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A b s t r a c t 

Throughout the history of aviation there has been an uneasy relationship 

between the desire to define flight in qualitative terms, and the need to 

frame such experiences in a very rational manner. Although these two 

conditions have always coexisted, the trend over the course of aviation's 

development has been towards the latter. It is my contention that 

commecial flight represents the tail end of this long process. Airport 

spaces are the architectural embodiment of our long-time quest to render 

flight as commonplace. 

This project aims to restore an equilibrium; between an overtly rational 

approach to design, and one that recognizes the airport terminal as the 

interface between human flight and a specific place in the world. The 

vehicle for my investigation is a new community airport for the town of 

Powell River, British Columbia. The design represents my attempts at 

balance, wherein functional requirements are brought into conversation 

with the more experiential nature of architecture. 

The paper is broken into seven main sections. The first portion covers 

the rich historical link between flight and the human imagination. I will 

juxtapose this with a look at what commercial aviation has become in 

the contemporary context. This is followed by a synopsis of how 

architecture has responded to aviation since the dawn of powered flight. 

Suggestions for a different approach to design will be provided by looking 

closely at some of Alvar Aalto's work. Next is the history of Powell 

River, with particular emphasis placed on the long-time role of the airport 

in this isolated town. A graphic site analysis precedes a presentation 

of the project itself. 
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P r o l o g u e 

I wish to use this opportunity to sketch the structure of my thoughts, 
and perhaps clarify my intentions. This thesis stems from a number of 
very personal interests. It is as much a response, to my love of flying 
and the perspective I have gained as a pilot, as it is to my sensibilities 
as a designer. Until now these have remained as somewhat disparate 
themes in my life. The kernel of this project is the design of an airport 
facility for my home town. Having undergone flight training here, and 
having worked in the existing airport terminal, I am intimately familiar 
with both the site and the program. 

I initially take a historic look at the resonance that aviation has long had 
with humans. By taking such an approach, I am not only attempting to 
reveal an almost intrinsic human fascination with flight, I am also trying 
to uncover some early hints as to why we approach airport design the 
way we do. By portraying the romance embodied in these early human 
forays, I do not wish to suggest that there is not still a deep fascination 
with flight. Numerous contemporary examples exist, from the pure 
adrenalin of pylon racing, to the quiet poetry of sailplanes. Rather, it is 
my position that the development of commercial aviation represents 
the rational side of human nature, and as such the design of airport 
facilities has taken a predominantly functional route. 

This is where the direction of the project shifts somewhat. Where it 
was my interest in the cultural influence of aviation that drew me to the 
annals of history, it is my role as a designer that has made me question 
the overtly functional airport environments that this history has fostered. 
It was these reservations that led me to examine the work of Alvar 
Aalto. Examining how Aalto framed human experience provides lessons, 
but it also transcends specific strategies. There is a sensibility about 
his work that becomes appropriate when discussing a project in terms 
of its design - something that also transcends typology. Herein lies a 

critical point regarding my decision to examine this body of work in 
light of my own project. I am not attempting to draw analogies of flight 
out of Alvar Aalto (or even out of design for that matter). Aalto's relevance 
begins and ends with the desire to enrich a typology that represents a 
long history of human aspiration, but which has suffered from an overtly 

functional mode of delivery. 
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1.0 I n t r o d u c t i o n 
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1.0 Introduction 

The œntral question driving this project is why airports are not more pleasant 

environments. Given, their CMC importance, their offering of aerial exploration. 
and their historically rich connotation of human discovery, it is unfortunate that 

airports are so often rendered at the level of mere functional necessity. This 

architectural investigation will address the needs of a new community air 

terminal and flight-training school for Powell River, British Columbia. It will 

expbre opportunities provided by recognizing flight, not solely as a technical 

achievement, but as an emotional, artistic, and ultimately qualitative 

undertaking. The final design will re-establish a balance between these 

seemingly disparate human conditions. 

