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The late Harry Mayerovitch’s lengthy experience as an architect, urban planner and teacher of architecture at McGill and Laval universities in Canada was enriched by his involvement in other arts. Painting, political caricature, sculpture, poetry, poster design, music and photography broadened his interpretation of the art of building, whose purpose he saw as much more than simply providing shelter. In the designs of Harry Mayerovitch, architecture is an expressive medium for understanding and fashioning our lives. This book, intended both for professional architects and the general public, lays out the author’s views in a nontechnical way with both words and light-hearted illustrations.
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To Betty Ann,




and




to the McGill University School of Architecture, 

where I was first made aware of the intimate 

relationship of architecture to all aspects of our lives.
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WHAT IS A BUILDING?
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INTRODUCTION

––––––––
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What is architecture? It is a process for planning buildings and their surroundings to better house and protect the various activities that make our lives possible. In this respect, like other skills such as science and medicine, architecture is essential to survival. Since meaningful survival involves satisfying all our needs—physical, emotional, spiritual—architect­ure must respond effectively to all of these demands. We may sometimes feel that the expertise this entails is beyond our power or right to question or influ­ence and we are inclined to leave it to the “experts.” On the other hand, we may simply stand aside and take our architect­ural environment for granted.

The purpose of this book is to explore what architecture does to be successful and how it can simplify, enrich or com­plicate our lives.

If we can sharpen our own awareness of the buildings we see or inhabit, we may enhance our enjoyment of them. In short, we can find out how architecture speaks to us.

We may also gain a sense of our own ability and responsibility in determining the kind of buildings with which we may be blessed or cursed.

Let us start with a simple—perhaps overly simple—example.





[image: ][image: ]This is a door. It tells us to come in or keep out. 

Its size suggests that we are able to pass through it 

easily and the doorknob tells us how.













This door tells us how it is constructed—

vertical boards held together by cross­pieces 

and a diagonal brace to keep it from sagging.



















[image: ]This door tells us by its elaboration that it 

is important, and suggests that what is behind it 

is probably important too.







These three doors have spoken to us.







A door not only admits us to a building but also to a world of the senses, the mind and the heart. Doors, together with windows, stairs and balconies, combine to produce something which speaks and at times even sings. The result is a build­ing PLUS—that is to say, a work of arch­itecture.

What can a building say or sing about? Whatever we, as individuals or as a society, want it to. It can tell about our powers, our dreams, concerns, fears, and hopes—whatever can contribute to our present or future welfare. What we build will then combine with what we carve, paint, sing or write in order to learn from our past, to enrich our present and to project our future. 

However, before a building can speak it must do: it must function efficiently, be accessible and fit into its neighbourhood. It must help us cope with the problems of day-to-day living. Only then can the functional and the inspirational combine in an expressive duet.

This book, then, is about shelter, not only as protection, but as a vehicle for further understanding our world and revelling in it.

A little knowledge of the building’s language—its grammar and vocabulary—will enable its song to ring more clearly in the ear, and even permit us, the listeners, to contribute to the chorus.







[image: ]Shelter in Nature




Shelter abounds in nature.




The snail and the turtle are indeed their own shelters.





––––––––

[image: ]


[image: ]


The nautilus shell as it grows, even adding 

cells to its house to keep it afloat.
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Spiders, bees and beavers devise shelters 

that double as traps, storage units, or dams.




[image: ]To ensure their survival these creatures have 

had to determine for their struc­tures:


	the best location;

	the best material;

	the shortest construction time;

	the least amount of effort required;

	
[image: ]  the most efficient building method.
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[image: ]Thus, to build its web, the spider spar­ingly extrudes slender threads from its own body. To store its honey, the bee compacts a cluster of wax cells to ach­ieve the greatest volume within the smallest possible enclosing wall area. We cannot but admire the ingenuity and appropriateness of these structures—their order, economy, geometry, rhythm, tex­ture and colour, and we therefore pro­nounce them, “beautiful.”
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Shelter by Humans



[image: ]The marvellous structures devised by the animal kingdom accommodate a fixed lifestyle and slowly changing conditions.



