Les jardins du Pelican (photo:Francois Decarie)

ARCHITECTURE

AND MYTH:
THE VANDA-STEIN

AFFAIR

by Francois Goulet

Le Pelican entrance reproduce the temple's gate in the back-
ground of Aloys Zotl's painting (photo:Francois Goulet)

Sur la rive sud de Montréal, deux im-
meubles résidentiels ont été dédiés 4 la
mémoire d'Eva Stein, une anthropologue
que
I'architecture veuille symboliser la vie

allemande de renom. Bien

d'Eva Stein, le Personnage est inconny
de la plupart des résidants. En I absence
d'indices, les résidents  interprétent
I"architecture et ses symboles, les meublent
de leurs propres mythes. Cette approche est
donc distincte de ['architecture
“déterministe” , qui propose des symboles
Jacilement perceptibles, distincte aussi de
I"approche moderne qui suggére un envi-
ronnement vide de valeurs imposées.

“Architects make architecture,

historians make history, and

what they both make is myth.”
Charles Jencks, Meaning in Architecture

Arcl‘milccmml historians sometimes re-
veal the contribution of overlooked archi-
tects who, ignored by teaching institutions
and the media, have nevertheless influ-
enced the evolution of their art. The contri-
bution of individuals who are neither archi-
tects, artists nor theorists, is less often
recognized, even when their life and work
has inspired architects and influenced
architecture.

Eva Stein was one such person. Today
her outstanding destiny is mostly forgotien.
But some were so impressed by her that two
buildings now stand in Longueuil, along
the St-Laurent River, near Montréal, 10
commemorate her. It is her life, and ils
source as inspiration for architecture, that
will be presented in the following article.

The True Story of Eva Stein

According 1o Who's Who, Eva Stein
was born in 1931 in Stungart, Germany.
Anthropologist and author of a few books
on the Aymaras, a South American tribe,
she is best known for her discovery of
Iberia, a pre-Colombian city in the Peru-
vian Andes. This discovery was made in
1957 with her friend Massimo Vanda, an
Italian anthropologist and entomologist.

[t was also in December of 1957, as
reported in the New York Times, thal
Massimo Vanda and Eva Stein, while
searching Iberia, were first reported miss-
ing. It was generally thought that their
plimc had crashed somewhere in the jungle.
No one had seen them for 26 years, when
they reappeared in 1983. As mentioned lhql
year in La Presse, Eva Stein and Frangots
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Decarie, alias Massimo Vanda, were ar-
rested in Longueuil, after a fifteen year
search by the RCMP, assisted by Peruvian
National Police. They were formally ac-
cused of having pillaged the treasures of
Iberia.

According to specialists, Iberia was
probably inhabited by the Talixas tribe (a
name meaning “people with bird eyes™).
Until that discovery, the Talixas were
known only through allusions in folk myth
passed down through time. Still, according
to experts, Talixa’s civilization had
achieved a very high level of evolution,
especially in the field of architecture.

For years, Eva Stein and Massimo
Vanda had been hiding in a building con-
ceived by him, surrounded by the treasures
and souvenirs they had brought from
Iberia,

How and why did this happen?

Eva Stein first met Massimo Vanda in
Paris in 1955, at an auction of Aloys Zotl's
paintings. The event was reported by Le
Figaro at the time. At the auction, the two
anthropologists fought over the water-
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colour of a pelican. Massimo Vanda finally
bought it, at twenty times the startir i
After the auction, Eva Stein met Massimo
Vanda and told him she was sure an archi-
tectural detail in the background of the
painting in fact represented the ceremonial
gate of a temple, built by the Talixas. How
could she have known about a tribe that, at
that time, was only described in legends?
She wouldn't say. But she convinced Mas-
simo Vanda, who as a result, started work-
ing with her.

Soon after, the pair fell in love.

