportunity to design a stage that engages, and is engaged by, the people of 

the manifesto (everybody). What happens when we allow an architecture to 

be revealed to us rather then attempting to define it ourselves?

My task is to understand the potential for architecture at the corner of 

Sherbrooke Street and Jeane-Mance Street in Montreal, Quebec, Canada. An 

office building will be projected onto this location for the year 2016.

architecture. This is not about exclusion, we are promoting inclusion.

They: Inclusion sounds nice, but I’m still not clear who you claim to be including? I 

am not convinced it is as easy as you are making it out to be.

We: The thing you seem to be unable to understand is that we are not choosing 

this, we are necessarily this way. That is to say that everyone is necessarily this 

way, nobody can escape this, for that would be escaping reality and living in 

a clearly fabricated world, like the virtual one offered to us daily. We commit 

ourselves entirely, and perilously, to act within the world. A physical world that we 

perceive with all of our senses, a world that we come alive in daily, and are now 

committing to author for ourselves.

They: To What End?

We: What if we are more than mere inhabitants of the city? What if we are actors 

in the city and every action defi nes our existence. What if we are part of a play 

of which we are each playing the leading role, think about how you would want 

that play to end? We aim simply to be on stage for each act.

They: And when does this play of yours end? At what time will you be able to 

conclude that your point has been made?

We: End? Life is ongoing, well, I suppose life ends for each of us, but in the 

analogy the play continues on. This may seem too large, too vast to grasp, but 

if we consider each moment, then we can accumulate meaningful experience 

piece by piece. The point of this is that it is apparent in every moment forever.

They: What is apparent? 

We: If we had that answer would we really be having this conversation?

added to. Thus the ongoing manifesto undermines itself from the beginning.

The role of the architect in this project is to use the Ongoing Manifesto as a tool to uncover 

Potential Architectures and then to curate an interaction between people and their built world 

by proposing an insertion into the landscape. 

Stage Play refers to this act of investigating the specifi cs of the circumstance; the actors and 

the site will be researched in detail. It is also the way in which the manifesto is enacted on the 

site. The Stage Play is ultimately where the proposed physical insertion will live. 

Dogme 95 is a manifesto which promotes the making of fi lms which are true to their setting, 

forbid misrepresentation and use limited to no editing among other issues (Von Trier).  This 

relates to the role of the architect in this project in that it is proposed that the interaction 

of people to buildings, the story, is privileged over the use of technology and software of 

representation. Too often buildings are derived as a consequence of the chosen tool for form-

making which then informs the architecture. Here the potential architecture is discovered 

through the ongoing manifesto and the stage play establishes the form of the intervention. 

Tools (software etc.) are then employed to visualize the form, focusing on experience.

They: But if you can’t defi ne it then how will you know it has appeared?

We: Have you ever taken a walk just for the sake of walking? Just put one foot in 

front of the other for an extended period of time? Was it sunny? Raining? Snowy? 

Warm? You were breathing in the fresh air and feeling that morning breeze on 

your face and in your hair... and you felt alive. When we lack ends then the 

means are in and of themself ends, we don’t need to justify ourselves anymore.

The built project is eventually revealed within the space of the Stage Play, 

it is overlapped and infiltrated by the Manifesto above and Essay below; a 

manifesto project emerges. This project is not about the built form; it is a 

challenging of the role of the architect.

Photographs taken October 2, 2015 show people passing by 265 Sherbrooke Street in Montreal.

Cronophotographic studies of bodily movement by Etienne-Jules Marey, 1860-1900.

Sketching the inhabitation of the site, October 2, 2015.
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Indra McEwan suggests in her book Vitruvius: Writing the Body of Architecture that Vitruvius 

was the fi rst author to speak about their writing in this way. It was not conventional at the 

time to consider text a ‘body’. Thus for Vitruvius to be writing “the body of architecture” 

indicates that the term ‘body’ “bears a special relationship to his topic” (9). Vitruvius 

considered the body and the built environment to be inseparable in their relation to one 

another. He discusses in the third book of On Architecture, that since members of the body 

are sized proportionately to the whole fi gure, so should buildings have individual components 

in relation to the whole. He notes that the ancients “derived the system of mensuration 

clearly essential for all buildings from members of the body, such as the fi nger, palm, 

foot and cubit: they distributed them in a perfect number, called teleon by the Greeks; the 

ancients established the number defi ned as ‘ten’ as the perfect number, since they derived it 

from the number of fi ngers on the hand” (67). Vitruvius also considered knowledge to be a 

complete ‘body’, in this way “the ten-scroll body of De architectura can also be read both as 

a coherent totality and as the “squaring” limit of that totality which, in its tenness, acquires 

metaphysical... congruence with the geometry of Vitruvius’s outstretched man” (McEwan 

162). And so, like Vitruvius and the fi rst known writing on architecture, my use of the term 

‘body texts’ is metaphorical, referring equally to the main part of a piece of writing, and to a 

You are the embodied person, I am the embodied person, the embodied person 

is everyone we have ever met. 

Buildings exist for embodied persons, not the ambiguous people of renderings, 

the “fl ocks of imbeciles resumed from a land of dull oblivion, bored to death 

by a role they have never aimed to occupy… (who) show up everywhere in 

the renderings (of buildings)”.  The embodied persons prefer to inhabit real 

buildings, will grasp every bit of meaning, and can be found earnestly pursuing 

our desires through the tactile matrix of the city. Embodied persons are sick of 

piece of writing related to the body.

In his work Vitruvius studied the human body in detail, summing up in On Architecture the 

ideal proportions and symmetry of the parts of the body. Concluding that “the central point 

of the human body is naturally the navel. So that if a man were laid out on his back with 

his hands and feet spread out and compasses are set to his navel as the centre and a circle 

described from that point, the circumference would intersect with all his fi ngers and toes. 

In the same way, just as a fi gure of a circle can be traced out on the human body, so too the 

fi gure of a square can be elicited from it” (66-67). These proportions were visualized by 

Leonardo Da Vinci in 1487 as a symbol of the relation of the human body to the world. The 

Vitruvian Man endures as an iconic representation of (the normalization/simplifi cation of) the 

body to this day.

Claudio Sgarbi, in an article entitled Transgressive Bodies - Extraordinary Bodies, discusses 

the reductive normalization of the body in the fi eld of architecture. He sets forth to propose 

The stage will be set on the north-west corner of Sherbrooke and Jeanne-

Mance streets in Montreal, Quebec, Canada. Located at the abandoned 

address 265 Sherbrooke Street West this is an urban in fill project. 

The actors in this play are distinct and diverse people linked by their love of 

the fabric of the neighbourhood.  They can be considered by demographics:

playing the roles being given to us on paper. What happens when we choose for 

ourselves the way in which we occupy buildings? When we are no longer willing 

to placate the powers that be, embodied persons will reclaim our role in the 

creation of architecture. We will stand, sit, walk, talk, run, work, play, lie down, 

and sing together against the tyranny of the architects’ puppeteering strings. We 

will demand, in our diversity, to be considered fully and up front. 

Embodied persons,    we    are    architecture,    as buildings wait in silence, 

anticipating the embodied person who will assign purpose, assign meaning, 

Or they can be considered as a community that comes together in times 

of need and overcomes adversity. The actors have passionately banded 

together to fight for the community that they believe in. They have inspired 

Canadians in their conviction to hold on to their way of life. Many artists, 

singers and politicians have emerged from the area and left their mark on 

the city and the country. A neighbourhood that was known in the 1960s as 

an intellectual underground for students living east of McGill University, it 

is now defined by a balance of permanent and transient residents. Although 

“gentrification has made rent increasingly unaffordable,” the community 

remains resilient, local and engaged.

The location of our stage is equally influenced by the people moving 

along with the rhythm Sherbrooke Street. The incredibly long and busy 

“an experimental provisional inventory” of unique and unpredictable bodies that are currently 

being overlooked. The “inventory is provided for architects who desire to empathise with 

others whom they do not know but try to comprehend and imagine in a creative way without 

being limited by normative and ergonomic ideas.” It is a reaction against the fact that most 

architects do not consider the human body in their designs until the moment they decide to 

unveil a digital “entourage” into their visualizations. These rendered entourages are now 

readily available online, “they seem to heavily infl uence our expectations and fi nally the 

‘users’ end up adapting to their images, deeply annoyed to imagine to dwell into those very 

same renderings.” We attempt here to subvert this trend, we keep Sgarbi’s inventory of 

(Meridian, Humoral, Alternative, Surreal, Anorganic, Hybrid, Deforming, Altered, Impaired, 

Archetypical, Transgendering, Irreducible and Counterfactual) bodies in mind as we proceed.

The Milton Park Story website can begin to give us clues as to the makeup of people in the 

neighbourhood adjacent to the location discussed here. Demographic statistics and resident 

biographies reveal a varied community, but one with connections to McGill University to the 

west. A highly educated, multi-language speaking, mostly single community that largely rents 

their accommodation emerges from the data (King-Edward et al.).

Wall mural on the existing building adjacent and north of the site, facing the site.

assign an architecture to their empty halls. And embodied persons can 

enact our architecture on each and every place we visit. Preferring to leave 

conceptual buildings to be occupied by their respective rendered entourages 

we seek buildings that will provide opportunities for architecture. Opportunities 

found within the cracks of reason and delusion. Opportunities found anywhere 

and everywhere. Opportunities that are too easily missed, and that exist as...

... Two people stand looking at the buildings and chatting, they then face each 
other and continue chatting, one of the them nods his head emphatically 
as they continue to chat, the other checks her phone as they stand on the 
corner of a vacant property drinking coffee, the man places his coffee 
on a large concrete block and crosses his arms as they continue to chat, 
the woman slowly sways back and forth in the chilling winds and draws 
on a cigarette, they stand with a strong wind blowing their hair all the 
time chatting in the sunlight, the woman nods slightly and takes another 
cigarette out and shielding it from the wind lights it,  there is a pause in 
the conversation as she does this but they soon resume their conversation 
although at a slower pace, after some moments they cease talking and each 
look out into the traffic, the man with his coffee at his lips and the woman 
alternating between sips of beverage and drawing from the cigarette, all 
this while people and cars pass with the relentless rhythm of the changing 
street lights, a car pulls onto the sidewalk and parks right beside the two 
people, a man emerges and enters the grocery store, the woman watches 
him as he goes but they continue the conversation which has resumed, the 
woman finishes her cigarette and the two people quickly walk back into the 
grocery store... people continue passing by, most alone and all staying on the 
sidewalk, one woman in a red sweater walks with purpose to the west, two 
people also in sweaters follow behind at a slower pace, a man walks south 
and pauses at the intersection as the light changes and then continues down 
the hill, a woman in scrubs jogs south across the street turns right and then 
quickly left into a cafe, a group of three women with backpacks cross the 
street walking east chatting the whole way, a man and a women pass each 
other along the sidewalk each walking slowly in the opposite direction...

...along unknown trajectories, toward situations unpredictable in nature but 

certain to mark our collective memories with a resounding ‘X’. We are in search 

of architectural opportunities that couldn’t care less about profi t or pretty 

pictures. Opportunities that rely on the occupation of this place, at this moment, 

or the opportunity is lost. And embodied persons, we aren’t afraid to commit 

ourselves to the occupation of this opportunity, to fi nd/create its’ architecture 

and hold it up to be occupied by our embodied friends and lovers.

Embodied persons will redefi ne opportunities based on our own intentions and 

desires. We will project our lives onto the physical world and in so doing alter the 

built environment, fashioning it in whatever way we fi nd worthy to our various 

thoroughfare passes through many Montreal districts and exudes a 

“historical potpurri.” As “the spine of the city” the street brings a vast array 

of traffic (vehicular, cyclist and pedestrian) past, through and onto our stage. 

These characters mix and mingle with those of the adjacent neighbourhood 

already discussed, further diversifying our cast.  I believe it is time to take a 

moment to introduce the actors who will be playing a role in our story:

The site, 265 Sherbrooke Street West, is located within the neighbourhood of Milton Park, a 

community with a history of organization. The Milton Park Community Organization notes 

that “since the 1970’s, the residents... opposed the massive destruction of their neighborhood” 

by fi ghting against developers to retain the small scale and local character of the area. 

Although 255 houses were demolished to accommodate the large development of “La Cite 

Concordia,” the mobilization of the residents ultimately lead to the establishment of the 

largest co-op housing project in Canada in 1980. The legacy of this early organization lives on 

today, as there are currently 616 co-op housing units, housing people from over 50 countries, 

in Milton park. Some of the row houses saved through community organization were featured 

on a commemorative stamp celebrating “the history of habitation” in Canada in 1998.