I will begin by taking a historical look at how aviation has figured into the 

Iargercultural milieu. This section will attempt to uncover the often-forgotten 

aspects of flight - both as an extension of the individual imagination, and as 

part of the cultural landscape. Itwill examine how early thoughts regarding 

flight shaped a conception of aviation that was largely qualitative By focusing 

on the human aspects of flight I do not wish to understate the broad impact 

of aviation as a technology. Robert Wohl has discussed this paradox, noting 

how, ".. .the fact remains that (aviation) technology (has been a) powerful 

stimuli to cultural production; and much remains to be said about the complex 

and intricate ways that machines elicited cultural responses in the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries."1 In deference to this statement, I do not wish to 

separate technology from culture. Rather, it is my intention to uncover the 

underlying human spirit present in aerial undertakings - something that was 

much more visible before advancing technology caught-up with the dream 

of flight. 
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With the inception of technology that rendered flight possible, aviation 

slowly began relinquishing its cultural importance. It began developing 

along the lines of a commercial endeavour instead, expanding rapidly 

from fledgling undertakings to international networks in scarcely more than a 

couple of decades. This rapid development had some undeniably negative 

connotatbns for the places we go, as well as the spaces we inhabit before 

going. I will examine some of these prevailing conditions. 

I will then present a brief history of architecture's role in commercial aviation. 

Responses to the needs of winged flight during the century ranged from 

eclectic to expressive, but settled most often on a highly prosaic approach. 

The desire to develop an efficient aerial infrastructure was most-often placed 

in a hegemonic relationship with the actual design of aviation facilities. 

The role of the airport terminal as a conduit to fast and efficient travel is 

quite a departure from the days when news of human flight was grounds for 

heart-felt elation, social upheaval, and artistic inspiration. 

This segment will ultimately suggest an opportunity to re-examine the 

contemporary aviation facility. It is my position that such a project 

must not subjugate the function that has been assigned to it during the 

'latter' phase of aviation's history. In contrast, I am suggesting an 

approach that appropriately recaptures and/or re-establishes some of 

the human qualities of architecture that have been sacrificed in our 

constant bid to rationalize the act of catching a plane. 
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Alvar Aalto was one of the leading proponents of a marriage between 

the quantitative and qualitative components of design. His initial 

enthusiasm for a devoutly rational approach only strengthened his later 

conviction that design must address the whole human being -

emotionally, culturally, socially, as well as functionally. Drawing on 

personal experience with a number of his works, I will attempt to distill 

some of the lessons that his buildings provide. Of particular interest to 

me is his orchestration of light, his directing of movement and sequence, 

and his use of natural materials. 

I will briefly cover the history of the Powell River area, focusing on how 

aviation has played a role in this region's development. An analysis of 

the site itself will provide additional background for what I deem to be an 

appropriate architectural response - how function can be mated with 

locale. This will ultimately lead to a presentation of the project. 

References Cited 
' Robert Wohl, "The Bards of Aviation: Rightand French Culture 1909-1939," in Michigan Quarterty Review (Summer 
1990), p.303. 
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Fig. 2.1 An early rendering depicting the fate of 
Icarus 
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2.0 Fl i g h t a nd the Human Imagination 

This, then, will be my formulation of the first principle of ascensional 
imagination: of all metaphors, metaphors of height, elevation, 
depth, sinking, and the fall are the axiomatic metaphors par 
excellence. Nothing explains them, and they explain everything. 
Put more simply, if a person is willing to live them, feel them, and 
above all compare them, he realizes that they have an essential 
quality and that they are more natural than all the others' 

Thoughts of ascension occupied the minds of men and women for 

centuries before the dawn of prolonged flight. Gaston Bachelard 

describes imaginings of flight to be one of the earliest and most basic 

of human tendencies. In his work entitled Air and Dreams he deals 

with the topic of human ascension, uncovering its many guises in poetry, 

literature and psychology. What he draws from his analysis is the 

notion that there is a pervasive, almost universal acceptance of what he 

terms 'oneiristic' lévitation. By this he is referring to the human trait of 

being able to experience pure sensations of 'flying' while in a dream 

state. He traces this thought to a time well before any documented 

attempts at mechanized flight. This is important to note as it suggests 

people were dreaming of flying - and were able to imagine the experience, 

from the physical sensation of rising, to the ability to see everyday 

objects from an elevated vantage point - long before it was actually 

thought possible. In describing the power that such experiences had 

in rejuvenating the human spirit, Bachelard recounts how, "...coming 

back to earth, the dreamer, a new Antaeus, is once more filled with an 

easy, sure, and intoxicating energy."2 The reference to a mythological 

character is interesting, given Bachelard's disparagement for what such 

figures represented. Bachelard suggests that the early presence of such 

air-bound personalities was the result of another human trait - the need to 

rationalize things in order to understand them. 