The truth is that when Eva Stein saw
the painting at the auction, she experienced
a strong “déja vu”, which explains why
she wanted it so much. Seon, Massimo
Vanda's knowledge about omithology led
them to identify the natural habitat of the
bird represented by Zotl. “That’s where
Iberia is,” they thought. At the same time,
their research led Eva Stein to remember
the most extraordinary thing possible; she
had lived a previous life in the Iberian
civilization.

Now that she was remembering her
past life, the present one had no interest
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high priestess of ancient Iberia

For years they lived in Iheria like gods

on eanth. However, such heavenl]

was shadowed with apprehension, as they
knew that, sooner or later, the city and
themselves would be discovered by others
So they pillaged th
everything they could to Lima, hidin
real identity and the origin of their treas-
ures. Then, they reached Canada by boat
and travelled onto Longueuil, where Mas-
simo Vanda owned a building. There, Eva
Stein started her seclusion, surrounded by
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Arrestationde Francois Décarie, alias
Massimo Vanda et de sa complice
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souvenirs and remnants of her past life.

To please her, Massimo Vanda intro-
duced some changes to the building, includ-
ing structures typical to Talixas’ Architec-
ture. The first thing he did was to add the
temple’s gate to the entrance of the building
which, incidentally, is called “Le
Pélican”, after Zotl’s painting, He also
erected a wall surrounding the building, in
the image of Iberia’s city wall. Between the
wall and the building was added a small
courtyard, and he added pergolas to the
balconies, inspired by those found in
Iberia’s tropical civilization.

Like many destined to be great, Eva
Stein entered the legendary realm, to an
extent that it is often difficult to recognize
what s fact and what is myth in her life. But
she certainly did exist. Buildings are there
torecall her. And if further proof is needed,
she obviously lived, for she died in 1985, in
Peru, where in response to a court order she
had returned to help rebuild the city she had
spoiled. A short announcement was pub-
lished in La Presse milestones' column. To
commemorate her, Massimo Vanda de-
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signed a second monument, a
modem Taj Mahal, next to Le Péli
which is called “Les Jardins du Pélican”.
The “Real” Truth

And for those who still can’t believe
this story, the truth is that Massimo Vanda
killed Eva Stein. Massimo Vanda, whose
real name is Frangois Décarie, a Montreal
artist, invented an end to the imaginary Eva
Stein. He was tired of her, or more pre-
cisely, he didn’t want (0 be branded as the
architect who designed for imaginary resi-
dents

Why does someone go to such an
extreme as 1o use an imaginary source of

nab

inspiration 10 desig ling, mnvent in
detail the entire life of Eva Stein, print
look-alike newspaper stories about her, and
finally, announce her death in a real news

paper?
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It is only in recent years that he be-
came interested in architecture. A promo-
tor asked him to design a six story condo-
minium building in Longueuil, to be called

“Le Pélican”. Frangois Décarie produced

a relatively standard,

condominium building. W1

came 1o decorate the model apart

realized he had

beauty and youth of her hands, while Mas

simo Vandawas provided with a passion for
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her bedroom, where hundreds of night
gloves are piled next to her bed. Massimo's
insect collection is exhibited on the wall of
his office. Half of the colorful insects are
real, half are designed by Frangois Décarie,
using paper and fabrics.

This last detail reveals the originality
of Frangois Décarie’s work. To create
sculptures, fumniture and decoration, he
uses common objects and materials, even
construction extras such as industrial out-
door carpeting becomes a luxurious one
once it is cut by him; a screen, a hockey
puck and a concrete column become reli-
gious sculpture; a bowl bought in a bargain
store and a basement drain grating become
a ceremonial vase with its trivet. Frangois
Décarie reveals a hidden beauty in these
objects, and creates with them a pseudo
mythical experience, where everything
looks familiar, but tells a new story. Is this
perhaps the kind of “déja-vu™ that Eva
Stein experienced when she saw Zotl's
painting for the first time? On the ceiling
all around the living room is written;