The south edge of Milton Park is defi ned by Sherbrooke Street, which was recently labelled 

English 27.3%

French 31.4%

Other 41.3%

Tenants 82.6%

Other 17.4%

University 68.3%

Cegep 13.6%
High School 13.3%

Lower 4.8%

Single 68.2%

Married 22.4%
Other 9.4%

Language        Residency        Education            Relation

The location of our stage is equally influenced by the people moving 

along with the rhythm Sherbrooke Street. The incredibly long and busy 

“an experimental provisional inventory” of unique and unpredictable bodies that are currently 

The Spine of the City by Mackay Smith. In her book Smith takes us on a walk along one of 

the longest (32 km) streets in Montreal; what we fi nd is a dazzling display of diversity and life 

across the city. From the perspective of our site people fl ow relentlessly east and west along 

Sherbrooke to the south while the Milton Park neighbourhood stands solemnly to the north.

This leads to an interesting contrast between the steady and rhythmic fl ow of traffi c and 

pedestrians and the local inhabitation of people on the site. The character of this dichotomy 

was studied on  October 2, 2015 at 9:30 am in a process inspired by Georges Perec’s An 

Attempt at Exhausting a Place in Paris. In Perec’s book he catalogued all the goings on in 

a particular place (Place Saint-Sulpice) over three days. By his own admission he was not 

attempting to catalogue the physical makeup of the place, but to “describe the real instead: 

that which is generally not taken note of, that which is not noticed, that which has no 

importance: what happens when nothing happens other than the weather, people, cars, and 

clouds” (3). The effectiveness of this method is that it “forces Perec to create his plot and 

characters out of what circumstances contrive to give him,” in other words the things that he 

deems to be real (Elkin & Esposito 26). It is this ‘real’ that was studied over the course of a 

fall morning on the site of this project. The actions of people in and around the property were 

noted over the course of several hours, revealing much activity, people hurrying, waiting, 

talking, laughing, working, smoking, relaxing and more all amongst the buzz of the street. In 

effect the desires of the people as they were enacted upon the physical world were recorded.

To better understand the affect of the built world on us, it is worth considering Maurice 

These actions, all of which represent the motivation of their actor, are 

defined by the built environment within which they are enacted.  The 

trajectories of people passing the site, are in some way altered by their 

interaction with this node along their way. This can be witnessed and better 

understood through the actions of our actors. For example: 
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Image: Poster existing on the site September 23, 2015, photo taken by the author.

causes. Each and every person, from our unique perspectives, will grasp the 

opportunities presented to us and reconstruct them according to our own points 

of view. Manifesting each situation differently from another, bringing constant fl ux 

to spaces generally understood as static. 

Embodied persons approach such spaces armed with the well rehearsed and 

established actions that move us through our environments. Actions that are 

second nature to us as we skillfully employ them as needed throughout our 

mundane and daily lives. We open, close, push, descend, tap, adjust, step, cross, 

lift, jump, block, turn, steady and generally act into and out of and around and 

onto the things with which we come into contact. We affect the world when...

...but they    do    not    collide.    For embodied persons employ our motor skills 

not robotically but with fi nesse and an agility of mind, body and soul. These skills 

can and will be employed in countless ways to a great number of effects as 

required.  Embodied persons understand the ways in which environments are 

inducing us to act, and we decide, juxtaposing this invitation against our desires, 

the ways in which we will use these opportunities for action, for architecture. 

Embodied persons are in tune with our physical surroundings, we coexist with the 

world intimately and in full. Our bodies are keenly aware of the environments 

we inhabit and are ready to accommodate action at every turn. We will not 

be told, based on preconceived ideas, how to exist in our world but will rather 

allow ourselves a connection that is imbedded in mutual understanding. For 

as embodied persons, we will enact architecture on the world just as the world 

enacts itself indelibly in our lives.  A symbiotic love affair not one of us can avoid, 

nor do we want to, for our environments defi ne our conscious existence.

And our conscious existence defi nes our environments. Embodied persons 

project meaning onto the world, we can be found earnestly pursuing our desires 

through the tactile matrix of the city, assigning value to the built environment 

along our way. Our physical surroundings will have no identity if not in our minds, 

in our myths, and in our culture. We will not hesitate to write meaning around 

us, to take a stand and say “this world matters to me... and how”, to commit 

ourselves to re-birthing the world and to take part in constructing the ongoing 

narrative within which we choose to live and to act.

A narrative we appropriate, return and replay with every living soul on this planet. 

Embodied persons inhabit the earth collectively and in unison. Understanding not 

only our relation to the world but also our relation to one another and through 

the other back into the world. In recognizing past, present and future meanings 

from, with and for one another we build our narrative collectively and thus 

hurtle through time and space together. Embodied persons reveal ourselves to 

one another within an environment that induces specifi c actions and commit 

ourselves perilously to enacting ourselves on each place, collectively melding 

into the built environment.

Embodied persons reject the notion of mind versus body, preferring to live, act 

Approaching the site from the east I first catch a glimpse of the site from 

within the shadow of a large residential tower across the street. Arriving at 

the intersection of Sherbrooke and Jeanne-Mance I am forced to await the 

changing light, my eyes are drawn to an abstracted view of the large mural. 

As I cross the street the mural comes into full view and I am directed by 

the large concrete blocks bordering the vacant site down the sidewalk, with 

ample space on either side (street and site) I am nonetheless forced along 

my trajectory, a path that narrows as I arrive at the building west of the site.

Conversely if I arrive from the west the narrow pathway of the sidewalk 

(bordered by several commercial storefronts) suddenly opens up and the 

eyes are drawn suddenly onto the abandoned site and large mural with the 

large residential building towering above. There is a path offered across 

Merleau-Ponty’s theories on human experience. In Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-

Ponty explains human beings ‘Proprioceptive Awareness’ of our body in space. This system 

is integrated with the fi ve senses and allows people to understand the interaction between the 

body and the built environment. “Merleu-Ponty holds that perceptual experience presents 

the perceiver with things that have a meaning or value to them, in terms of their capacities 

to interact with these things. The perceiver perceives their environment as ‘inviting’ them to 

interact with it in certain ways, as ‘offering’ certain possibilities for action and ‘disallowing’ 

others” (Romdenh-Romluc 74). 

It is also noted that our hypotheses can have an affect on what we see and how we perceive 

the world. Thus the possibilities for action presented to us are informed by our intentions. Our 

actions are thus limited to those congruent to our task at hand, but nonetheless defi ned by our 

physical environment (Romdenh-Romluc 28).

These actions or daily tasks become second nature through practice, one who is skilled 

at something can act automatically, without thinking. But motor skills are not simply 

conditioned responses, for no two circumstances requiring similar actions are exactly the 

same. Space is apprehended, and the world is perceived as requiring something from the 

subject. Actions are taken by the subject, and subconsciously altered subtly to suit the specifi c 

circumstances. (Romdenh-Romluc 75 & 81).

“Merleau-Ponty thus concludes that the body is a form of consciousness. Human subjects 

are what he calls ‘being-in-the-world’” (Romdenh-Romluc 102). He relates to us that 

consciousness and the world are mutually dependent, writing ‘(t)he world is inseparable from 

the subject, but from a subject which is nothing but a project of the world, and the world is 

inseparable from the world, but from a world which the subject itself projects” (Merleau-

Ponty, “Phenomenology of Perception” 430).

Objects derive their essence from the perception of the ‘beings-in-the-world’ who experience 

and perceive them. But the world is defi ned by people differently and thus takes many forms. 

These differing points of view affect how we view each other, since we also see others as 

beings-in-the-world. So “my perception of the world as requiring the other to behave in 

certain ways informs my experience of the other.” (Romdenh-Romluc 139) 

For Merleau-Ponty perception is direct and thus there is no distinction between reality and 

representation as there is in Descartes’ theory. “Action… has motor intentionality. It involves 

direct, unmediated, embodied contact with the world.” (Romdenh-Romluc 168) Conscious 

experience means that people experience the world through their body… as their body. 

One knows more about their own life through their fi rst-hand perception of their projects, 

thoughts, emotions and so forth. But people may fail to notice certain aspects of themselves 

or refuse to acknowledge them. (Romdenh-Romluc 216-217). This can be related to notions 

of time, which we do not perceive as linear but dependent on the subject’s experience of it.

Temporally unfolding events or the experience of time does not consist of a series of linked 

experiences, “one has a single experience of an ever-changing present, where what was 

implicit gradually becomes explicit, and what was explicit gradually becomes implicit. This 

is what Merleau-Ponty, following Husserl calls the ‘living present’’ (Romdenh-Romluc 235). 

Both our self-perception and the passage of time are built on the subjectivity of perception.

“For the subject to exist over time is for them to live their life. The episodes of their life 

should be thought of as their temporal stages. They are unifi ed as a single life – that is, as a 

single temporal consciousness – by the relations that obtain between them and the way in 

which they all cohere as parts of a larger whole. Since consciousness is necessarily temporal, 

the subject must retain their identity over time to be a subject, and they do this in virtue of the 

manner in which the episodes of their life cohere. The coherence of these episodes involves 

the experience of possibilities” (Romdenh-Romluc 243).

These possibilities are acknowledged within the exchange of intention and the experience of 

the built environment. “The actions I perceive my environment as demanding are potential 

actions – ones that I could perform” (Romdenh-Romluc 244). This is related to implicitly 

perceiving our environment, and making it explicit through use.

Merleau-Ponty himself notes that “I am not myself a succession of ‘psychic’ acts, not for that 

matter a nuclear I who brings them together into a synthetic unity, but one single experience 

inseparable from itself, one single ‘living cohesion’, one single temporality which is engaged, 

from birth, in making itself progressively explicit, and in confi rming that cohesion in each 

successive present” (“Phenomenology of Perception” 407).

and re-act than to ponder, think and wait. Intuitively we pursue our dreams, 

encountering the world without mediation. And acting spontaneously, we fi nd 

traction, propelling ourselves forward along desired paths full of uncertainty. 

There is no time to consider, reconsider and refl ect on each breath we take, 

there is simply the execution of each moment and the simultaneous refl ection 

bridging the gap to the next. We uncover our world piece by piece as we 

throw ourselves towards a goal, a process really, a slow and steady revealing 

that spirals around our bodies. From our fi xed and compromised point of view 

we assault the world from diverse perspectives, unearthing fragments of a fully 

engaged and engaging life. Forever, we will present ourselves alongside the 

environments we build and are built by, remaining unapologetically exposed 

as we uncover and expand the world around us. Our opinions and character 

are revealed in every action we take, in every path we choose and in every 

architecture we fi nd, create and enact.

Embodied persons know where we have been and where we are going. 

We propose ourselves to the world, endeavoring to make architecture and 

fi nding that we are re-making ourselves. Lying to ourselves regarding our own 

identities, we fi nd answers embedded in our daily lives. Truths are unravelled in 

time, and time bends in relation to us, catching us in its’ web, sliding us forward 

slowly, comfortably, relentlessly. With complete control embodied persons are 

subjected to time, we spiral at various speeds through built environments leading 

us toward ends, or means, or both, we rarely confront the expected and hardly 

consider detour a surprising turn of events. We may know ourselves precisely and 

yet have no idea how we will react to the situations presented to us.

We aim forwards, backwards and sideways altogether, we live in the moment 

and in many moments all at once. We carry with us the baggage of a lifetime 

of experience and unpack it in each and every moment. We record history 

in our bodies and in our movements and collectively enforce our desires on 

the present. Embodied persons will fi nd/create meaning and carry it with us, 

we will deposit our meanings with confi dence knowing full well they will be 

appropriated, changed, returned and never the same. We add to our baggage 

with each step and project our experiences through the present. We will not 

leave the future to be dictated by others but will instead embed our meanings in 

the world, ceaselessly in search of further understanding.  Embodied persons do 

not exist in certain moments as compared to others but understand that each 

and every moment is taken or it is lost. Situations await us in trepidation as we 

throw ourselves between experience and memory along our non-linear timelines. 

Folding our various memories atop themselves we arrive, bursting into and on 

to the scene we insert our story, an architecture reveals itself to the world as our 

desires materialize. An architecture that grows, retracts, and revolves as many 

unique bodies coalesce on the scene. Each and every body telling a unique 

story of the past, present and future we arrange ourselves in space and in time 

and in motion.  

the site, if not taken one must continue along the sidewalk alongside the 

site. Walking east I feel the juxtaposition of the busy street and buildings to 

my right and absolute still of the site on the left. Passing the vacant lot the 

sidewalk suddenly opens up and I arrive at the crosswalk, action is required.

