
Introduction to McGill Thesis 

Projects 1997 
Howud Davies, Adjunct Professor 

Th., lofth Column v10• "-l 

17U' the;is tc·mr at McGillrmivmity lasts 4 months. Prior 
to startmg lhr srmc·strr, 1/r~ students arr required to prt· 
part a wrrttm rt/IOrt tlultt•stablislres ench proJect's plrilo
wphrcnland formal 1firection. Ench student works closely 
with a mcm/1cr of tire staff. Work is reviewecl individually 
and in grOIIJIS 011 a mort or /rss 011·goi11g basis througlrout 
tlrttmn. 

Generally speaking. if one was to compare an architec
tural the,is from the 1930s at Mc.{;ill to one done m the 
early 19t(}s, the !>i.milantie> would be striking.Inboth cases 
there would be an emphasis m the representation of an 
architectural proposition usmg orthographic projection 
drawings, per.;pecti\ l!!iand a model The main thesis idea 
would alm~t alway!> be related to the formal resolution 
of an architectural image\\itha program (sometimes func
tionally inroYati\'e, sometune; sociologically) and a site 

(usual or unusual}. In mo:.t cases the projects would at
tempt to solve problems and build a better world. 

The past l 0 year:; have seen the relative consensus 
and stability of this tradition challenged. In this respect 
Me.{; ill can be seen as taking part in a general re-appraisal 
of architecture and the posrbon of the architect in society. 
This change oould be anything from the result of an after 

"!rodembm" soul-5e.li'Ching to the initial off-5pring of a 

greatly expaMec1 and influential Masters level educatioo/ 
culture that has swept through almost every school of ar
chitecture in the world. 

In some cases the completion of a thesis through 
the resolubon of image/ program/site is ro longer the only 
goal Instead the thesi:; effort has been re-directed towards 
a variety of aims including: 

--0q>anding the definition of architectural activ
ity within a cultural context: how might architecture in

teract both with 1t's creator and it's public to counteract a 
perceived loss of contemporary cultural relevance? 

-explonng how archttecture is media specific 
does form follow method? 

~g the potential interface between phi
losophy and architectural form: is there rigour in Ricoeur? 

As the century conclude!> and the architectural 
professJon undt>rgoes a scrioll!> re-evaluation of itself in 

almost every re5pc'Ct, mcluding tt's legal definition, it's 

economic basis and, ultimately, it's role in society, tt IS 

han:ilyswprising U1.1t these vicis.<.ttudes ~d be reflected 
m the work of ~tu dent:; on the fringe of participation. 

Howard Davil>s is llrt crtrmrt Tlre)rs Year Co-ordinator nl 
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u l•irlwthhjue.c'tSI /'umvm, maL.; c'tst aussi 11101. ft SillS lt 

/1m dt t11nt d'action) tl tant de mbuoin-s, tt il mo1 se rtllent 

.Its milium> de gm<, Jcs nu/hems d'actions, dts millions de 

mt'ziKIJI'rS. 

fe ne mt cclllli!ns plus, 

En tentant de dtHinir les choses de fa~on isolee, la 
conccplUalisation Mnie I' essence de la perception. Rien 
n·e.~t approch~ de fa~on pure, chacun apporte une 
histmre particuli~ dans son assimilation du monde 
offer!. Cette hlStmre constilUe une base rH&entielle 
formee par notre m~mre, locus de nos mterpretations. 

Ce lieu n'est ni isole, ni defini. ni fixe. Cest le 

lieu de nos actions pas~ et de nos actions proJetl!es, 
le lieu des personnes rencontrees et des personnes 
esperees, le li~ des ~verurs et des desli'S, des echecs 
et des rrus."•tes, du moi et du monde. 

La perception unplique dejA une prise de posi
tion: elle n' existe pas ind~ndamment de la m~oire 
et de !'imagination. Je place la m~oire entre la per
ception et !' imagination, motivant notre appropriation 
referencielle et redonnant de fa~on creative. Nos 
mtm1oires constituent en quelque sort notre identite 
dans un monde oi.J il n' existe aucune limite tangible et 
oil tout est en mouvement 

La nouvelle bibliotMque est situee dans le 
VJeUX-Montreal, au coin des rues Le Moyne et Mc.Cill. 
Elle habite des e:.pace:. residuels et des edifices 
desa.ffect5; elle peut approprier de nouveaux vides au 
rythme de sa croissance. 