6 



Partofwhatmakesthesensation of oneiristic flight so wondrous, is its 

intangibility. While early efforts at recreating the experience could be 

seen as examples of human ingenuity, Bachelard feels that something 

vital became lost in the translation. He laments that humans no longer 

saw flight as, "...a "journey for its own sake", an "imaginary journey" 

that is more real than any other since it involves the substance of our 

psyche."3 For him the desire for rational analysis also explains the 

existence of early 'bird men'. Documented attempts at flight began 

around the year 850 BC1 when King Bladud of London was killed while 

attempting to remain aloft by way of wings attached to his arms. In a 

rather pointed rebuke of such investigations, Bachelard quips that, 

"...(U)nless the imagination is especially contaminated, no dreamer 

lives a dream in which wings flap... natural oneiric flight is not a rhythmic 

flight. It has the continuity and development of an élan; it is the swift 

creation of a dynamized moment."4 Bachelard clearly feels that a focus 

on the means of flight undermined the poetic ends. 

Undoubtedly to Bachelard's chagrin, there were those who took it upon 

themselves to apply 'scientific' method to the pursuit of human flight. 

One of the most prominent figures in this regard was Leonardo Da 

Vinci. He produced volumes of highly detailed drawings on how to 

achieve lévitation through mechanized means. He believed that the 

biology of flying creatures held many secrets, and to this end, many of 

his 'reasoned' arguments were based on the emulation of bat's wings. 

If Da Vinci's writings revealed the hopeful certainty of success, his 

modesty curtailed the dramatic public display that usually surrounded 

air-bound attempts. Da Vinci was very conscious of the fact that those 
Fig. 2.2 The comparison of human physiology with that of a flying creature. 
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who tempted fate with wings were playing on the public trust. The 

testing of his contraptions remained a guarded secret, should he become 

the subject of public scorn due to failure.6 

Despite what Bachelard has to say about the bastardization of pure 

and natural flight, I believe that Da Vinci's work was grounded in the 

desire for a deeper understanding of the world around him - not a more 

compartmentalized one. In explaining why he chose such exacting 

methods, Leonardo is quoted as telling how, "...the eye, that is called 

the window of the soul, is the principle way whence the common sense 

may most copiously and magnificently consider the infinite works of 

nature."7 John Ralston Saul has written on how it is that certain 

individuals manage to remain a part of the collective conscience for so 

long. It is his position that, while other 'important' figures in history 

tend to be easily forgotten, "...Leonardo remains because he is an 

expression of our shared knowledge."8 In light of this, Da Vinci's 

investigations - however strictly 'reasoned' they might have appeared -

were a benevolent reaction to a pervasive sense of intrigue amongst 

humans. 

The widespread interest in flight ensured that those who did manage 

brief jaunts into the sky were treated in heroic fashion. It was felt that 

those who broke the bonds of earth were privy to a new and expanded 

set of human qualities. Being able to 'fly' placed one in a position of 

great importance, and it is not surprising that the aviator should ascend 

in social standing as well. In a characterization that would become 

eternally pervasive, these early 'bird-men' were thought to embody, 

"...imagination, valor, daring, elegance, subtlety, élan, and a sense of 
Fig. 2.3 A sketch by Leonardo DaVinci exploring 
the potential of human-powered flight. 
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adventure."9 There was thought to be a strong link, "... between virtue 

and flight, between ethical principles and the natural power of ascent."10 

This deification of the aviator existed despite the fact - or maybe because 

of the fact - that it was normal for the overzealous 'Antaeus' to face 

serious injury or even death. 

This wish is fantasy...(the) metamorphosis must be total, must 
be spiritual as well as physical... one cannot appropriate 
somebody else's utopia... one cannot buy into one Utopian benefit 
- winged flight - without accepting Utopian premises, whole and 
entire." 

Bringing back the idea that aviation was part of a larger human ambition, 

death was seen by some as, "... ultimately what gave meaning to flight, 

which was nothing but a metaphor for our longing for higher forms of 

being."12 Those that perished were ultimately seen as characters of 

the highest standing. It seems to have been widely held that the ultimate 

accomplishment in life was to transcend oneself and achieve nobility, 

even if doing so required the ultimate sacrifice." 

