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ABSTRACT

The timeless task of architecture is to create embodied, existential metaphors that structure and
sustain our experience of the world. This vital role has been obscured in recent centuries, but
maintains critical importance - even ethical imperative - in our increasingly urbanized habitat,
where built objects are the predominant frame of human existence. Fixing verticals and horizontals,
architecture is always a symbolic act: it describes the conditions of relationship between man and
environment, whether integrated or isolated.

The premise of this thesis is a search for the dimension of deeper meaning - missing in most
contemporary buildings - that can help to reconnect us with a higher order and assert our place
within it. Returning to first principles, it examines cultural constructions across a broad historical
period to recall the archetypal language of architecture and its didactic function: concretizing
elemental dichotomies and eternal human truths. The essential conditions of body and space, earth
and sky have intuitive meaning and enduring implications - this a priori tectonic vocabulary is the
basis for orientation and identification (enabling dwelling), and the focus of the thesis work. Its
interest is the resonance between inner experience and external environment that engages us in
powerful architectonic expressions, relating body, building and world.

The work presented narrates these explorations on three levels, within the scope of Western
architecture and its primary influences. Part 1 establishes a philosophical foundation for this
generalizing approach, rooted in universal structures, and substantiates a synoptic viewpoint. Two
ubiquitous models of natural hierarchy - the upright human figure and the stratified cosmos - are
manifest in built form from time immemorial; Part 2 presents a body of historical research into
these parallel realms of metaphor in traditional belief structures. Surveying the paradigm shifts
(both physical and conceptual) that shape our present built environments, Part 3 culminates in a
speculative discussion of contemporary power structures and conflicting spatial concepts today,
where architecture supplies alternative realities and artificial ‘worlds’ instead of reinforcing
meaningful existential connections. Approaching present and future uncertainties through
archetypal absolute values, the objective of this discourse is to regain some common ground -
underlying the fragmented contemporary condition - where reconciliation between man and
environment may yet occur.
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PREFACE:
AN INQUIRY IN PROGRESS

“Work on philosophy - like work in architecture in many respects - is really more a work on oneself. On
one’s own interpretation. On how one sees things...”!
- Ludwig Wittgenstein

The philosophy behind this thesis, like the shape of a work of architecture, has evolved over the
course of its creation. My convictions have been reconsidered, redirected, sometimes rejected and
reformulated altogether. Even upon completion, the discourse herein represents only a segment of a
learning curve: between previous explorations (including the arc of these graduate studies) and
future research aspirations, the work to follow remains an open question. At its best, to borrow from
contemporary anthropologist Marshall McLuhan, this thesis is a proliferating aphorism: it operates
as an architectural hypothesis, an extended probe laid down to generate more questions than it
answers.

It is apparent to me that our contemporary environment, as both mirror and mold of human
experience, is missing some fundamental depth and potential impact. Proposing an architectural
solution to repair these disconnections is beyond my capacity, but composing a discussion around a
few basic considerations (among countless possible alternatives) is within my grasp. What I have
designed is my own path through various disciplines, theories and ideologies, in hopes of
rediscovering the route to what's been lost. It is, by nature, a tentative structure: presenting
possibilities for the reader’s consideration is its only objective.
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ENCOUNTERING ARCHITECTURE

“It seems to possess the ability to transform the inhabitant into a participant, to effectively ‘change
one’s life’.”?
- Alberto Perez-Gomez (on La Tourette)

This thesis presents a way of interpreting architecture, as a series of symbolic gestures. It considers
the built world in terms of encounters, rather than objects, shaping human experience through
architectonic space. It seeks the intensity of engagement that Perez-Gomez describes for Le
Corbusier’s La Tourette, largely lacking in today’s buildings - but not lost altogether. Arthur
Erickson’s Museum of Anthropology provides a compelling example of iconic contemporary
architecture, realizing its powerful symbolic program through intuitive tectonic language.

