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jAKE AlloERDICE 

ON THE EssENTIAL PLACELESSNEss 

OF THE MACHINE 

Specificiry of program has always been a pan of archirecrure. Bur ~me building as 

machine" is a specifically Modern comage. Today, machine-buildings bearrng no 

relationship eo place (picture me Quonser hut or me Holiday Inn) dot me globe. Most 

of us experience daily m is placelcssne.ss of me machine. In the meantime our world, 

which once viewed progress and obsolescence as inevitable, is sloY.1y seeing limits. and 

reali1.ing mat disuse does not "refuse" make. Today we question plans ro bulldoze 

abandoned churches, power plants, schools, and oilier miscellaneous "old buildings." 

Today we see an an gallery in a power plant, con dos in a grain clevacor. a laundromar in 

a church. Everywhere, new programs fir wirh interesting quirks into old structures. 

Taking a functionalist view for a moment, that me nature and form of the original 

structure is directly brought abour by irs purpose or program, one has to grapple ,.,.;m a 

conrradiccion when one ~ how well a given place can adapt itself to new uses, esp<:cially 

~far from me ongin.mng idea. till more par:~dox.ic:llly. me old form reads clearly 

under the new layer offuncuon: "pO\ver plan~" "church;" "train suuon" ercerer:a.1 This 

essay propmes that me ofd Structures are able tO perrorm SO well under new requirements 

became of me micmre~ of the original requirements. Th~ stricture:. fed, over rime, tO 

the development of recogni1.able ty~. As a rest of this hypomesis. one could come up 

wtth extremely specific programs, new Jnd unexpected programs. and see if the 

"machines" which result have rh.n wonderful flexibility that seems ro accompan} our 

most "func.tionalisr" edifices. Cm rhis approach, which unerly demes rhe importance of 
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"place," lead p.uado:Uailly to a hdghrcncd awareness 

ofpbcd 
Encir I in~ the '" in mic) of Halifax and 

Dan:mouth, f;n:nin~ a son: of modem analog to rhe 
n~-:11 city "-:111, a ~ilwar cur and a dhidcd highway 
~harply dcilnc a lmc of"in,idc" and "out~ide." The 
ccnrcr of the cirde, hoYOncr, i~ no bull\·ere; it i~ 
missing. In irs ~te1d a f;.bh ~preacb north and ..ourh. a 
long harbour, bleeding away from the centcr, dc:n}ing 
the center's o:.istencc. 1\,o t>ridgcs and ..ome ferry lines 

basre the two hah·es together. h i~ a tenuous 
conneaion, at besL 

Sor irnignific:andy, the: modem~ of road and rail 
is conceived not~ a barrier but~ an avenue, a line not 
to impede flight but to allow it. And like the: wall, the: 
harbour, a line ofsymmcuy, is also a line of flight. But 
to the r:iry dweller the harbour is foremost a line of 
disconrinuity. Reachmg the water's edge:, \lie: change 
modes and zones, we shed one skm to don another. 
,.,'flethc:r sa~1ing through the air on a bridge:, or crossing 
the water by boaL 

Recognizing its n:nure, I walked the wall: the 
nilrtW that cuu around Halifu, and the: htghv.'ll}' that 
rings Dan:mouth. On foot, these: arc: worlds outSide the 
day-to-day lives of most city dwellers. We usually 
experience rhcm in a train or automobile, our feet off 
the grbund. On my treks, I made: ~omc: ,ketches and 
sathcr~ anifacu.-liuc:r-picking up ohjcas dut a rowed 
imerot or curiosity, eviden~c: toward unanticipated 

cond~m. 