Les grands axes sont 1: celui de la circulation, 

du mouvement, du deplacement ou du passage, d'un 
endroJt a un autre: le labyrinthe. 2: celui de !'action 
presente et momentanee; ob:>ervee, fixee et transformee 
dans la memoire, seulement recuperable et reutilisable 
par notre memoire. 3: !'arret, !'assimilation, la trans
formation, la comprehension, !'interpretation ... d'un 
petit element, dans la perspective du monde, par un 
petit eltm1ent, parlle enli~re d'un tout. 

L'identite de chaqueelement repose d'abord sur 
sa pos•tion et son contexte. Elle est dependante du 
syst~me de relahon dans lequel il s'ins~re, de 
l'intentionahte qui guide cette insertion ainsi que de la 

couche de ~ignification qu'il vient ajouter a l'histoire 
dqa incorporee. 

Mon identite est indt'!fmiment reliee au temps 

et aux contextes. Le seul point d'ancrage res•de dans 
I' action responsable et conscientc. Cette action ethique 
se fonde sur les m!!moires qui me rehent a tout au 
monde mcorpor~. au monde rememore, au monde 
Jmagin~. 
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Du moi, au monde, du monde au moi: 
un petit mabise . 

De retour au monde: 
un petit mensonge. (chercher a identifier, a 

r~uire, a comprendre): 
la technologie, la modemite. 

L' identification d 'une cause pos~ible de la m~iation 
inconfortable: 

la difficuJ~ a !le situer. 

Une altemabve vague: 
I' authenticite 

Ce que cela touche: 
la perception, !'oscillation? 

Et encore: 
les impressions, !'experience 

Nos points de nHerences .• (dans le monde et 
en nous-meme?)-.une \ 'Oie possible: 

la memoire, les memoires 

urrmDunne 
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site plm Jungle 

·we urcrt al/ nomnds onu, and rrossrd the d~s and the 
sras in tracks IIL1t rould not bt drtected, but were clear to 
th0$t trho h1rwthe way. Sin er settling donm and rooting 
likL trus, but without the abiliity to make use of the wind 
to scallrr our serd, we llavt' found only infection and dis
con tent. 
In thr city the inha/,itants luwr rrconciled two discordnnt 
de;1m: to rtllllllll in one placr and to leave it behind for 
ever. " I 

This is a proposal for the use/re-use of abandoned 
lots in the city of Montreal. The provision of basrc in
frastructure- l. water (~ubterranean) and 2. electric
ity (aerial)- renders the unmhabitable habitable by 
independent motile units. So drive on in, anchor your
self to the ground and at1ach yourself to the sky.2 

I Wintmon. J Smr.g lht CJo.rrry (London: Vmtage, 1996): 43. 
2. When I ~., m)- ~arch for tlus project m September 1996, I 
started wilh Anthony Vidk'l''l Tht Arch1ttclural U1101nny and 
Sagmund Frald. I am aaw.ed to see now Oanuary 1998) how far the 
prqect lw come Trymg to wmmarizt th$ prOJeCt I am still ft'tlmg 
the repercu55ions of thesiS (ftMI project) and I fUid myself stiU t'JI

Nustrd wath bttle lch to txplam 
Through the ••• months INI l5trugglt'd w1th ttus pi'Ojed it became 
more complicated than at net'dtd to be; th~ concept behmd at is very 
sunple Faced wath two opentng premases; 1. the growing number of 
abandoned oty lots tn Montreal (it appears that the number of these 
hasdecrea5td over tht last year, but when I started there were a lot) 
l the pr05pect that I would 50011 begm a nomadic existence and the 
e55enli3ls oM netds an or~r to feel at home an any place), 1 propose 
onuoluhon for the t~mporary use of thubandoned lots IS to allow 
proplr to ins~allthen~Selv'-s there (not permanently), while the city 
'-''111> for a more permanent lnstalLttlon to~ pr~/bualt. 
Tht Idea IJ to reclaim lliiUSed spat~ and gtve the tndecisi\-r soub 
who .ear eh d~tcly for pathetic I /2 apartments wath month-to
month leaso permantnt hom~ whllr allowmg them to mO\'t !hear 
homo beefy wathln Montreal and n ·en from C1ty to oty ( and they 
don' I ha\'e to carry box~/furruturr up any swrs) 
What 5till rema~ to be fmishtd,a y~u alk'T beg~~~nmg the pro,ect. 
IS to construct a prolotypiCJII basac unit (for one person) and - af 
one could ll\-e wtth the minimum I had p"'Jl"'td.l am beg~~~nmg to 
have my doubts. 
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V.111dow shoaing &:.1, Jl'inting: m~-!llr •1111 goJidt, TDOOd attrior 
frttmt (jiud), uttf lnltribr fr.zmt (JI'rlilll rotation) 