My own first encounter with this building was on a busy day: the human activity in the entrance
area seemed at odds with the qualities of the space. Post and beam stand sentry here, in eternal
equipoise. Austere concrete, washed in grey light and shadows, commands little attention but waits
for silence. Voices drop, steps slow as people move into the darkness of the entry ramp, where
patterns of light focus the gaze onto display walls on both sides. I follow, letting mass, space and
light guide my visit. The building initiates a quiet ceremony, engaging the visitor in its expressions.

Within the confined entry ramp, the closeness of
ceiling and floor create an introspective and
protective space. The floor slopes downwards
toward the Great Hall, accelerating the body
forward through the display sequence, but the
lateral emphasis of the ramp space - its tectonic
weight and solidity overhead lifting at the edges,
where slivers of natural light enter through
recessed clerestories - draws the eye to either
side, making me linger in the comfortable
shadows. This sheltering privacy creates intimacy
between the temporary observer and the timeless
occupants of this exhibit, as if they might divulge
their secrets. But the pull of gravity and the bright
open space beyond cannot be denied: the ceiling
drops lower still, pushing me out of this
enveloping canal into the ‘crossroads’.
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Transverse hallways now open to either side, illuminating other possibilities to explore later, but I
cannot resist the tectonic cues that continue to propel me forward - the expanding lightness of the
Great Hall is just ahead. As I descend, flowing like a river down this ramp, the space beyond (both
interior and exterior) is slowly revealed ... finally bursting outward and skyward just as the ramp
meets the flatness of the floor, like the surface of the sea. All forward-downward-inward motion is
stilled, pooling at my feet; I feel I have arrived at my destination, and drift freely. Patterns of light
and shadow lie across the floor, articulating its broad surface.

The trabeated Great Hall is larger and tangibly
lighter, opening rectangles of glass between
posts and beams. Its massive members step
upwards and inwards toward the sea, shifting
the lateral focus of the enclosed entry ramp to a
vertical emphasis. Arranged symmetrically in a
narrowing V-shaped plan, the structure frames
ever-widening vistas to the natural spectacle
outside its walls. Light, air and open space draw
my attention upward and outward, in marked
contrast to the chthonic conditions of approach
just experienced. The artifacts stretch
progressively taller, taking ownership of the
lofty realms opening overhead. The structure
expresses a like verticality, with concrete
columns standing erect, aggrandizing the upright
figures inside and uplifting along with them.*

The primal resonance that this thoroughly modern building achieves complements its cultural
function and enhances its historical focus, but the architectonic language it speaks is even more
ancient than the artifacts it shelters. Erickson engages archetypal associations as a design tool:
feelings of mystery and discovery, intimacy and reverence intensify the emotional impact of the
museum exhibits, through the spatial conditions we experience them in. Form and space shape
intuitive sensory perceptions, with inherent symbolic values - aligned with the intended function of
the work, this archetypal language can strengthen its expressive potential. The result, as at the
Museum of Anthropology, is a statement beyond words: a timeless instant of clarity. It speaks
directly to the senses, with tangible authenticity: presenting an embodied truth we can participate
in. Like an ancient monument, it seems to silence the world and simultaneously amplify our
understanding.

* Erickson equalizes vertical and horizontal sections on other projects, but in this case post and beam articulate
their different characteristics. Viewed from outside, the spanning horizontals appear solid and heavier than the
upstanding columns. Balancing rather than neutralizing the forces of gravity and resistance, this embodied action
is at once dynamic and stable. From inside, however, the vertical members are emphasized beneath a lattice of
concrete voids and skylight panes. This articulation of opposites - mass-void, grounding-uplifting, dark-light,

inward-outward, lateral-vertical - is a simple but eloquent architectonic language, and the focus of the thesis work.

Facing, top [0.1]; facing, bottom [0.2] and above [0.3]: UBC MUSEUM OF ANTHROPOLOGY, ARTHUR ERICKSON
(VANCOUVER, BC)
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