Starting from the north along Jeanne-Mance I begin amongst the quiet of the 

residential neighbourhood. I walk past a retirement home and am confronted 

by an array of bollards protecting the entrance of a grocery store. I decide 

to avoid crossing this threshold toward the protected entrance and keep 

along the sidewalk, which becomes quite wide past the store entrance. This 

space seems slower alongside the concrete blocks at the edge of the site, it 

seems to invite a pause. But then arriving at the intersection I once again feel 

propelled along my path, although forced again to await the changing light.
Lastly I consider the arrival from the south, where I begin walking uphill 

towards the business of Sherbrooke Street above. Arriving at the top of the 

hill the view opens up onto the intersection. I am confronted quite obviously 

with the beautiful mural painted onto the adjacent building north of the site. 

...A woman in a tweed coat and glasses runs and crosses diagonally across 
the crosswalk, makes a sharp right turn on the sidewalk and enters a bus, 
she fumbles in her wallet to find her fare, eventually pays and slowly makes 
her way to the back of the bus as it slowly takes off with the changing light... 
A woman approaches the intersection wearing sunglasses and blocking the 
sun with her hand, as she crosses she realizes the light will change soon 
and hurries, upon crossing she studies the menu of a cafe on the sidewalk 
carefully and proceeds down the street... Cars passing and a guy running 
down the street in an obvious hurry, he almost collides with a cyclist who 
comes down the sidewalk and swerves onto the road at the intersection...

The conclusion of Romdenh-Romluc’s guidebook to reading Phenomenology of Perception 

is that time comes into being through the activity of consciousness (250). Both the past and 

the future are implicitly experienced and the present explicitly experienced in each moment. 

Embodied memory, experience and potential is thus evident in everything one does.

By studying the experience of pathways past the site, a personal embodied relation to the site 

can be better understood. But a general or uniform experience cannot be articulated.

Our stories written and re-written as we roam through environments enacting 

our bodies on the world. Reading, recording and writing the world with each 

step embodied persons exist within the physical and cultural and performative 

boundaries offered by spaces and places. Locations visited daily, frequently, 

often or rarely all offering different opportunities that are interpreted differently 

by each of us and by each moment. We will not be afraid of the opportunities 

for architecture presented daily to us, but rather commit ourselves to enacting 

the unpredictable and celebrating the consequences.

Time and architecture are fabrications of embodied persons. Built environments 

and the organization of hours, minutes and seconds subjected to perception, 

experience and action. Embodied persons will reclaim our role in the creation of 

architecture, will subject the well laid plans of the architect to our visions of the 

future and can be found earnestly pursuing our desires through the tactile matrix 

of the city, conceiving of architecture always, everywhere and forever.

Crossing the intersection a sort of small square opens up on the sidewalk, 

this is defined by the concrete blocks bordering the site, the bollards of the 

grocery store entrance and the roads on two sides. The openness of the site 

is evident but not inviting, I thus continue on with my eyes drawn to the left.
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AN INQUIRY INTO A MOMENT IN TIME AND SPACE

Act 3 | Non-Optional Potential Architecture

BROCK KLASSEN

Image: Poster existing on the site October 26, 2015, photo taken by the author.

“First, every architectural structure will present us with a felt qualitative unity 

of the whole that, in essence, gives us a world (however small), and a certain 

way of inhabiting the world. Second, the building’s particular affordances 

provide the possibilities for meaningful engagement with the building or 

constructed space, in relation to its particular structures and qualities.” 

Sites & Smell 1

In the middle of the city we encounter a void… on this particular site everything 

equals nothing. Our experience will have the specifi c beauty of being in no way 

memorable. Standing completely still on this site we get the uneasy impression 

that we ourselves may begin to drift into nothingness. All that exists is falling 

leaves, moisture, and dust, no longer ourselves, no longer the city. And if we 

breathe deeply on this spot, suddenly we exist alone and in a void, the site 

disappears.

Mark Johnson (Robinson & Pallasmaa 45) writes in “The Embodied Meaning of 

Architecture” that we fi t physical structures around the fl esh of our bodies, architecture has 

the dual role of providing our lives with both physical habitation and meaning. He notes 

that we “live and become what we are only in and through our engagements with our many 

environments... Our capacity to experience, make and communicate (share) meaning is not 

just a result of the makeup of our brains and bodies, but depends equally on the ways our 

environments are structured” (34). As such our experiences of the built world are always 

already informed by cultural associations, physical experiences, desires and physical form. He 

lists a number of “image-schematic patterns of recurring structures of experience that humans 

encounter through our mostly unrefl ective bodily engagement with the world” (41): 

“Perhaps architecture, in its own way, might be better seen metaphorically as 

a more grandly constructed mobile that we experience and play through the 

movements of the body – motorically and perceptually through our whole 

bodies.”

Tactile Sites 1

When aimlessly wandering through the city we will eventually encounter a 

particularly jarring site. For it so lacks compassion, that when we fall on this site 

nobody picks us up. And when we inhabit this site, we really inhabit decay, we 

inhabit a house that has been abandoned for many years, we inhabit a locked 

cell. For it is so lacking, that when we fall on this site we are sure to break bone. 

And sitting on the brokenness we begin to comprehend the rigid, rusting and 

unyielding frame to our lives.

“The inhumanity of contemporary architecture and cities can be understood 

as the consequence of the negligence of the body and the senses, and an 

imbalance in our sensory system.”

The predominance of the visual over other senses, and the corresponding issues for 

experience, is succinctly described by Juhani Pallasmaa in his book The Eyes of the Skin: 

Architecture and the Senses (19). But he insists that vision itself is not entirely to blame, “the 

perception of sight as our most important sense is well grounded in... fact. The problems 

arise from the isolation of the eye outside its natural interaction with other sense modalities... 

which increasingly reduce and restrict the experience of the world into the sphere of 

vision” (39). In his essay, Pallasmaa “proclaim(s) a sensory architecture in opposition to the 

prevailing visual understanding of the art of building” (39).

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe as quoted by Pallasmaa in The Eyes of the Skin (14).

“The hands want to see, the eyes want to caress.”

“And if language and thought are highly metaphoric in how they draw upon 

the body and its movements for much of its content, how much more is our 

built world defined - happily or unhappily- by how our bodies apprehend and 

simulate this environmental field.”

Harry Francis Mallgrave (62) outlines how “our ability to speak with words seems to have 

grown out of the mirror neuron system and refl ects the neurological and corporeal process of 

how our bodies sensorially engage the world” (62). Language and spatial apprehension are in 

some ways located in the same areas of the brain (60-61), this means that a connection exists 

between craftsmanship and thoughtfulness – working with ones hands builds a neurological 

link between the head and hand and accesses reality more deeply (84). It has also been noted 

that architects and non-architects have different brain activity when looking at buildings, 

our conceptions of aesthetic beauty in architecture are not reconcilable (45). This fact alone 

makes bodily engagement with the world indispensable in forging common ground.

“A minute of the world is going by that must be painted in its full reality.” 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty (“Sense and non-Sense” 17) explains that the painter Cézanne’s 

work was an attempt to reveal the world as it was experienced, and not simply to recreate a 

visual scene. He would attempt to forget his formal training when entering a landscape, and 

then to “recapture the structure of the landscape as an emerging organism” through embodied 

experience (17). Cézanne is quoted as remarking “the landscape thinks itself in me, and I am 

its consciousness” (17).

Antonio Manetti as quoted by Lorens Holm in Brunelleschi, Lacan, Le Corbusier: 

Architecture, space and the construction of subjectivity (79). Perspectival projection was used 

to visualize the physical space of the site in the current set of drawings.

“perspective... consists of setting down properly and rationally the reductions 

and enlargements of near and distant objects as perceived by the eye of 

man: buildings, plains, mountains, places of every sort and location, with 

figures and objects in correct proportion to the distance in which they are 

shown.”

In his book Brunelleschi, Lacan, Le Corbusier: Architecture, space and the construction 

of subjectivity, Holm (38) discusses the invention of perspectival drawing and the rise of 

subjectivity in the representation of space. He notes how these new techniques of projection 

revolutionized architectural thinking and that architecture and painting have a unique 

connection in that they “collude to produce an image of space that is organised in ways we 

have come to regard as reality” (96). This point is poignant to the current project because 

this can be thought of as a critical moment in the distancing of the architect from reality, 

representing the world rather than experiencing it.

The word perspective fi rst arises as a way to describe the “science of optics” in the late 14th 

Containment (“Life Plays out within boundaries”), Verticality (“we are creatures embraced by 

gravity”), Balance (“we strive for bodily balance...to remain upright and in control”), Forces 

(“From infancy, we are lifted, lowered, turned over, patted, stroked, squeezed, buffeted about, 

breathed on, constrained, contained, ministered to, fed, burped, wiped, rocked, comforted, 

kissed, talked to, and on and on through all of the forceful bodily events”), and Motion (“At a 

very deep level, we learn the contours of our world... via movement”).

Harry Francis Mallgrave (115) similarly asserts that we experience buildings through our 

bodies, lamenting that current architectural practice is no longer concerned with the body. 

Meanwhile recent research suggests that all experience and thought is grounded in simulated 

and perceived bodily experience (114), we feel the emotions and physical movements that 

a building or built environment represents for us (139). People read the intentions of the 

architect, and simulate potential actions to form opinions and understanding regarding the 

physical world (162). “In recent years, we have more often than not regarded buildings 

as extravagant objects rather than as palpable environments into which our neurological 

systems and bodies are inextricable connected or woven. The idea of embodiment is no 

longer a philosophical abstraction; it is a biological reality now vividly captured by current 

technologies and our new humanistic models” (88).

Sites & Sound 1

Finding ourselves on a site just around the corner we are fi nally able to clearly 

think. This is a site that entices one to refl ect inwardly with oneself, forgetting 

the buzz of the city. Indeed we get the impression that there is a site that exists 

within the site, buffered from past and future lives. And then we hear the piercing 

whistle slowly penetrate our cushion and gradually allow itself deeper into our 

meditation. Once broken, our concentration will not return, we are left grasping 

for clarity in a site within a site.

“A minute of the world is going by that must be painted in its full reality.”

century. This defi nition is not expanded until the 1590s when it is fi rst used to describe the  

“art of drawing objects so as to give appearance of distance or depth.” Finally the fi gurative 

meaning of a “mental outlook over time” is recorded in 1762 (Online Etymology Dictionary). 

We have already noted that much language is the result of metaphorical thinking about 

our embodied experience, one can then imagine the fi rst use of the term ‘perspective’ in 

the sense of a mental subjective position as a direct metaphor to perspectival drawing, the 

organization of objects in space with a determined vanishing point. Research on embodied 

consciousness stresses that we each inhabit the world from a unique point of view, from a 

particular perspective. The current drawings consider the site from fi ve unique (hand drawn) 

‘perspectives’, which are then subjected to (subverted by) experience and fi ction in an attempt 

to access reality, to “make visible how the world touches us.” 

“the subject assimilates to the perspective plane. This implies that we are 

always already spatial, and that architecture is always already subjective, and 

that architecture and the subject solicit each other. The subject articulates its 

spatiality in architecture; and architecture is spatial for the subject.”

Past Sites

And driving east we come upon a site that used to be a different site. In past 

times the site was a redundancy, a banal revolving door to the street. Memories 

of convergence and the replenishment of machines are vivid as we pass by. 

Yesterday we would have stopped and congregating for the particular ritual 

that was specifi c to this place and so many other places performed our part 

in the insignifi cant ceremony. We would have stopped, and we would have 

continued on.

Tactile Sites 2

A particularly dangerous site exists just a short walk down the road, but when 

inhabiting this place we become acutely aware of the life around the site rather 

than the site itself. For this is a site surrounded by activity, vehicles dart past, 

pedestrians stream by, it is a place in continual movement. We get a sense of 

relentless turmoil when occupying this site and we begin to imagine that nothing 

else but speed and collisions exist in this city. Nobody stops here but everybody 

passes it every day, this is a landmark along a path and not the destination at 

the end of one.

Sites and Sound 2

A place exists in the city in which one is haunted by voices all around. It is a 

pedestrian site where the pounding of pavement with feet is a semi-religious act, 

an action taken seriously by all who pass. On this site pedestrians are celebrated 

with a vivacity that is exceeded only by the pedestrian culture of far off cities. 

And if you were to visit those cities, you would only be able to think of this site in 

our city.