[image: ][image: ][image: ]We humans, however, who are physically ill-equipped to resist excessive cold or heat, damp or drought, or the hostility of competing creatures, have chosen instead a changing and mobile lifestyle. We succeeded in so doing only with the help of ingenious contrivances, including var­ied kinds of shelter.



To master the necessary know-how of survival we had much to learn about the physical world and we have had to ac­quire special capabilities.

[image: ]





The evidence of the earliest hunting weapons, cooking utensils, clothing and dwellings reveal other qualities. Their shapes and decoration go beyond the obviously useful. They suggest purpose, delight and pride. We have continued over eons to develop this ability to de­fine ourselves, proclaim our powers, and project our hopes.
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This results in the magic we call “art.” 

It is powerfully demonstrated in buildings.

A simple example: even the most prim­itive communities establish a physical centre or 

rallying point from which to organize protection, assign tasks, take decisions, celebrate 

achievements or mourn losses.






[image: ]A tall pole rising out of a building and visible from afar, could designate such a central meeting place.



Elaborated, as in an Indian totem pole, the group’s beliefs, history, achievements are made eloquently evident.



We, their descendants, have inherited the ability and the inclination to endow even the simplest building with a vision of our­selves. Our homes, for instance, usually reflect our celebration of the family or re­veal our special interests. Our gardens proclaim our precious link with nature.



We would also like our homes to pers­uade ourselves (and others) of our uniqu­eness and, as our “castles,” to give us a feeling of safety.
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––––––––
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Different house styles point to different lifestyles, define our social or economic status, and thus our identity and individuality.

[image: ]

More imposingly, a cathedral can invite us to penetrate the infinite—if we aspire to the eternal. 

The dimly lit nave serves as a metaphor for the darkness of earthly existence, the resplendent altar the sym­bol of ultimate release and revelation. Thus architecture becomes a powerful and sophisticated way to proclaim what we are, what we have been and where we hope to go. Put another way—when a building simply shelters and protects, it speaks in prose; when it stirs us with hope or memories, it soars to poetry.


“We build not only to house our bodies,” 

someone has said, “but also to house 

our dreams.”
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HOW DO WE PERCEIVE A BUILDING?
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[image: ]HOW DO WE PERCEIVE A 

BUILDING?

––––––––
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To survive, we try to understand the world, adapt it to our needs, and explore its possibilities. We attempt to perceive it as completely as possible.

We look at a building for similar reasons—to recognize whether it can serve our physical needs and whether we can enjoy what it offers.

To achieve this understanding we are blessed with a highly sophisticated set of faculties, namely —







Our senses,

which reveal the building’s physical properties.
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Sight reveals its location, size and shape.

	
Touch tells us it is rough or smooth, warm or cool.

	
Hearing reveals the space as hollow, crowded, vast or intimate.

	
Smell hints at the kind of activities within.






[image: ]Our reason,
which helps us understand the appro­priateness of the building’s spaces and forms, and to appreciate (or decry) the logic of the arrangements.


Our emotions,

which tell us how the building has made us feel. How intensely we feel will be emphasized by such physical clues as body temperature, heart beat and muscle tension. How we will react will depend on what attitudes we bring to the build­ing. The adventurous in us may seek surprise; the rational in us order and structural logic; the self-doubting grand­iosity or opulence.
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But whatever our predisposition, a fine structure can impose an emotional, even irresistible, spell—quiet in a library, exhilaration in a nightclub, curiosity in an exhibition hall, security and comfort in a home. Notre Dame Cathedral, for example, will overawe, an Egyptian pyramid will overwhelm, the Taj Mahal will hypnotize us into serenity, and the Golden Gate Bridge will stun us with its daring.
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