“Les astres et les dieux nous

regardent et nous poussent

Pourquoi nous Eva? Mais pour-

quoi nous deux?™

In the end, Eva, Massimo and the holy
city of Iberia become so palpable, said
Frangois Décarie, that he could see himself
in Iberia. It’s only lately that he realized
Eva Stein could be a source of inspiration
for the building itself. Since most of it was
already built, Eva Stein’s contribution to
Le Pélican’s outside has been limited to
three additions to the original building: the
monumental gate, the surrounding wall and
the pergolas over the balconies. Neverthe-
less, in 1984, Le Pélican won a Domus
award given by the Association Provinciale
des Constructeurs D'Habitation, as well as
two Habitas awards given by the Chambre
de Commerce de Montréal, one for best

multifamily housing project of the year,
and one for best interior design of the year.

Eva Stein and her life is much more
present in the design of “Les Jardins du
Pélican”. According to Frangois Décarie,
the moderate, somehow hermetic facade
symbolizes the South American side of the
imaginary couple. The two tones of gray
masonry layered on the facade are supposed
to recall the horizontality of pre-Colom-
bian walls, with their rows of rocks. The
rounded stairwells in glass block on the
facade are meant to recall wheat silos, as
one would find in an ancient agricultural
civilization. The rear side, more open to the
environment, symbolizes Eva Stein’s
South American past life. Balconies cele-
brate the sun. The third floor residents have
access 10 a lerrace on the roof, again with
pergolas, inspired in some way by hanging
gardens. Thus, the terraces have both a
symbolic and a functional purpose, as does
the wall surrounding “Le Pélican”. Pre-
sented as a reminder of Iberia’s city walls,
the first purpose of the garden wall is to hide
the underground parking, which exceeds
the building floor area.

An Interpretation of the Truth

Itis obvious that the two buildings are
not really inspired from pre-Colombian
architecture; Frangois Décarie admits he
never studied it. It is Eva Siein who is the
real source of inspiration to him, or more
exactly, the catalyst for Frangois Décarie’s
ideas.

There are some precedents to the idea
of the use of an imaginary source of inspi-
ration. Mark London presents the case of a
fire hall built in a field in Coquitlam, B.C ?
The architect invented a story, pretending
that the new building reused a non-existent
small town commercial strip with garage,
gas station and two-story commercial

Le Pelican's Entrance
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block. Each of the ‘original’ buildings is
expressed in the new construction,

Antoine Grumbach, who teaches
architecture at the Université de Paris II,
secs architecture as a pedestal to support a
collective memory. He once had to design
a new urban boulevard for a future new
town, between existing villages and a new
rapid transit station, near Paris. How does
one define the collective memory of a place
that does not exist yet? Grumbach’s answer
was Lo imagine the ruins of a city that might
have existed there before the new town.*

What s the interest of this imaginative
approach? What does “Le Pélican” sig-
nify to its inhabitants?

The question of meaning in architec-
ture has benefitted from semiology, as
shown in Meaning in Architecture, which
offers a debate on what should be a mean-
ingful architecture. For George Baird,
architecture has to offer an “ideal image of
human existence, ideal frames for human
acuon”, based on fundamental human val-
ues.® In the same way, Christian Norberg-
Schulz suggests that “man can only per-
ceive (give meaning to) order; his orienta-
tion and identity depends upon the exis-
tence of defined structures in the environ-

ment.™

Reyner Banham, who teache
College, London, ¢criticizes t
tic approach. He speaks for an “environ-

ment void of preformed values but capable

of generating new values symbiotically
with its inhabitants™, that is, an architec-

ture adaptable to changing values.”