Sites & Smell 2

Arriving on a site on the outskirts of downtown a chemical and rancid odor 

greets us. It is a site that offends the senses in waves, fi rst off-putting, then 

pleasant, then disgusting. People count the rhythms, and classifying the varying 

scent intensities on a scale of 1 to 15 we begin to see the ironic appeal. You tell 

us not to smell this; it is that bad, but we have to know where it belongs on the 

scale. Eventually we will fi ll the chart with notations and anecdotes; eventually 

this site will have nothing left to offer us.

Sites & Taste 1

A site where everything immediately dries and falls to the ground, and on the 

ground lays a graveyard of dehydrated remnants. And within the remnants we 

encounter yesterday’s tastes. When we lick the surfaces of this site our mouths fi ll 

with chalk, and we chew but cannot swallow. Slowly dust accumulates on our 

palette, and slowly we leave, looking back in wonder and regret.

Sites & Taste 2

There is a site downtown that nobody actually inhabits except on the fringes. Is it 

because these people consider themselves to be on the fringes of society? We 

don’t know, but we have tried the beer and espresso one tries while overlooking 

the site. We have counted the life around the site and looked into the site and 

not dared to step foot within its’ boundaries. We have smacked our lips around 

the delicious wares offered and been content to taste, and only that.

Present Sites

We no longer visit this site.

Sites & Smell 3

There is a site that attracts people from across the entire city. Upon arrival we 

must wade through the crowds towards our attraction, slowly becoming one 

with the masses. The tension builds as we push slowly towards the source of our 

excitement. And trembling we step into the site, allowing ourselves to be taken. 

Each deep breath fi lls the soul with awe, we feel ourselves reaching gently for 

the sublime. But just as our fi ngers curl around whatever it is we came to fi nd the 

crowd sways and several people push past us and all is lost, for you can never 

really reach the sublime, at least not here.

Tactile Sites 3

At the top of a hill one can fi nd a site that exudes a certain character of 

strength and resolve. In this place, if we allow ourselves to be distracted for 

even a moment we will immediately notice, upon turning back, that the resolve 

has strengthened still. This is a sort of soft and nourishing strength, the kind you 

fi nd on only select sites throughout the city. And here you fi nd it unexpectedly 

and at fi rst hardly noticeable, but certainly here. Softly growing against goliath 

we cannot miss feeling empowered, and when we leave it is a feeling we will 

certainly miss.

Sites & Sound 3

In a site along the busy street we fi nd the rhythmic pulsing of the city. Disparate 

and unifi ed voices roar together relentlessly on this site. And if you listen closely, 

you will hear the streetlights change from red to green to yellow to red to green. 

Quickly this site will throw us into frenzy, and we will proceed faster and faster 

and faster. There is no amount of traffi c that this site cannot accommodate, and 

standing alone we are aware of the fact that the traffi c will never cease. We can 

only succumb to its’ restless fl ow, and get carried away.

Sites & Taste 3

We walk many hours before arriving here, and are unsure after a long journey 

if this site is mirage. It stands before us promising riches as we fall to our knees 

exhausted and salivating. We crawl forwards and reaching the wall pull ourselves 

to our feet dragging our tongues along the textures of brick in one satisfying 

lick. Closing our eyes we savour the citrus fl avours, it is easy to forget where you 

are from while on this site. Meanwhile where you are going is similarly lost to the 

dynamic and complex satisfactions found here, we promise you it is worth the 

trip.

Future Sites

Uptown there is a site that is becoming another site, the latter meticulously 

devouring the former. We will eventually visit this site as a destination once our 

journey is complete. We will work here, we will eat lunch here, we will laugh 

here. And when we are fi nished we will claim to have learned something. When 

we are fi nished we will dissolve back into the madness of the street and allow 

another narrative to arrive. This is the type of site that makes you believe in 

potential architectures.

“A minute of the world is going by that must be painted in its full reality.”
“Objects (or sites), then, are clusters of affordances of possible interactions 

we have had, or might have.”

It is made evident by Mark Johnson (Robinson & Pallasmaa 39) that “conceptual, 

propositional, and linguistic” attempts to understand meaning in architecture are inadequate. 

“The meaning of any object, quality, event, or action is what it points to by way of some 

experience. Meaning is relational, and the meaning of a certain object would be the possible 

experiences it affords us - either now, in the past, or in the future (as possibilities)” (35). How 

then, does drawing out a place/moment in detail reveal for us the Potential Architectures 

available on a given site? How can drawings position the possibilities of existing and 

proposed objects in space?

“(T)he difficult and incomplete should be positive events in our 

understanding: they should stimulate us as simulation and facile manipulation 

of complete objects cannot.”

Richard Sennett (44) argues that participating in the detailed and time-consuming process of 

perfected work allows us to remain in contact with the physical world around us. Processes 

of making help us defi ne ethics and ‘good’ in the world, and enable us to experiment and lose 

ourselves in order to fi nd ourselves. He puts forward the view that the process is in and of 

itself an important tool for understanding, and we can recall from Act 1 that in this work, the 

process is the project.

Likewise our discussion of the artist Cézanne leads us to the point of view (perspective) 

that his unique ability to reveal the world lay in his meticulous work, his commitment to the 

“expressive act” (Merleau-Ponty,“Sense and Non-Sense” 19). But it is not enough for “an 

“to portray the world, to change it completely into spectacle, to make visible 

how the world touches us.”

artist, or a philosopher, to create and express an idea; they must also awaken the experiences 

which will make their idea take root in the consciousness of others... The painter can do no 

more than construct an image; he must wait for this image to come to life for other people” 

(19-20). The artists’ work demands participation by the viewer (which itself is its’ own type 

of craft) for the separate lives to be united in the work (20). This, of course, is fundamentally 

related to the idea of creating meaningful experience as a result of embodied participation in 

“It is no secret that architects generally pride themselves on being artists.”

the physical world. 

Harry Francis Mallgrave (Robinson & Pallasmaa 9) reminds us that “the word architect... 

means ‘chief craftsman’ or ‘master builder’” (10). His intentions in noting this defi nition 

are not to brag about our elevated position, but rather to challenge architects to unravel the 

embodied connection to the world in and through our work.

It has recently been suggested, recalls Mark Johnson (Robinson & Pallasmaa 39), that the 

“The relevance for architecture of this conception of the qualitative unity of 

a situation or experience is that any encounter with an architectural structure 

begins with a felt qualitative sense of our whole situation, prior to any 

definite attention to component parts, relations, or qualities.”

use of computer software in architecture has dislocated us from a position of being able to 

engage with the physical world. And “if we forget our embodiment, and the fact of our being 

situated within a particular concretely experienced environment, we lose the very means for 

explaining the power and importance of architecture” (41). Which leads us to recall the list of 

image-schema patterns detailed earlier as ways of ordering our embodied experience of the 

world, but of course talking about our consciousness will always leave us wanting, thus we 

must engage ourselves in physical environments in order to fully understand them.

In the Introduction of the book Mind in Architecture Sarah Robinson (Robinson & Pallasmaa 

7) argues convincingly that architecture has (and has always had) a crucial role in defi ning our 

“Indeed, architecture is not optional – it is not a luxury item – it is and always 

has been the very fabric of our survival, our potential flourishing, or our 

possible demise.”

embodied existence. She notes that ”embodiment calls for a far-reaching reconceptualization 

of who and what we are, in a way that contradicts much of our Western philosophical and 

religious heritage” (3). If we defi ne that the role of the architect, as we have here, is to curate 

our experience of and give meaning to the built world, then we cannot ignore the embodied 

nature of our existence.

In a process inspired by Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities, sensory experience of the site 

has been investigated and catalogued. The hopes of this exercise are that the potential for 

architecture for this site and for this moment might be better understood. 

we have had, or might have.”

We fi nd many sites on one site, considering the site from multiple angles and 

differing points of view we attempt further understanding of our embodied 

experience. We concentrate on specifi c details, hoping to reveal the story of our 

experience of this moment in time and space.
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Intermission | Doubt

We of the Manifesto

I of the Stage Play

Passive of the Essay

I’m beginning to think that perhaps the chosen site is too small, maybe this 

project is better considered at the scale of the city?

How can an Ongoing Manifesto be projected onto multiple sites at one time? 

The purpose of this is that an equally compelling Manifesto plays out in every 

moment of our mundane and daily lives; we have been considering a specific 

circumstance as a way to reveal our role in the creation of architecture. It is not 

about one site, or many sites, but every site; and the inherent uniqueness of each 

moment in time and space.

Indeed this project does not propose a grand new solution for architecture, but rather works 

backwards from grand conceptual drivers in order to reveal an architecture for a specific 

site that may challenge people to live to their fullest. It is correct to state that this work is an 

investigation of conflict, it proposes provocations rather than solutions. The question that 

eludes this explanation is which types of embodiment are being investigated?

Well, we have noted that each individual sees the world from a different point 

of view and that while we are all unique we do have a common way in which 

we exist within the world. By invoking Claudio Sgarbi’s list of varied bodies in Act 

2 we attempted to assert that while humans have an undefinable number of 

differing ways in which we each physically exist in the world, we are attempting 

to investigate generally how we live in the world through our bodies. We use the 
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notion of embodiment as an attempt to understand how the built world affects 

us, and how it is affected by us.

For my part I have been using my own experiences to catalogue meaningful 

bodily experience of the site. While in no way are these investigations 

exhaustive of the possibilities of interaction between people and the site, 

they can give us general clues as to the opportunities for architecture 

currently available. The friction between the architect in the studio and the 

person on the street will always be present. These explorations attempt to 

close the gap between the view of the architect of the building and the view 

of the inhabitant of the building.

This is a particularly interesting discussion in relation to recent neuroimaging studies in which 

architects and non-architects recorded similar brain activity when looking at other people, but 

registered significantly different results when looking at images of buildings (Mallgrave 45). 

These findings suggest that the experience of these two groups are incompatible, that they are 

wired differently on a fundamental level and the difference needs to be reconciled if architects 

are to continue to have relevance.

This need for reconciliation is exactly why in this project I start by 

considering experience on site and then intend to propose an addition to the 

built environment. It is important to keep in mind that the architect is always 

removed from the immediacy of the situation when they design, this is the 

curse of the architect. Thus, I need to be aware of my own subjectivity, which 

is undoubtedly shaped by my embodied experience. Speaking of which, 

should Maurice Merleau-Ponty really be my primary source on embodiment?

Merleau-Ponty is one of many sources being leveraged to better understand the essential 

human conscious experience of the world. His theories offer diverse and detailed insights 
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into the ways in which we exist in the world through and as our bodies. His work is also 

referenced by many who are currently studying embodiment and its’ rspecific elation to 

architecture, which is why Merleau-Ponty’s views on phenomenology are an interesting place 

to start the conversation.

We have been purposefully mish-mashing sources since many authors can offer 

insights for our subject. By bringing together a wide range of voices we can 

begin to organize a well-rounded argument for embodiment. Our task moving 

forward will be to draw our sources through the work, to bring them with us as 

we proceed rather than leaving them behind, in effect to try to consolidate our 

many voices into an informed position. 

But drawing on notions of embodiment alone may leave the project suspended, how is the 

work being grounded with a specific urban issue?

I have been clear about my intentions to propose a building from the 

beginning. A mundane site (265 Sherbrooke Street West) and program 

(office building) have been purposefully chosen to highlight the notion that 

these are not ideas that belong to grand projects alone but exist in every 

moment of daily life. This project is also about the role of the architect; I am 

pursuing a unique process and hope to better understand the position of the 

architect in the creation of meaningful architecture through this process. 

We have been using embodiment to better understand the relation of people 

to the built world, in a word to better understand architecture, but it is one of 

several tangents running through the project. One of our goals is to reveal our 

role in the creation of architecture, to reveal how embodied persons are relied 

upon for architecture to exist. A play relies on the actors to animate the stage.

The analogy to theatre is helpful in understanding the way I have been 
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conceiving of architecture in this project. This way of thinking inherently 

privileges the people inhabiting the buildings, the form of which I intend to 

design in order to fit their needs. But I’m beginning to think the focus has 

been incorrectly placed, should the script be revealed rather than the play 

itself?

This may enable the curtain to be pulled back more effectively, revealing more certainly 

the friction between the actors and the stage and the role of the architect in directing this 

interaction. If the revealing of the script is to be preferred, then the human figure needs to 

be considered more intently in the architectural drawings. How can the figure become a part 

of the architecture of the drawings rather than simply occupying space? This is very much 

related to a search of how people can be “more than mere inhabitants of the city?”.