Despite the risk to life and limb the number of recorded exploits continued 

to increase. In his work on the history of aerial experimentation, Clive 

Hart reveals that, "...after 1000 AD reports (of bird men) become 

increasingly frequent... hazardous trials were undertaken by men of the 

most diverse types."14 The rising popularity of what must have seemed 

a sport for lunatics proved troubling to some. There were those who felt 

it was not prudent for humans to be venturing into such uncharted 

territory. These concerned individuals attempted to attach an air of 

certitude to their beliefs, drawing a direct link between failed attempts 

at flight (which definitely outnumbered the successes) and mankind's 
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".. fallen moral nature."15 Hart reveals this notion of ethical trepidation 

in his review of documented experimentation. He concludes that, "...it 

is understandable, therefore, that the earliest myths and legends about 

bird men usually concern either magicians and men of exceptional 

gifts, men of suspect morality - possibly devil inspired, or kings and 

rulers, whose exalted earthly position gave them at least half an excuse 

to defy the God-ordained nature of things."16 There was a strong faction 

of people who felt, perhaps as Bachelard suggests, that flight should 

ultimately remain outside the bounds of rational explanation. 

Religious connotations of flight were perhaps unavoidable. By its nature, 

flight created juxtaposition between the sky and the ground, opening the 

doorto the inevitable comparison between heaven and earth. People began 

to acknowledge that, "...aviation was not merely a sport or dangerous 

game; it was a spiritual undertaking."17 This Wheras Robert Wohl's work 

reveals how pilots, "... had access to a magic realm of wings and heavens 

which, once penetrated, mysteriously transformed their souls"18, Hart has 

shown that the positive connotations of human ascension were not 

unanimously accepted. Although the notion that flight possesses spiritual 

or religious overtones is a potentially rich tangent to the discussion of its 

human qualities, the depth of such an investigation is beyond the scope of 

this work. For the moment I merely wish to contextually place religious 

connotations of flight somewhere between the wonder of ascension, and 

humankind's relentless desire to offer explanations. 
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It was not only the fear of God or of upsetting a natural balance that 

initially had people worried. As it became more likely that mechanized 

flight would become pervasive, the impropriety of humans themselves 

became the issue. Clive Hart writes that, ".. .fear of the consequences 

of so immodest an aim began increasingly to be expressed as concern 

about the likely practical misuse of an invention that society might find 

difficulty in controlling."19 Many felt that they would not be safe from 

attack or robbery once a criminal was able to silently straddle fences, 

walls, or even national borders in the dead of night. The prophetic 

nature of these statements is fascinating, however the subject of harmful 

applications for aviation similarly becomes far too broad to be effectively 

covered in this synopsis of human flight. 

As with other omnipresent examples of human ingenuity, aviation had 

as many uplifting implications as it did negative ones. Where it had the 

potential to inflict widespread pain and suffering, some envisioned flight 

as having an emancipatory role, potentially releasing society from the 

industrial bonds of the Nineteenth Century. I return to the writing of 

Robert Wohl, which acknowledges the healthy dose of escapism present 

during the early days of aviation. He writes that flying allowed people 

to, "...rise above the meanness, egotism, and class antagonisms of 

everyday life."20 This was referring in part to the physical act of flying, 

but more importantly, it hinted at a re-conception of the Iargerworld in 

which people lived. The notion of ubiquitous change wrought by aviation 

was a popular theme, and perhaps not surprisingly, the Italian Futurist 

movement was at the forefront. Its founder and leader, Filippo Tommaso 

Marinetti was noted for telling how, "...the experience of flight became a 

source of inspiration for the renewal of poetry and other forms of culture 
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Fig. 2.5 'Peasant Women at Church', 19 
Kazimir Malevich 
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and a metaphor for the coming liberation from the chains of reason and 

scientific intelligence."21 Other than poetry, the two most dominant 

forms of cultural production to draw on the experience of flight were 

painting and literature. 