That is
also, according to Kurt Forster, what Frank

Gehry proposes.®
of the modem movement. lis best manifes-
tations are modem museums, where the
impersonal, flexibt

This approach is typical

e. white spaces adapt 10

every exhibition

Yet, the Coquitlam fire hall and
Grumbach’s new boulevard exemplify
Norberg-Schuiz’s suggestion for the need
for defined structures of symbols. In these
two cases, this need is considered so impor-
tant that the designers found it necessary 1o
invent an historical structure 1o give a
meaning to what Grumbach described as a
“beet field”. Eva Stein’s monuments are
slightly different, places somewhere in
between Baird’s and Banham's standpoint.
Eva Stein’s life gives a structure and order
to “Le Pélican™ and “Les Jardins du
Pelican™ elements, but her story is not
known by most of the inhabitants of the
building.” In the absence of an Ariane
thread, inhabitants are facé.n;za..e..eu onof
elements, architectural and (’LUH' 1fs",
all once familiar, but now describing some-

thing new.

“Le Pélican™
f how architecture can be di
‘read’. Baird and Norberg-Sc
bly ove

understand a defined st

1s not the onlv ¢

hulz proba

restimate the public's capacity 10
tructure of architec-
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architects and the cultural elite
quired the knowledge
other architects.
phenomenon
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Eva Stein's death
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buildings.

“Le Pélican™ and “Les Jardins du
Pélican™ speak, they have a meaning the
inhabitants may sense, but never really
understand.’® Facing this mystery, the
inhabitants can only interpret those ele-
ments, giving them their own meanings.
They will react as they do with gods,
inventing religion to understand them.

Inhabitants can ignore everything
about Eva Stein, yet, from the window of
their apartment, they can see the skyline of
Montreal. For a few hours, they will hide
there, trying to forget the madness of the
life they just escaped, just as Eva Stein did.

Le Pelican and its model
apartment (photo: Francois
Decarie)

Les jardins du Pelican front and rear facade (photo: Fran-

cois Goulet)
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NOTES

1. This article is taken from a paper
wrole as a partial requirement for a masters
degree in Urban Planning at McGill Uni-
versity.  The author would like to thank
Torill Kove, Cynthia Cheung and Frangois
Décarie for their greatly appreciated assis-
lance.

2. “The stars and gods watch and
manipulate us. Why us Eva? Why us?"

3. London, Mark, “Exhibit points to
where Canadian architecture is going”., in
The Gazette, Montreal, March 28, 1987,
The Coquitlam case was part of the exhibi-
tion “A Measure of Consensus: Canadian
Architecture in Transition”, presented in
Montreal, in March and April 1987.

4. Antoine Grumbach presented this
case at a Hydro-Amenagement lecture in
Montreal, in 1985. The lecture is summa-
rized in Forces, No. 74, Montreal, Summer
1986, p. 115.

5. Baird, George, “La dimension
amoureuse in architecture”, in Meaning in
Architecture, edited by Jencks, C., and
Baird, George, Barric & Jenkins Publisher,
London, 1969, p. 98.

6. Norberg-Schulz, Christian,
“Meaning in architecture”, in Meaning in
Architecture, Op. cit,, p. 228.

7. Banham, Reyner, “The Architec-
ture of Wampanoag”, in Meaning in
Architecture, Op. cit., pp. 101-118.

8. Kurt Foster expressed this opinion
in Montreal, in March 1987, at an Alcan
lecture entitled “Impromptu Building;
Frank Gehry’s Architecture of Improvisa-
tion™.

9. Though they have some clues: for
example, the model of the temple’s gate is
exposed in the hallway of the Pelican.

10. Charles Jencks oncedescribed the
mysterious dimension of architecture:
“New frames old, or vice-versa new
erodes old, or vice-versa; high collides with
low and refinement with Punk, or vice-
versa (. . .) . It is this transgression and
elision of elements Lo creale an experience
that is at once mysterious and full of sur-
prises which relate Post-Modern space Lo
religious and mystical space.” (Jencks,
Charles, Chaitkin, William, Current Archi-
lecture, Academy Editons, [.ondon,
1982).

Frangois Goulel 1y a free lance journalist
who is presently completing his master's
degree at the School of Urban Planntng,
McGill University
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