Well in the most recent drawings of Act 3, the figure in the drawings was the 

viewer. Part of my purpose in using perspectival projection was to implicate 

the participation of the viewer and thus reveal/discover the site in the first 

person. At the same time I was concluding that real experience cannot be 

found this way, only a representation of real experience. So you may be right, 

maybe the drawings need to suggest the figure as a part of the architecture 

and let the audience simulate the play themselves.

We think that maybe it is time to become escape artists. We need to escape 

from the perspectival view, we need to escape from the reductive normalization 

of the body, we need to escape from the conventional practice of the 

architect. Once we have escaped then maybe we will be able to redefine the 

respective roles of the Embodied Persons and the architect.

I like this very much.

This work inherently has a tragic ending.
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PARTICIPATION 
NECESSARY

AN INQUIRY INTO A MOMENT IN TIME AND SPACE

Act 4 | Two Guys Walk into a Rendering
             (stop me if you’ve heard this one)

BROCK KLASSEN

Image: Poster existing on the site November 18, 2015, photo taken by the author.

The Vitruvian Man was drawn in 1487 by Leonardo Da Vinci and is based on the descriptions 

of the proportions of the body by Vitruvius in the third book of his work On Architecture. 

Zwijnenberg notes that the illustration is particularly important in that it deviated from earlier 

drawings by overlaying the two positions of the body atop one another. “The shifting position 

of the arms and legs creates the impression of movement and liveliness” (102).

Meanwhile The Modulor is a set of mathematical proportions based on human measurements, 

the double unit, the Fibonacci numbers, and the golden ratio. This system was conceived by 

Le Corbusier and fi rst published in 1948, it was intended to be used as a reference scale for 

Architects when designing buildings. Corbusier contrasted his fi gure to the Vitruvian Man, 

stating that the Modulor was dynamic while the Vitruvian Man is static (75).

So one guy asks another guy, “Why is your arm always in the air?” 

To which the second guy replies, “Aren’t you concerned with getting out of this 

place? Where are we?”

Our two anti-heroes look around at their prison… “Have you ever been 

anywhere so over stimulating? We must be far removed from real life.”

“Or maybe the representation and its’ inherent fantasy is the reality…”

Indeed the view within which our characters are trapped seems too good to be 

This part of our play is enacted by two figures who have haunted the 

imagination of architects for a long time. The Vitruvian Man and the Modulor 

Man are ensnared in a Rendering of the site and are trying to escape. This 

represents metaphorically an exit from current architectural practice that 

does not consider the body; these figures are trying to escape the over-

visualization of architecture. Simultaneously, these two famous examples of 

the reductive normalization of the body are being banished from the project. 

true. As the story progresses they become increasingly aware of the eyes upon 

them from behind the fourth wall. They will eventually realize they have become 

a play, a fi ction, and they will be eager to liberate themselves.

“Wherever this is, the sooner we fi nd a way out the better.”

“Agreed… do you think we can just walk around the corner over there?”

“I don’t think it is that easy to escape the conventions of architectural practice, 

we are going to have to think creatively if we want to free ourselves from this cell 

of abstraction.”

It is clear that neither fi gure exemplifi es movement or dynamism, both are rigid in their 

proportions and their representation, as are the respective ‘entourages’ utilized to animate 

contemporary photo-realistic renderings. It was noted in the beginning of Act 2 | Body Texts, 

that as architects we have a problem of reducing or normalizing the body in our designs to fi t 

idealized aesthetic notions. Claudio Sgarbi relates that the images of bodies (entourages) used 

in our computer representations of buildings “seem to heavily infl uence our expectations and 

fi nally the “users” end up adapting to their images, deeply annoyed to imagine to dwell into 

those very same renderings.” 

The slippery slope towards static representations of idealized people is indicative of the over 

reliance on the visual in contemporary architectural practice. This is not a unique problem to 

our time, but the result of a slow and gradual shift over time that has reached a crisis. Juhani 

Pallasmaa notes that “since the Greeks, philosophical writings of all times have abounded 

with ocular metaphors to the point that knowledge has become analogous with clear vision 

This is a critique and an attempt to understand the effects of conceiving of 

architecture using only our sense of visual aesthetics. My intention is that 

by the end of Act 4 I will be ready to consider the role of the architect on 

my own terms. I will have removed myself from conventional processes by 

considering what not to do. Then, by consolidating many ideas and sources, 

I hope to be able to reveal a way of working that considers our embodied 

human existence in the world. But first I consider the damage that has been 

done by our overreliance on the sense of sight.

As it turns out they had become part of an entourage and were stuck well 

within one of the deepest deceptions of architecture. And so they thought and 

thought and sketched and schemed and eventually came up with a plan, a 

simple plan, but one that involved cunning and discretion. 

“What do you think will happen if we get caught?”

“I fear the worst, that we may well be here forever. And I’m starting to get the 

uneasy impression we are being watched.”

“Yes, it is almost as if the bright lights of the theatre are upon us, and everything 

has been perfectly choreographed around us. Each brick is tantalizingly derived 

and I feel as though I could stretch out and touch each one, and it would be 

glorious, but I cannot reach anything. I see the sun but do not feel its’ warmth, 

the sky is right there above us but I cannot fi nd a breeze. I’m not even sure if we 

are standing on solid ground… Everything seems to melt into air.”

With this lament they immediately began putting their plan into action, and 

change came swiftly to the small world they now inhabited. Suddenly a 

whirlwind of activity fi lls our screen, and our characters are occupied fully in 

their task. Meanwhile we the audience shift ourselves to get a better view of the 

action being played out on the stage.

“Like all great buildings, this one will be supported by a rock solid foundation. I’ve 

been thinking maybe we should do a ‘cool’ wavy thing in the façade?”

“I see where you are coming from, but shouldn’t we focus on simply getting the 

building built?”

“Well since we are here I think we should put some care into the project, and I 

know it makes no sense programmatically, but it would look so good.”

“I can see your point, that would look good from this angle.” 

“It would be fantastic, like starring into the face of god.”

“Your excitement certainly is contagious, and it really would look stunning.” 

“Also everything here is so photogenic that we could really make the building 

pop with a couple aesthetic tweaks.”

“I’m beginning the feel as though no building has ever looked as good as this 

one will in this view.”

“That is exactly what I’ve been saying, a couple small moves on paper and 

suddenly we have much more visual interest in the façade. It will be irresistible.”

At this point it is clear that our characters have gotten out of hand. They have 

fallen prey to the above-mentioned deception that they have found themselves 

within. 

“Although, despite all this excitement, time is still of essence.”

And just when we thought we fi nally had them, common sense prevails, and we 

again feel our grasp slowly slipping…

“That is true, but I really think we should give the client some value for their 

investment, like maybe a wavy façade and then a really rectilinear entrance 

canopy. You know, to really draw people in.”

“Well maybe we should just consider some solutions that are a little more 

effi cient.”

”Ok fi ne, we will include the canopy and then add some extra solar lens fl ares, 

that should do the trick.”

“Yes that will be fabulous! Although beautiful, this place still gives me the creeps.”

“You know, I’m 529 years old, and I’ve been many places, but I’ve never been 

anywhere so disembodied. This is a hell where two dimensional beings fake three 

dimensional life.”

And just like that we are once again left wondering as to the intentions of our 

would-be heroes.

“Did you feel that? Suddenly all the hair on my neck stood on end, suddenly it 

feels as though an audience is right behind us. That is the second time I have felt 

a change, I was convinced it was in my head the fi rst time but you must have felt 

that as well.”

Indeed they had both sensed the change of scene, and although they did not 

know it at the time, each change had drastic consequences to the success 

of their project. You see the trick of the architect is to curate each view so as 

to promote the positive attributes of the project, the angle from which we see 

their building has a profound impact on our virtual experience of it. And certain 

designers have even been known to detail only certain façades as pertains to 

the curating of the views… but I digress, and in the meantime our characters 

have continued work on their project.

“How high should we make this door?”

“Well I’m 1.829m tall, that is 2.260m with arm raised, so let’s go with that? I 

assume if it can fi t me then it can fi t anyone.”

“That logic seems to add up… Wait, did you get taller?”

“Oh, yes I grew in 1946, I was originally 1.75m.”

“So I guess proportions shouldn’t be standardized after all.”

“What was that?”

“What, nothing, It is well known that my breadth is equal to my height.”

“A square door?”

Meticulously, they derive the dimensions of each part of their building upon the 

idealized proportions of their own bodies, ensuring that the building will, in fact, 

work for everyone.

“The building is coming along quite nicely.”

“Yes we should have no problem leasing the offi ces with these visuals. And you 

know, I think I have fi gured out why we are on display.”

“Really!? Please do share.”

“Well I believe we had been summoned for the purposes of advertisement all 

along. Our audience is made up of clients, jurisdictions, professionals, the public, 

and in short, everyone. We have been used to defi ne the scale of the building.”

“It is a nice building, I mean just look at the intricate detail of that curtain wall in 

contrast to the rough textures of brick and the…”

Our characters go on at length to discuss the strengths of the building they 

have conceived. They consider the views chosen for presentation and the 

impressive atmosphere surrounding the project as indispensible pieces of the 

developments’ success. Furthermore, the in fi ll of an otherwise abandoned site in 

the city is an advantage that cannot be overlooked. And the detailed…

But wait… 

Where have our heroes gone? You, the reader, have been tricked; you should 

have known that renderings have nothing to do with construction. And, while 

you were admiring the refl ection on that curtain wall, they escaped up the 

crane and out of view. 

“Do you think they will really build that thing?”

“Once they sell the project? Certainly… well, this particular building will never 

really exist, except here, they will just build something like it.”

“Of course they’ll have to design something for the interior won’t they?”

It would appear that the joke was really being played on the audience all along.

and light is regarded as the metaphor for truth” (“The Eyes of the Skin” 15). He goes on 

the discuss the “narcissistic and nihilistic eye,” explaining that the “narcissistic eye views 

architecture solely as a means of self-expression, and as an intellectual-artistic game detached 

from essential mental and social connections, whereas the nihilistic eye deliberately advances 

sensory and mental detachment and alienation” (22). One can see evidence of these concepts 

in the way that, according to Sgarbi, bodies are added to images at the end to sell building 

projects; the bodies adapt to the buildings, and not the other way around. This illustrates how 

contemporary architectural practise is coercing people into inhabiting visual representations 

of buildings rather than the physical world itself. “Instead of an existentially grounded plastic 

and spatial experience, architecture has adopted the psychological strategy of advertising and 

instant persuasion; buildings have turned into image products detached from existential depth 

and sincerity” (Pallasmaa “The Eyes of the Skin” 30).

This phenomenon is not unique to architecture, Guy Debord offered a seminal critique of 

society in his 1967 book The Society of the Spectacle. The work begins by establishing his 

essential thesis; “the whole life of those societies in which modern conditions of production 

prevail presents itself as an immense accumulation of spectacles. All that once was directly 

lived has become mere representation.” He goes on several lines later to explain “the 

spectacle is not a collection of images; rather, it is a social relationship between people that is 

mediated by images” (12). Within the book he is relating, in part, how the commodifi cation of 

the sense of sight has become the de facto purpose of our society and our culture. The effect 

of this over-reliance on the visual is an alienation from one another, our relationships are now 

mediated by images, which are given an immense power in defi ning our lives.

For architecture, this theory manifests itself directly in the processes with which architects 

choose to work. In particular, recent research has focused on the use of computer imaging, 

which “tends to fl atten... our capacities of imagination by turning the design process into a 

passive visual manipulation, a retinal journey” (Pallasmaa “The Eyes of the Skin” 12). In a 

way computer software now mediates the architects’ connection to the physical world. Mark 

Johnson further explains that computer models cannot accommodate the notion of human 

embodiment, but instead rely exclusively on visual inputs as the catalyst in deriving concept 

and thus the shape of the built environment. Johnson goes on to argue that “any architectural 

theory based on a disembodied view will... be proportionately inadequate to the extent that it 

overlooks the embodiment of meaning” (Robinson & Pallasmaa 40).

An interesting revelation in this line of thinking is the notion that, of the senses, only sight has 

the ability to distance us and render the journey of our lives meaningless. Embracing the sense 

of sight does not necessarily or always have this effect, Pallasmaa himself acknowledges sight 

to be the most important of the senses, noting that this is well documented in scientifi c fact 

(“The Eyes of the Skin” 39). Sight does have the ability to collaborate with and reinforce the 

other senses, but this has been “badly neglected in our time” (26). The eye has been isolated 

from “its natural reaction with the other sense modalities,” and this is where problems arise 

(39). But it is also possible to look deeper and to consider the specifi c characteristics of sight 

and its’ impact on us in further detail. Pallasmaa explains that “peripheral vision integrates us 

with space, while focused vision pushes us out of the space, making us mere spectators... the 

loss of focus can liberate the eye from its historical patriarchal domination” (13). The problem 

is not that we primarily use vision to organize and navigate space, but rather that we organize 

space primarily for focused vision. We then inhabit space as if it were a collection images, 

from a metaphorical distance.