For painters concerned with the representation of space, the newfound 

ability to fly must have been tantamount to the initial discovery of 

perspective. Suddenly the world could be seen through new eyes. The 

notions of up versus down, near versus far, and bounded versus 

unbounded were open to new interpretations. There was something, 

".. .deeply aesthetic about flying,"22 but there was still something more 

primitive. One of the artists most overtly affected by flight was Kazimir 

Malevich (1878-1935), a member of the Russian avante-garde renowned 

for his depiction of nature on canvas. The perceptual world was being 

opened by flying machines however, and this was enough to elicit a 

change in his work. His paintings and sketches became not so much 

inspired aesthetically, but reacted instead to the larger, ".. .phenomenon 

of flight."24 Malevich became fascinated by, ".. .the notion of the ascent, 

of take-off, of escape from the earth. In his imagination, flight became 

a metaphor for the transformation of the consciousness, it's liberation 

from the constraints of normal day-to-day existence, and the redefinition 

ottime and space.25 " He felt that flight freed the artist from a restrictive 

relationship with the horizontal plane. One can see a transition in his 

work from the early soft evocations of the natural world, through the 

fractured treatment of human forms as, "...machines in motion,"26 to 

the, "...transformation of minimal means - small-scale coloured 

rectangles - into a kind of planetary imagery evoking a sense of sublime 

boundlessness."27 
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Fig. 2.7 'The Pilot's Planit', 1924, Kazimir 
Malevich 

Fig. 2.8 Champs de Mars', 1911, Robert 
Delaunay 

Malevich's interests were not restricted to painting alone. Architecture 

represented another rich aspect of visual art. Many of his formal 

compositions would appear as three-dimensional extrapolations of his 

Suprematist compositions. Owing to a deep interest in the subject, his 

designs included, amongst other things, the conception of what an 

airport could potentially become. Herein lies a twist of fate that is 

bitterly ironic. Malevich's design work - particularly his architectural 

models - would ultimately come to influence, ".. .the design teachings 

of the Bauhaus and the course of the International Style of modern 

architecture."28 The role that these came to play in the realization of 

airport design are discussed later in this document. Suffice to say here 

that the results may not be what Malevich had intended. It was his 

ultimate contention that, "...the airplane was not contrived in order to 

carry business letters from Berlin to Moscow, but rather in obedience 

to the irresistible drive of this yearning for speed to take on external 

form."28 

Regardless of any later reduction in the emotive power of flight, the 

subject matter was initially resplendent enough to straddle artistic 

boundaries. Where Malevich's 'Suprematist' work attempted to capture 

an essence, similarly the Cubistworks of Robert Delaunay (1885-1941) 

explored the spatial and poetic implications of flight. Although Delaunay 

often represented elements of a mechanical nature (for example his 

repeated rendering of the Eiffel Tower), his paintings based on aviation 

treated the topic as a, "... pure expression of human nature."30 One of 

his more poignant paintings on the subject was entitled 'L'Hommage à 

Bleriot' (1914), which paid tribute to his compatriot Louis Bleriot's 
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Fig. 2.9 LHommageaBleriot', 1914, Robert 
Delaunay 
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successful crossing of the English Channel five years earlier. The 

brightly coloured composition features distorted imagery of several 

airplanes, in various stages of preparation for flight. The bold circular 

strokes of the brush near 'ground' level dissolve vertically into smaller 

coloured patches, all set against a gradation that is suggestive of an 

infinite space beyond. The work has been described as, "... a blazing 

hymn to humanity's ingenuity and will, a visual symphony in which ... 

the soaring wings of the biplane and the monoplane, and the electrically 

charged preparations for take-off on the ground all suggest the ascension 

of humanity towards a higher spiritual realm."31 Here again we find a 

use of language that implies a deeper reading of human flight. 

If painters tried to capture the human side of aviation, literature brought 

the image of the pilot as a heroic martyr to a much wider audience. The 

deification of the aviator in fiction was nowhere more prevalent than in 

France. The people of this country had long felt that they were the 

quintessential 'flyers'. Doubtless there was a lot of aviation history 

made here, but it was more the qualities and personalities of the French 

people themselves that bolstered such claims. They saw flight as a 

source of national pride, and consequently bestowed upon their pilots 

an honour most often reserved for heroes, angels, and even ancient 

gods. The seminal book to arise out of this cultural hubris was Antoine 

De Saint-Exupérv's Vol de Nuit. (Night Flight 1931). The story is a dark 

tale that develops its human characters around the operation of an 

early airmail route. Saint-Exupéry cunningly portrays the tensions that 

exist between the possibilities of the airplane as a machine, and the 

demands it makes on the human soul. The pilot is painted as a fallible 

creature, but one who remains resolute, even in the face of death. Vol 
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de Nuit was heralded with great acclaim and it was felt by many that, 

"Saint-Exupéry was the only writer who had yet realized the potential of 

aviation to change our vision of the world and the way that vision was 

conveyed in prose."32 By revealing human frailty in such an eloquent 

way, Saint-Exupéry put to words the long-held belief that flying was not 

a physical act at all, but an extension of the human spirit. 