•lt · a.1 

The choo:en ~te lit'S East/West in the Red Light 
di...trict bch\'t'l'n St. laUJ\.'Ill and Ste. Dominique streets, 
in bch\ft>en adjao.'llt tl.orth and South firewalls, and on 
the z-axi.c;, lll.iwt>cn the open sky above and the earth be
low. In its vamnt condition it is a long narrow site whose 
volume is 40'x40'xl44'; an cxpost'd steel structure remains 
on site after a fire in 1993 destroyed the rest of the build
ing. The lll"Uil\'clled history of the skeleton-like site be

came the inspiration for the theoretical intervention. 
The process of the thesis produces the program, 

its primary goal being to make a ll£'W beginning on this 

site and to give h~ back to the Red Light Dislrict. The 
site has a long histoty of lll'glect. The intention to trans

form the site from a black box of projected images into a 
new ground of su~e being emphasizes a revival of 
the bod); its sense; and its spiritual life. 

The proces.s begins when the existing site within 
the context of the city scape also bea>mes the amtainer of 
the objectified body, imprinted within the volume and 

av.'aiting resurrection. When the mystery of the origin of 
the fire is mapped on this interpretation of the site, my

thologies of creation that are within us all take their place 
in the creative proa!Sl>. Opening to the mystery that per
haps this fire is beyond scientific reasoning. and that our 
usual means of explaining and understanding things con
cretely can not always work, is the initiation into the Wl

known, where other ways of knowing may be discov

ered. 
Two separate programs emerge: a little temple to 

the body, and an inn housing twelve homeless. They are 
fused together on the site like two hands dasping each 

other: Throughout the investigation, an al:tenlpt was made 
to express tangibly with materials the sensory experience 
of a person in the building. The sculptures, when com
bined together, tell the story of the transformation of the 
site, and if looked at in different ways. they inform smaller 
elements of the building, the overall approach to the site, 

and rituals of the living body 
nr twtll. mmt;td 111 dJ lmltmtn/117111 ~kr:t ~for from its 
tDTt. S11rj«iflg at a,IC7IIIl £vr tk J11urw.s bum tht samr of 
~ tht fk¥ CUIII5 to I'CICW lht IVrlh 111111 aitJ. jloodiJtg lht 
pltd,tuNrillg ti1.IXlY lht ¥iJitrl ~ tDtd dqQtiting thtm Ill 
lht b:Jtml cf lht,. cf Inn. tht rils If tJr IJITflt ~ qlmlming 
• b&lllocd:ir:t lht jliJing lillt<r. as thtiVrlh ~ tobmllhtona 
~ pitm cftht tltstmpi~Ml~Jingju:i 11(1/Did lht ~~ 
IUS lift rami by hoiJing m 10 tlrt drbris tmd <mdrlring tltmrfrhe 

141ht TN~tWwctiit m rihi. rd!m '"'" "'" 1Dr111'5/Did mngs light 
~gain Ill lht IUril. lht Wllltr "'*' ~q~ll£i11g a "}rroi1111irtg IRIItr 
011 tJr gruulld /Did tlrt ~ lo tlrt (llrt'. lht hl.dvt rdlllildlha 
IAAilrngJ. !#raring a J!tiid grocmd tha lht IIOVing !S of drmgr, 
tr1rr Mldriug 11(1 ltru0!6t& lht bJ(ht 

What we make is like a door opening that only 
lead<; us to dic;covcr more of the worid 
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