Vilém Flusser takes this argument a step further, explaining that images are signifi cant to us 

in that they represent a moment of reality. But images take on a ‘magical’ character because 

these representations actually create their own superfi cial reality which we then believe in 

and adhere to (8-9). “However, as soon as this happens, images come between the world 

and human beings. They are supposed to be maps but they turn into screens: Instead of 

representing the world, they obscure it until human beings’ lives fi nally become a function 

of the images they create” (9-10). He goes on to state that it is impossible now to escape this 

state of affairs, “there is no artistic, scientifi c or political activity which is not aimed at it, 

there is no everyday activity which does not aspire to be photographed, fi lmed, videotaped. 

For there is a general desire to be endlessly remembered and endlessly repeatable.” Every 

action is meant to be visually commodifi ed, shared and consumed; all events become 

‘magical rituals’ and thus lose their ‘historical character’. Flusser paints a picture of society in 

which the images captured have more truth than the reality they set out to represent (20).

In this light, the question that needs to be posed for the practice of architecture is whether 

architects fi nd more truth in the embodied experience of their buildings, or in the glitzy 

renderings and staged photographs used to promote and/or sell buildings? This is not a 

query that is easily satisfi ed with a response, but we can begin by noting that “the dramatic 

shattering of the inherited construction of reality in recent decades has undoubtedly resulted 

in a crisis of representation. We can even identify a certain panicked hysteria of representation 

in the arts of our time” (Pallasmaa “The Eyes of the Skin” 21). This hysteria has yielded 

in part a frenzied race to produce the most realistic looking (more magical?) and visually 

appealing graphics for building proposals. And while this may seem harmless at face value, 

one has to wonder as to the effect this has on the experience of the inhabitants of these very 

buildings? It has been noted several times that people simply end up living out the image 

of the rendering, this seems especially likely if the rendering looks like it really does exist, 

or worse yet if the building was derived for the sake of the rendering. So maybe the above 

question has been incorrectly stated, maybe it is more important to consider whether the 

renderings/images of buildings or the built realizations are more true for the future occupants 

of the building? Pallasmaa provocatively asserts that “in our culture of pictures, the gaze itself 

fl attens into a picture and loses its’ plasticity. Instead of experiencing our being in the world, 

we behold it from outside as spectators of images projected on the surface of the retina” (30). 

If architects conceive of buildings in a disembodied way, then people are likely to experience 

them in this way as well, in fact inhabitants may adopt this type of inhabitation anyway as a 

result of the infl uence of how the world is perceived in dominant culture.

The current project insists that people have a role to play in the creation of architecture, and 

if people are being left out of this equation, then it seems certain that they have been left 

(forced) out by those who conceive of buildings. Pallasmaa argues that “modernist design 

at large has housed the intellect and the eye, but it has left the body and the other senses, as 

well as our memories, imagination and dreams, homeless” (19). It is now argued here that the 

current design process and representation of buildings in photo-realistic renderings similarly 

leaves inhabitants with nowhere to stand but behind the fourth wall. Architecture has become 

something to look at rather than something that is experienced, felt or co-authored.

I intend to move foward by considering intimately the role/experience of 

people in space and the potential architecture inherent in a given situation. I 

leave behind the perspectival view, the view of the first person that attempts 

to implicate the viewer, and I ask now that the viewer implicates themself. 

It has been stated already that every single person who inhabits a space 

will produce an altogether different architecture with it. Thus my intention 

in the drawings and writings going forward are to allow the reader to 

participate fully in the work and to establish a connection to my proposal 

for themselves. I am leaving behind what I understand to be the failing of 

contemporary architectural practice, the dominance of vision has done 

enough damage. I ask you now, participant, to give me your full attention.
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PARTICIPATION 
NECESSARY

AN INQUIRY INTO A MOMENT IN TIME AND SPACE

Act 5 | Build out of Dwelling
                  (and Architecture arrives)

BROCK KLASSEN

Image: Poster existing on the site January 29, 2016, photo taken by the author.

They: What does it mean to dwell at 265 Sherbrooke Street West, in an offi ce 

building, in the year 2016? 

We: Embodied Persons inhabit buildings daily, we fi nd shelter, productivity, 

inspiration, meaning and more in every moment. But buildings have not been 

providing for our needs recently (see Act 4), and we have been left to wander 

in a world of images void of feeling. Embodied persons understand that “in order 

to design a building that is a breathing entity, not an inert box, one must fi rst 

experience what it means to truly dwell” (Robinson & Pallasmaa 2). A profound 

connection exists between building and dwelling, and we know that many 

architects of the past understood and curated this connection well. The above 

quote goes on to say “(Frank Lloyd) Wright understood that profound learning could not take place until the student sensed her own identity and belonging 

within this broader continuity of self, building, and world” (2). Likewise 

if I want to successfully propel the current project towards a potential 

architecture I must also understand my “own identity and belonging within 

this broader continuity of self, building and world,” I must understand what it 

means to dwell. 

 What, then, does it truly mean to dwell in this world? Or with a 

specific site, time and building program? Martin Heidegger writes that “we 

attain to dwelling, so it seems, only by means of building. The latter, building, 

has the former, dwelling, as its goal” (“Building Dwelling Thinking” 347). This 

statement illuminates in my mind several important questions. If building and dwelling are interrelated, as has now been noted several times, what is their relationship to 

architecture? Furthermore, if architecture is the consequence of the relation between people 

and buildings, what link can be drawn between people and dwelling? Heidegger goes on to 

explain that dwelling in essence means to be on the earth as a mortal, to dwell is the specifi c 

task of humans. But simply to exist is not enough, for “we attain to dwelling... only by means 

of building,” so one must build in order to dwell. At the same time Heidegger is clear that 

“dwelling is the precursor to building, not the other way around” (350). 

 If to dwell is to be human, then the character of human experience of the world 

seems key to further understanding. It is thus worth recalling Merleau-Ponty’s assertion that 

the body is a form of consciousness, that humans exist as beings-in-the-world. In essence 

that people are wholly and intuitively immersed in the physical world. Each person reacts 

automatically to cues given by their environment, but the environment is something they 

The Diverse Causes
for them all erbys and treys renewyth a man and woman,
and in lyke wyse lovers callyth to their mynde olde
jantylnes and olde servyse, and many kynde dedes that
was forgotyn by necylgence.

Three clouds and a tree

refl ect themselves on a toaster.

The kitchen window hangs scarred,

shattered by winter hunters.

We are in a cell of civilised magic.

Stravinsky roars at breakfast,

our milk is powdered.

Outside, a may god

moves his paws to alter wind

to scatter shadows of tree and cloud.

The minute birds walk confi dent

jostling the cold grass.

The world not yet of men.

We clean buckets of their sand

to fetch water in the morning,

reach for winter cobwebs,

sweep up moths who have forgotten to waken.

When the children sleep, angled

behind their bottles, you can hear mice prowl.

I turn a page

careful not to break the rhythms

of your sleeping head on my hip,

watch the moving under your eyelid

that turns like fi re,

and we have love and the god outside

until ice starts to limp

in brown hidden waterfalls,

or my daughter burns the lake

by refl ecting her red shoes in it.

Michael Ondaatje

There’s a Trick with a Knife I’m Learning to do

myself have formed through dwelling. I must here be aware of Heidegger’s 

claim that “dwelling is building” (349), which indicates that the two rely 

heavily on one another, a symbiotic relationship exists between them. I build 

in order to satisfy my need for shelter, which I need to dwell, and in turn 

the building shapes the way in which I am able to dwell. But I also interpret 

the world differently from another, each of us having our own dreams, 

desires and intentions that are projected into and effect our understanding 

of the world (Romdenh-Romluc 139). This, I believe, is where the power of 

people to affect architecture resides, in our individuality and our ability to 

accept and affect the world on our own terms. As was proudly proclaimed 

by the Ongoing Manifesto earlier; “Time and Architecture are fabrications of 

Embodied Persons.”

 This returns me to the notion of the importance of the participation 

of people in the physical world. It seems to me that Participation is 

Necessary to truly dwell. This, in a way, has been the purpose of the 

exploration of the Ongoing Manifesto. I claimed earlier that each and every 

person can be thought to create his or her own manifesto with each building 

they inhabit. And so the signing and countersigning of the manifesto, of any 

manifesto, can be understood as an attempt or a unique way to dwell. Within 

the preceding pages I attempted to account for the actors that are dwelling 

on the stage that has been set by this project, the demographics of the 

neighbourhood and character of the street were both studied. Then, the actual or real 

actions of our actors on the site were observed and recorded as a way to understand the 

present architecture of the stage. In this way an awareness of the ‘mortals’ specifi c to the 

circumstance has been gained. Observations of the body in space is especially important 

considering recent research indicating that all experience and thought is grounded in 

simulated and perceived bodily experience (Mallgrave 114). This suggests that even thinking 

is participatory in nature, one can act in one’s own mind, but thought is also (or especially?) 

related to real physical space and embodied inhabitation of that space.

 Heidegger is clear in expressing that humans cannot dwell on their own, he speaks 

of a fourfold, made up of earth, sky, divinities and mortals that are gathered together in 

dwelling. Each aspect of the fourfold must be present in every moment, of which humans, or 

mortals, form a single part. Earth constitutes all matter that makes up the world, both living 

and non-living, humans themselves are made up of earth as is concrete, stone and grass. 

Meanwhile intangible elements are categorized as Sky, including the sun, stars, weather and 

  light. Heidegger classifi es Divinities as “beckoning messengers of the godhead” (351), but 

    it is worth using an expanded defi nition to include culture, myths and practices that bind 

      humans and give life collective meaning. Finally mortals are human beings, as has already 

        been discussed at length, to be mortal is “to be capable of death as death” (352). 

          Heidegger repeatedly asserts that in considering any one aspect, “we are already 

            thinking of the other three along with it, but we give no thought to the simple oneness 

Cross Section 1:50 Ground Plan 1:125 of the four”(351). Embodied Persons commit ourselves to gathering the fourfold 

by living out our embodied existence. “(We) dwell in that (we) save the earth” 

(352): we have cut, shaped, baked and stacked bricks in an effort to impose 

boundaries and defi ne our stage, we then formed and installed glass to enable 

shelter that afforded views across thresholds, and then to guard against intrusions 

we cut, milled and used wood to board up glass after its’ usefulness had run out, 

we crush rock and lay gravel to provide a fi rm but permeable surface under 

foot, we pour and lay concrete blocks so as the guard space against intrusion, 

we use, but do not exploit, the earth for all of its’ material properties. “(We) dwell 

in that (we) receive the sky as sky” (352): we allow the sun the penetrate space 

at 70 degrees in june and 20 degrees in december on our site and collect its’ 

heat, we accept the rain and snow as a life giving substance either diverting or 

collecting it according to our uses, we wake at daybreak and sleep after the 

sun has set in order to take advantage of the natural light provided to us, we 

stand within the gravitational pull so as to live on the surface of the globe, we 

welcome, but do not contest, the world for all of its’ processes. “(We) dwell in 

that (we) await the divinities as divinities” (352): we paint large murals upon brick 

and in so doing share meaning with one another and animate our environment, 

we respect the laws governing movement through the city facilitated by streets, 

sidewalks and streetlights avoiding chaos, we advertise cultural offerings and 

invite the participation of our fellow embodied persons in our activities and the 

creation of memories, we collectively hope for the future and engage ourselves 

in the creation of meaning. “(We) dwell in that (we) initiate (our) own essential 

being” (352): we accept the unpredictable timeline of our lives and live in each 

moment knowing that there is birth, life and death, we commit ourselves to being 

uncompromisingly human and accepting that there will be consequences, we 

project ourselves into the world, and maintain that we are not merely inhabitants 

of space, but that we create architecture with space in every moment. And so 

we build out of the fourfold, out of dwelling, and there our buildings stand, as 

stages; actors inhabit these stages and architecture arrives.

“Even the simplest building entails the creation of space, and so of meaning. Buildings structure interiors within an exterior... they are actually 

m
ade of thresholds;  they could exist but for the presum

ed crossing and recrossing of the 

boundaries they embrace” (Kingwell 89).
 I have already discussed at length a perceived lack of consideration 

of embodied experience in current conventional architectural practice. I 

have tried to understand dwelling in this circumstance more thoroughly 

through research and explorations of the site/stage focusing on embodied 

experience. I found that a certain broken tactility exists on the currently 

abandoned site, this feeling is materialized as rusting metal, cracked and 

spalling concrete and neglected gravel, dirt and garbage on the ground. 