The history of aviation to this point had always embodied a tension 

between the rational means by which flight was attained, and the 

intensely human dream of ascension that spawned such curiosity. It 

was always Saint-Exupéry's greatest fear, that, ".. .the airplane would 

lose its cultural mission and come to be, not a source for reflection or a 

means of transcendence, but a more rapid way of getting from point A 

to point B."33 If the emotional and rational components of flight have 

always been in an inverse relationship with one another, I believe that 

commercial aviation represents the complete embodiment of the latter. 

With few exceptions, the architecture of airport facilities has reflected 

this tendency towards rationalizing flight. Airport terminals now act as 

one of the only windows that many people have into the world of flight. 
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3.0 C o m m e r c i a l F l i g h t i n a C o n t e m p o r a r y W o r l d 
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3.0 C o m m e r c i a l F l i g h t in a C o n t e m p o r a r y W o r l d 

It can hardly be coincidence that no language on earth has ever 
produced the expression "As pretty as an airport." 
Airports are ugly. Some are very ugly. Some attain a degree of 
ugliness that can only be the result of a special effort. This 
ugliness arises because airports are full of people who are tired, 
cross, and have just discovered that their luggage has landed in 
Munvansk, and architects have on the whole tried to reflect this in 
their designs. 
They have sought to highlight the tiredness and crossness motif 
with brutal shapes and nerve-jangling colours, to make effortless 
the business of separating the traveler forever from his or her 
luggage or loved ones, to confuse the traveler with arrows that 
appear to point at the windows, distant tie racks, or the current 
position of Ursa Minor in the night sky, and wherever possible to 
expose the plumbing on the grounds that it is functional, and 
conceal the location of the departure gates, presumably on the 
grounds that they are not.1 

Despite the irreverence of this quote, it acts as a poignant summary of 

what airports have come to symbolize for many travelers. Luggage 

woes, lineups, and banal spaces have become the order of the day -

eclipsing what once would have been a highly romanticized undertaking. 

This may be due in part to the relatively short period of time during 

which airports have developed. They have been forced to evolve, from 

small facilities in service of urban centers, to virtual cities in and of 

themselves. Robert Wohl has written extensively on aviation's role in 

transforming the world in which we live. He acknowledges this swift 

and absolute transition, noting that, "...the airplane was destined to 

transform within three decades the way that the peoples of the Western 

World transported goods and people, waged war, and conceived ottime 

and space."2 Through rapid and widespread acceptance by the travelling 

public, the act of catching a plane has become completely normalized. 
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Fig. 3.1 A common experience in the 
contemporary airport. 



Fig. 3.2 United Terminai, Chicago O Hara This is a truly place-less 
environment; it could be anywhere in the world 

If aviation is no longer novel, it has certainly outgrown the heady notion 

of being a universal service offered out of benevolence. The fact is 

aviation has become a big business - with international ramifications. 

While airport facilities can exert great pressure on local areas, the 

financial benefits of belonging to such a network are pressuring new 

markets to develop. Non-Western nations are finding that having high-

volume international terminals is all part of doing business; major airports 

have become, "...a requirement for participation in the new global 

marketplace."3 While this pursuit of economic benefits is 

understandable, it is troubling to consider that the negative connotations 

of such development have also extended beyond the local stage. The 

rapid growth of international air routes has formed what Sheri Olson 

describes as a, "...worldwide network that transcends boundaries to 

create a new global culture."4 Stephen Kern also notes that, "... national 

boundaries themselves have become more porous so that travelers 

cross them with exceptional ease."5 These comments highlight a 

disturbing trend regarding aviation's role in undermining local identity. 

This pattern of globalization is often made visible through banal and 

placeless airport architecture. 