From the railway cut I gathered a brakehosc:, a bi­
axial sign. and a pla}ing card (among other generally 
heav); earth-bound things): from rhc: highway I brought 
back a leaf from the: Ydlow Pago, a wisp of clorh with 
some printed words, and a surveyor's srake (among 
other moscly light, windbloWI1 srufl). &eh of 

these objects wa$ particularly suited to a function, 
"irhout much po~ibiliry of generalized use:, yet each 
could probably have been found along any railv.-ay cut 
or highway anywhere: in the: modem world. Like most 
modem machines, they YOC:re specific to purpose:, but 
not to place. \1odern time~ make inevitable: this 
placdessness, bur they also suggot a way to reconcile: the: 
universal with the particular. In the walled city of 
Halif.u/Darrmouth \\ith iu empty cc:ntc:r, rhc:y offer 
one source of a new "sc:nsc: of place." 
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fUn~ing the e'iden~e from the H<~.lif.u side in a 
spa."'llbrive 'JXCI:rum of"the general to the 'pecitic" and 
~r irom the D.uunourh ,idea:. "the anOn)mOiti ro rhe 
personal: I a.rbitnrily p.1i~ e:~dl of the artif.lm in a 
rc:brionJtip that sp.mned the gap: a) a cirrular grinder 
pbte from the railro.lJ \\ith an aluminum as numlxTn:i 
~J-7~ fuund along the highwa)~ b) a nmte, M Bob.~ in 
shiny chromed pla:.ric from the nil road, and a pl.utic 
automobile pan shaped like a tUnnel (with one wide 
mouth and one mull mouth) from the highw:~y; c) a 
brakehose from the railroJ.d and :a Polm>id phorognph 
of two h""II tr:acto~ from the high"' a}': d) a bi-axial 
rctlecrive sign from the r.1ilroad and :a glossy 
stockholder's report from the edge of the highw~}: 

The pairing :acrtN the g-ap embodied the concq>r 
tlur rwo objects. sepanted fn pbcc 2l!d rime, may be 
seen m be linkcd 2t a higher dimension: visualize two 
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circles d.isant from each other on a plane, that rum our 
to be in fact sections of one donut form rh2r pa~.\eS 
through both. The problem bcame ro design the 
•donur· ~t could unite ad. pair. 

In uniling the two objectJ I relied on 2 kind of 
intuitive fl;ash that can't be easily explained or 
r:atiofl4liz.ed, but in general what I tried ro do was to 
cb-olve eaCh artifact to a ,erbaJi, ... tion ofia progr;am or 
purpose. and to then connect the two verbaliutions in 
a singk program. An example would be the gJinder, 
which presented an unparriculariud unified whole 
gn:-ater th:an the sum of its pa.ru,like an anthill, 2l!d the 
numberplate, which seemed to he about $pccifying one 
pankuw thing :amid.\t many. C..onnc:cring these two, I 

made the le.1p ro the vchit(C{ur:al program, ~Dormitory 
fur a 1\ tonasric Order.~ 

tmtlar leap\ lead from the pla\ric "Bob" and 
rhe funne' >hape to the "Hou~e for Parenrs :and a 
Full-grown Child." from the brakehose and rhe 
Polaroid ot the two tractor~ to <1 program for 
"Bachelor Po~ds." and from the bi-o~xial reflective 
sign and the qu.merly report to a program for a "Barge 
for Wind-induced Noises Emanating from rhe 
Harbour." 

Whr a barge? le seemed ;appropriate that rhe 
random displacemenr of the liner along the highw~y 
or the railro:ad cut ~hould be echoed in a floating 
world of "bargebuildings." The barge is to the 
harbour as the piece of p:aper is to rhe highw;ay and 
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as rhe chunk of ruued iron i\ to the railway. Like 
them, it is essentially placeless, of indeterminate, 
random location, moved there by powers nor ofirself. 

Though essentially placelc:ss by narure, ~he 
modem machine hold\ the possibiliry to "make pbce" 
despite iudf: it frames a vic:w into another world 
of infinite poS5ibility and infinite v:arialion. It creates 
a place characteri1ed by :a line of flight extending 
in either direction, where "chat which is absolutely 
neces~ary but doe~ not exist ," c:an exist. 

"When a problem i\ properly ~tatcd in our epoch, 
it inevitably lind~ its \Olution." le: Corbusier. 
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