The surfaces are predominantly hard and unforgiving, but I found a certain 

softness breaking through in the centre where three small gardens had 

been planted and maintained. While the site itself is static and lifeless the 

city is moving ceaselessly all around at the edges, located on a major street 

and intersection vehicles, cyclists and people are constantly moving past at 

high speeds. These sounds are constant and at times deafening, they also 

become a white background noise to the profound emptiness of the site. I 

am nonetheless continually aware of the surrounding city;

“‘The passage across a dialectic threshold,’ says John Llewelyn, ‘is negation and affi rmation’ at once. it seems to offer a spatial version of the sublation, or Aufhebung, found in the Hegelian system: taking up and forward the previous moment, but also transcending it. Often enough, to be sure, this process goes entirely 

unrem
arked. C

rossing 

a threshold is no simple matter, though we may blithely perform it 

dozens or even hundreds of times a day. Indeed, the mundane act of 

unself-conscious crossing is a good example of what Heidegger means 

by Zuhandenheit, the readiness-to-hand of potentially revealing acts 

or spaces, whose revelatory possibilities are held in check by their very 

everydayness. They are nevertheless intimately related, you might say 

implicated, in... the notion of dwelling: being at home, fi nding a place 

where thinking is possible...To see this, w
e m

ust interrogate the line that separates inside from
 out” (K

ingw
ell 158).

the footsteps, voices, engines, tires and other various sounds constantly invade the thresholds 

of the space. Likewise the smell and taste of fuel and vehicles crosses into the site, which is 

fi tting considering that this site was previously home to a gas station. But more than anything 

one fi nds dust from the site and the stale air of the city as inherent to any experience within 

the boundaries of the space. On the periphery are located cafés, pubs and restaurants that 

contribute to the tastes and smells associated with the place, but these sensations are never 

experienced within the confi nes of the actual stage. This site has been abandoned for quite 

some time, but clues as to the inhabitation of people, both past and present, still reside.

 Mallgrave discusses how when born, people slowly build understanding of the world 

through embodied explorations that in turn give our thoughts and language meaning. He goes 

on to propose that “perhaps architecture, in its own way, might be better seen metaphorically 

as a more grandly constructed mobile that we experience and play through the movements 

of our body - motorically and perceptually through our whole bodies” (115). One can re-

frame the afore mentioned experiences on the site through this lens, and begin to understand 

intuitively what it means to be immersed in and dwell in this place. This is very much 

connected to the theories of Merleau-Ponty, in particular the idea of implicitly perceiving an 

environment, and making it explicit through use. Mortals fi rst implicitly experience space by 

simulating the potential actions available to them, then certain actions are enacted and the 

space is made explicit through use, this experience is then held in our memory and implicitly 

carried forward into the future. In Act 3, it was noted that people read the intentions of the 

architect, or whoever conceived of the space, and simulate potential actions to form opinions 

and understanding regarding the physical world (Mallgrave 162). It seems obvious that this 

reading and revealing of an environment begins at the 

edges or boundaries of a space. We confi dently pass 

through boundaries in our daily lives, but hardly make note 

of the signifi cance of this act. Mark Kingwell asserts:

 Embodied Persons will not be afraid to confront, 

decipher and traverse the boundaries between space. We 

will collect the past and future and combine the separate 

environments that are implicated in our crossing between 

them. Embodied Persons comprehend that passing through 

a boundary and into a building is not a mere experiencing 

 of architecture but the dramatic creation of an 

       architecture, with which we take pride in  

           participating, collecting and 

        sharing. With each step, we 

     gather Heidegger’s 

           fourfold, we dwell, and 

      we also project 

           architecture into 

               the world. In 

       Act 2 we 

          inhabited 

            the 

              threshold 

               of our 

                stage 

To see this, w
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 out” (K

ingw
ell 158).

 Mallgrave discusses how when born, people slowly build understanding of the world 

through embodied explorations that in turn give our thoughts and language meaning. He goes 

on to propose that “perhaps architecture, in its own way, might be better seen metaphorically 

as a more grandly constructed mobile that we experience and play through the movements 

of our body - motorically and perceptually through our whole bodies” (115). One can re-

frame the afore mentioned experiences on the site through this lens, and begin to understand 

 in this place. This is very much 

connected to the theories of Merleau-Ponty, in particular the idea of implicitly perceiving an 

environment, and making it explicit through use. Mortals fi rst implicitly experience space by 

simulating the potential actions available to them, then certain actions are enacted and the 
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and understanding regarding the physical world (Mallgrave 162). It seems obvious that this 
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by tracing trajectories alongside and past the site from various directions. I 

was able to consider the existing threshold of my stage and how it presents 

itself to the actors that inhabit it. If my role is to curate the interaction 

between the actors and the stage by proposing an addition to the built 

environment then understanding this existing condition seems relevant.

 Heidegger, continuing his discussion of dwelling, declares “a space 

is something that has been made room for, something that has been freed, 

namely, within a boundary, Greek peras. A boundary is not that at which 

something stops but, as the Greeks recognized, the boundary is that from 

which something begins its essential unfolding” (356). And so the definition 

of boundaries seems to be critical in establishing what Heidegger calls “a 

locale,” which “comes into existence only by virtue of the” thing that is built 

(356). For Heidegger, a locale is a place where the fourfold is gathered 

together, it is a built environment where humans are able to dwell. And the 

way in which I detail the limits of my stage alters dramatically, although can 

never reduce, the potential architecture of the locale. 

 I have been using the term Potential Architecture as a pun, it refers 

both to the potential architecture of a given building that depends on the 

participation of actors who will define it (as I’m using it here), and also the 

inquiry into a moment in time in space that may reveal the potential for 

architecture of a given circumstance.          By assuming this way of viewing architecture, 

the architect is afforded much less power in deciding what should be built and what the 

architecture will be. This is not a reducing of the role of the architect but rather a call to 

further participation and a heightening of the expectations on the outcome. Considering the 

human inter connectedness with the built world and the effect it has upon people, the task of 

the architect to curate this relationship, to challenge people to do more than simply inhabit 

space, is no small feat. Heidegger relates “edifi ces guard the fourfold. They are things that in 

their own way preserve the fourfold. To preserve the fourfold, to save the earth, to receive the 

sky, to await the divinities, to initiate mortals - this fourfold preserving is the simple essence 

of dwelling. In this way, then, do genuine buildings give form to dwelling in its essence, 

and house this essential unfolding. Building thus characterized is a distinctive letting-dwell. 

Whenever it is such in fact, building already has responded to the summons 

of the fourfold. All planning remains grounded on this responding, and 

planning in turn opens up to the designer the precincts suitable for his 

designs” (360-361). Buildings, thought of in this way, assume the task of 

relating people to the material and immaterial properties of the world, as 

well as connecting them to culture and meaning. And this interaction begins 

with the threshold of space, which is grounded as a response to dwelling.

 Meanwhile Mark Johnson can begin to offer clarification on the 

meaning of Architecture in this context; he discusses how art is used, by 

“intelligent creatures”, to create meaning and improve quality of life. He 

then goes on to explain that “architecture is a wonderful example of this 

meaning-making process. It grows out of our need for shelter and a more or 

less harmonious relation to our surroundings. It is a response to the human 

problem of dwelling safely and happily in our world. It draws on our ability 

to fabricate structures and to transform the materials we find in nature. It 

is a form of problem-solving that equally addresses our need for physical 

security and our need for meaning and aesthetic well-being” (Robinson & 

Without this interaction neither the dwelling, nor the gathering, is possible. It is worth 

recalling here what has been observed several times (in quoting Sarah Robinson and

Mark Kingwell); that architecture is not optional to human existence in the world.

Whether we like it or not we all relate to built environments and fi nd meaning in this 

relationship, the only variable is the character of this interaction, which, as has been

noted repeatedly, fl uxes per site, per person and per moment. As such the Architect 

has the responsibility to consider The Diverse Causes that pertain to the given

situation when designing this interaction. The fact that embodied persons are

so immersed physically and spiritually with the built world is an opportunity for

architecture. Rather than showing the architecture we have created, it is time

architects start revealing a potential architecture instead. And then rely on our

actors to inhabit the stages we defi ne, to reveal the unpredictable stories that

will be told, and live within the varying nature of architecture as participants.

Pallasmaa 47). Architecture, then, is the essential and fluxing interaction between the mortals who dwell (embodied persons), and the buildings that gather the fourfold into a locale.

They: What does it mean to dwell at 265 Sherbrooke Street West, in 

an offi ce building, in the year 2016? 

We: To dwell at 265 Sherbrooke Street West, in an offi ce building, in the 

year 2016 means defi ning boundaries that are not merely crossed but are 

enacted and inhabited as thresholds. By curating varied external/internal 

boundaries throughout the building, the existing informal inhabitation of 

the stage is promoted, meanwhile the barrier between inside and outside 

is broken slowly and consciously. The building confronts inhabitants in 

a variety of ways, forcing actors to make decisions and break multiple 

limits on their way through the site. The creation of architecture is thus 

witnessed and acknowledged in a meaningful way.

 It means that the two existing building facades defi ning the stage 

are retained and accepted/celebrated. The proposed new built structure 

is pulled towards the intersection of the streets, with only glazing making 

contact with the existing structures. Thus what is currently a dank, dark, 

dirty and forgotten nook in the city, hidden behind an abandoned site 

and building, becomes a welcoming and transparent vantage point. 

 Importantly the large mural on the north wall, the most prominent 

act of cultural meaning currently on offer for our stage, is left exposed 

and in full view. This beautiful mural has captivated on each of my 

visits to the site, and I have witnessed many others relating to it, and 

this attraction is maintained as the built proposal offers views through 

itself. The mural permeates the new building, glimpses from outside are 

curated as a way of drawing people into participation with the space and 

the creation of a unique architecture. It also acts as a focal point for the 

surrounding spaces, which are organized around a central courtyard that 

lets the mural breath. 

 The varying light given by the seasons is celebrated in the way 

that it illuminates the mural. The angle of the light is choreographed 

so as to land precisely at the bottom of the mural (illuminating it in its’ 

entirely) on the spring and fall solstice. In the summer the courtyard 

below is also bathed in sunlight, while in the winter the line of shadow 

migrates upwards along the mural wall. Thus the telling of the seasons is 

conveyed to those inhabiting the space. 

Dwelling here means that the culture of the neighbourhood and 

the city is further invited onto the stage. A cork bulkhead, spanning from 

the eastern outrigger emergency exit across the entire building to the 

western service core, and located at the minimum legal allowable height 

above the fl oor, is terminated at both ends by public messaging boards. 

Advertisements of exhibitions and concerts taking place around the city 

are thus announced on the site. These boards are located within the 

interstitial space of the varied thresholds, which are considered semi-

public extensions from the street.

 It means providing barriers to the sound pollution of the street 

depending on the required use of the spaces of the building. A quiet, 

dark and intimate zone is provided on the main fl oor for use as a cafe 

and public gathering space. The threshold and courtyard become semi-

quiet areas, removed from the outside by a barrier but leaking sound 

and temperature from the street through the building. The offi ces on the 

upper fl oors are separated as quiet zones from the street by secondary 

thresholds within the building but allow visual connections to the street 

and the mural while admitting natural light to penetrate.

 The existing persisting smells of gasoline and dust are purged 

from the site and replaced with renewed air quality. New aromas are 

constructed by the various uses and permeate throughout the building.

 To dwell in this moment means that places suitable for 

inhabitation are provided, one may now sit on our stage and look out 

rather than only looking in. Meanwhile a pathway into/through the site is 

conserved and defi ned by large concrete columns in the locations of the 

existing concrete blocks, retaining in part the current feel of the site as a 

private space that is intruded on by the public.

 Actors are thus compelled to participate in the creation of 

architecture on our stage. Without the inhabitation of people, our 

building lies stale and forgotten, wishing to come alive with the dramatic 

interaction of embodied persons. And these persons are encouraged 

to be more than mere ‘inhabitants’ or ‘users’ of space, but to take their 

place as co-authors of a life worth living.
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PARTICIPATION 
NECESSARY

AN INQUIRY INTO A MOMENT IN TIME AND SPACE

Act 6 | Initiating (Mundane) Thresholds
                   (10 x 30 x ∞ Potential Architectures)

BROCK KLASSEN

Image: Poster existing on the site March 11, 2016, photo taken by the author.

Note: Drawings shown here are meant to be an interactive play with the 
Portfolio images, this is not possible in the PDF.

The double length number 80 bus makes yet another wide left turn... A guy in 
a leather jacket wearing a backpack cycling and looking down at his chain... A 
man pulling travelling luggage wearing headphones slowly crosses the street 
and proceeds down the hill... A woman slowly walks down the sidewalk and 
navigating through the bollards enters a grocery store... She is drawn through 

a plaza sheltered from the sidewalk by a building that spans two stories above, and 

walking, still slowly, towards the store entrance passes beneath a low wood ceiling and 

is drawn momentarily to the posters displayed to her right, as she continues forward she 
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navigates between a solid brick wall and a free standing concrete column, leaving the 

sheltered plaza she is then standing amongst the bollards and proceeds to enter the 

grocery store... A woman wearing headphones and sunglasses holding a bag 
waiting at the intersection stands motionless, then crosses slowly with the 
changing light... The woman who studied the cafe menu returns to the street 
corner and asks another woman who appears to be waiting for the bus a 
question, they stand chatting briefly and stand next to each other looking 
down the road, the woman takes a couple paces to the right and shifts 

awkwardly waiting and looking down the street, she then proceeds around 
the corner but immediately comes back and again stands waiting, people 
are passing by but she stands still looking into the oncoming traffic, there 
are now three people waiting (2 women and one man) standing in a triangle 
approximately 4 meters apart looking into oncoming traffic... A garbage truck 
stops along the street and two men emerge and begin loading cardboard 
into the back of the truck, a delivery truck stops behind the garbage truck 
and parks, some garbage falls into the middle of the street and one of the 

men picks it up and places it into the truck, the 2 men struggle to fold the 
large cardboard boxes so it will fit in the truck... A man exits the delivery truck 

and, grabbing a package, heads for the building entrance and enters a wide and low 

lobby entrance, he proceeds directly to the elevator and pushes the button, he turns 

briefl y and looks between two large concrete columns into the adjacent restaurant, 

although the elevator soon arrives and he enters quickly and looks at his watch as the 

doors close behind him, he takes note of the name on the package as he exits the 

elevator on the fourth fl oor and turns left and then quickly right pulling the glass door 

swiftly open and launching himself into the next space and up to the desk before him, 

he says several words to the receptionist and then looks up while the person leaves the 

desk and walks further into the offi ce, he looks through the glass at a bright courtyard 

and mural across the building, the receptionist returns with someone who signs and 

takes the package, the man then turns around and slowly leaning on the door pushes it 

open and turns right walking briefl y into the courtyard and stops momentarily looking 

into the space before him, he turns suddenly and takes three sets of switchback stairs 

downwards slowly progressing towards the mural, at the bottom of the stairs he takes 

a U-turn to the left and then turns left again down a hallway and leaves the building, 

enters his truck and drives off down the street... A bus arrives and the woman 
speaks briefly to the driver, another bus arrives behind this first one and all 
three waiting people run over to enter the second bus, the woman stands 
near the front of the bus as it waits at the intersection... Yet another double 
length number 80 bus turns left... the bus holding the three people leaves 
on the light and two buses follow behind it... The garbage truck leaves but 
the delivery truck remains parked on the side of the road... Two people 

cross the street one holding a hockey stick and bag, they proceed quickly 
chatting the whole way and smiling... A man with a cane very slowly crosses 
the street and proceeds down the sidewalk, his pace is much slowler than 
any other but he bears an expression of determination and contentment, 
the cars and cyclists, and now another pedestrian, pass him as he very 
slowly moves down the street... Arriving at a building entrance he hits the button 

and awaits the automatic swinging door that opens up before him, he then proceeds 

through the entrance and straight ahead through a low and narrow corridor and then, 

again slowly, up one fl ight of stairs using the handrail the entire way, as he arrives at the 

top he switches the cane into his other hand and turns going forward along the atrium 

balcony in the opposite direction, he arrives at a door and pulls out a key chain from 

his pocket, after fi nding the right key he unlocks and opens the door, sliding through 

it into the offi ce beyond, he takes off his coat and slumps down into his chair and 

becomes engaged in something on his computer... A woman with a cane emerges 
from the grocery store and slowly hurries south and then stops 3 meters 
from the corner, as the light changes she proceeds east in her slow hurry 

and then stops on that corner once arriving, she then looks back and forth 
waiting, as the light changes she jogs very slowly to the south and slows to a 
walk as she reaches the sidewalk, people passing her all the time... a couple 
walks east and as they arrive and stop and wait at the intersection he points 
at something to the right in the distance, they wait with two other people and 
as the light changes they proceed passing 4 people crossing in the opposite 
direction... a couple holding hands walks slowly to the west... the woman in 
scrubs crosses back to the north with a coffee and slowly saunters up the 

street towards an elderly care facility... Two men in tight sweaters approach 
the intersection from the east, they slow at the road and looking carefully 
decide to cross against the light as no cars are coming, they proceed 
towards the west talking the whole time... three people slowly walk towards 
the west chatting and briefly stop as something catches their interest in the 
abandoned property adjacent them... after speaking amongst themselves they 

proceed to enter the building, the fi rst person holding the door while the two others 

slip into the building, all three walk directly down the hallway and into the atrium, they 

stop to look at the mural and chat amongst themselves as they gaze upwards, one of 

them takes out a phone and the other two pose in front of the mural for a photo, all 

three look at the photo and then they move back towards the threshold and silently exit 

the building, they quickly resume their course... A man stands alone outside 
a loading bay door smoking a cigarette, a women passes him pulling a 
shopping cart and then 3 or 4 more people pass along the sidewalk... a group 
of 8 people cross the street and walk briskly to the north into the distance... 
as they reach the north side of the street the group momentarily splits up, 3 people 

heading along the sidewalk and the others sliding through the covered plaza offered 

by the adjacent building, the sidewalk group walks straight past the brick building 

and, arriving at the other end earlier than their companions, stop to check on their 

friends, who have stopped briefl y to take note of the restaurant, partially exposed 

mural and messaging board, they loiter for a moment, one of them takes a picture of 

a poster that interests them, then they continue forward and re-joining their friends 

continue up the street... A woman emerges from the grocery store and sits on 
a large concrete block, she sits briefly and then stands leaning against the 

brick wall of a building with a large mural painted on it... she stands looking 
at her phone and smoking while looking back and forth at the passing cars 
and people... The man who was smoking near the loading bay finishes his 
cigarette and then begins dragging several large garbage bins through the 
loading doors into the building... a man carrying two crutches loiters at the 
street crossing looking both directions and then decides to walk quickly to 
the west, he appears to have a limp... A man crossing the street to the north 
stops in the middle of the street and picks up something off the ground 

before continuing the rest of the way, at the other side he turns left and 
walks quickly towards the west on the sidewalk... A man stops on the corner 
with a bixi bike and attempts to fix something on the bike before starting 
on the bike south across the street and then on the sidewalk down the 
hill... A couple walks up to the street corner and then stops and together 
considers a map while looking and pointing towards the west, she stares 
off into the distance while he looks intently at the map with a disgruntled 
look on his face, he then again considers the map with her and they speak 

briefly... they then take note of a building across the street and proceed to the north 

and up to the building to study a menu affi xed upon the glass, they speak for some 

time both pointing at the menu and eventually look up around them, moving to the 

north and then left they turn and pulling on the handle slip into the building, they are 

confronted immediately with another door which they quickly pass through and walk 

up to a counter, they have several words with a server and are taken to a seat at the 

front of the cafe overlooking the street, they sit looking out between two large concrete 

columns and then each begin studying a menu on the table... A cyclist arrives at the 



Post-Script | The unreading architect
or Are Architects the non-writers?...

or Expanding the edges...
or The infi nite re-writing...

 If you are not reading this, you have already proven my point.

 This project does not propose solutions, not really; it rather investigates how the 

role of the architect can be expanded while simultaneously reducing the power wielded 

by the very same Architect. In this case, the participation of people, who become actors 

and play an integral part in the creation of architecture, was studied. An exploration of 

embodied consciousness in space in a specifi c circumstance led to the establishing of a 

script for Potential Architecture, rather than a preconceived play.
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It began with a leap of faith, a beginning with no idea of an ending. A peculiar 

type of dérive or wandering for which a destination was unknown and in continual flux. 

This process led to an informed position from which a built proposal (the Portfolio) 

was established. Act 1 set up the methodology, rules and definitions applicable to the 

process. Act 2 and Act 3 investigated the embodied experience specific to this moment 

in time and space. Then the Intermission disrupted and re-considered the ongoing 

process, after which Act 4 reflected on difficulties confronting contemporary practice 

and tested these difficulties on the site. Act 5 was used to establish a major design 

response to the site and circumstance while Act 6 explored the implications of this 

response and refined the proposal. Each Act fits into the larger narrative but also stands 

alone. 

 The process of discovering remains the most important thing.

 The three Trajectories and the six Acts are meant to be read either consecutively, 

simultaneously, randomly, altogether, alone or however one chooses; the choice is the 

reader’s. At the same time it is hoped that each reader will interpret these scenarios for 

themselves, and define them according to their own subjective desires and purpose. 

This would mean that every participant reads a different thesis, and subsequently I am 

already beginning to relinquish control. 

 For example the drawings of Act 6... Drawing inspiration from Bernard 

Tschumi’s Manhattan Transcripts, these drawings are an investigation into the Potential 

Architectures inherent to the built proposal. The participant is meant to attempt varying 

configurations of the scenarios of inhabitation as they relate to the drawings of the 

portfolio as an act of Stage Play. The accompanying texts are observations of real life on 

the site (see Act 2) which is then fragmented by imagined fictions in which people dwell 

within the proposal; effectively disturbing the historical record. 

 In essence real people and their actions are being used to animate a fiction in an 

attempt to better understand and embrace the implications of human inhabitation and 

its inherent indeterminacy. The reader then uses these drawings and text to enact their 

own architecture, albeit within themselves; a direct metaphor to the way Embodied 

Persons courageously inhabit real space.



Brock Klassen 2016   PARTICIPATION NECESSARY | An Inquiry into a Moment in Time and Space  23

It is always-already not enough to simply slip images of people into fantastic 

visualizations of never-to-be-realized buildings. Firstly, people do not exist as images, 

but rather as living beings consciously engaged in space. Secondly designing a 

building in a virtual world from the building’s point of view cannot account for the 

complex relationship of people in space. And lastly even if the building is built as it 

is drawn, current rendering practices ensure that the building will never live up to the 

advertisement, and clients are left imagining a different building than they inhabit. To 

subvert this we thoroughly research our actors and consider the ongoing and ephemeral 

experience of the site from the perspective of those who inhabit the space and create 

the architecture. We acquire knowledge and understanding through a creative/fictitious, 

although very real, process. Instead of approaching buildings as conceptual and 

formal problems to be solved we situate ourselves (and allow participants to situate 

themselves) within a ‘stream of consciousness’.

 What if Vitruvius is right, what if knowledge is like a body? If so, then a body of 

work should be subjected to the same rigorous remaking as we are in our lives. And if 

knowledge is not a set of unconnected experiences but also a single living cohesion, 

then we cannot accept this project for anything beyond this site and program in the 

year 2016. We may even wish to re-write every chapter as new ideas become explicit, 

for certainly this search has not been exhaustive and could still be taken in many 

different directions. 

 If this project was conducted with a different site or program, in a different year, 

with different inspirations or by somebody else we can certainly conclude that the result 

would not be the same. There is an infinite number of possibilities; what is important is 

the chase, the journey towards better understanding. And so the Ongoing Manifesto 

is meant to be absorbed, appropriated, changed and returned, it is something we do 

every moment we inhabit the physical world and it needs to be done with this work as 

well. 

 In December 2015 I received the feedback that this work would inherently have 

a tragic ending. But given the ephemeral nature of knowledge and understanding I 

would prefer now to indicate that if this work were to end, then that would be tragic. 

So we go on reading... and participation is necessary!
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SCALE: 1:250READING A MAIN FLOOR PLAN

SCALE: 1:500READING A SITE PLAN
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Coda | (Inter)Sections & Interpretations
Coda | noun | co-da

1a: a concluding musical section that is formally distinct from the main structure
1b: a concluding part of a literary or dramatic work
2: something that serves to round out, conclude, 

or summarize and usually has its own interest
(Merriam-Webster Online)

Brock Klassen 2016   PARTICIPATION NECESSARY | An Inquiry into a Moment in Time and Space  26