In the last couple of decades aviation facilities the world over have been 

renovated under the guise of improving services for a rapidly expanding 

travelling public. At the heart of this redevelopment is the realization 

that terminal buildings can become lucrative amalgamations of retail 

spaces, catering to a captive audience. Unfortunately, the underlying 

conception of this approach is quite familiar. In an article dealing with 

the changing face of airports, Kathe Lemon notes that, "...flying into 
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Fig. 3.3 There has become a lack of 
differentiation between architecture and flying 
machine 
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one community becomes much like flying into the next. In this way 

airports are like shopping malls, each with their own prerequisite Gap 

and A&W."6 Although I feel that making an airport more integral to a 

city's urban fabric is valid, the shopping-mall nature of this commercial 

redevelopment may lead to increased feelings of place-less-ness. With 

the scale of international terminals steadily increasing, it is becoming 

common for them to be conceived as cities in-and-of themselves. 

Unfortunately this is leading to a situation in which airports are turning 

their backs on the urban centres they were built to serve. In an editorial 

rebuttal to this pattern of decentralized expansion, the role of airport as 

'mini-city' is bemoaned with the statement that, "... it seems ridiculous 

to choose airports as patterns of urban growth - and rather old fashioned 

too."7 It would appear that much airport expansion is not merely reacting 

to globalization - it is directly contributing to it. 

In response to the mounting pressures faced by air terminals, planners 

and architects have sought to increase traffic flows and speed-up the 

processing of both humans and aircraft. David Brodherson hints that 

the creation of an efficient airport machine has become a design mantra 

of sorts, with his observation that "... architects have created ways to 

divide the terminal - much like the assembly area of a high capacity 

factory - into areas of specialized labour..."8. Rather than reflecting any 

of the excitement tied to air travel, airport designers are more concerned 

with reducing the human experience to that of the lowest common 

denominator. The head of one major architecture firm responsible for 

airport design sums-up his impression of the human user with the 

comment that, "...people are terribly dumb...I am convinced that 90 

percent of them either leave their brain in the car or check it with their 
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baggage."9 Partially in response to this, ".. .a minimum of turning comers 

and the shortest distance possible (have become) the watch words 

when trying to do airport design."10 Granted, designers are dealing with 

an airport typology that has become increasingly complex, but one has 

to think that if people are handled in such a menial way, there is little 

hope of achieving meaningful architectural space. 

The concept of channeling people through a glorified turnstile is 

compounded further by the fact that it is not just the spatial relationships 

within air terminals that have become sterilized. In a building typology 

where change has become a constant factor, little attention is given to 

the use of materials - save for their economy and durability. Responding to this 

trend within the architecture of our public spaces, Juhani Pallasmaa laments 

that, "(W)Ith the loss of tactjlity and measures and details crafted for the 

human body architectural structures become repulsively flat, sharp-edged, 

immaterial and unreal."11 If airports continue to lose such reality through the 

pure quest for efficiency, they will inevitably become contextually bankrupt. 

Ttenotbnofdesigningforeffiœ^ Rather it is the over-

rationalized, technology-heavy, and often de-humanizing approach to its 

realization that is so disappointing. Marc Auge has coined the term 'non-

place' in an attempt to urxJerstand the denuded environments we more frequently 

find ourselves in. As a point of reference he makes the claim that a 'place' is 

a space that has been long taken-over by human beings; it is a space where 

the relationship between people is legible. He follows with the revelation 

that; 

A non-place comes into existence when human beings do not 
recognize themselves in it, or have not yet recognized themselves 
in it. Today, all of our circulation and information spaces can be 
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considered as non-places. As a rule, they do not serve as meeting 
places. They make very little use of language - television screens 
carry all of the information you need. Highways, airports, 
supermarkets, cash dispensers and computers lead to a solitary 
existence of social life - this expression actually being self-
contradictory though true to this contemporary paradox: one can be 
alone and at the same time in relation with everybody else around 
the wodd.12 

This admission is all the more frustrating, given that airports so naturally 

create a synchronized relationship between large numbers people. The 

challenge becomes how to use architecture in such a way that a 

resonance with place, and the magic of flight, becomes intergral to 

such 'simultaneity'. The fact that Auge feels airports have already 

become 'place-less' suggests a trend that likely runs deeper than the 

contemporary condition he is discussing. Looking at the evolution of 

the airport typology may hold some clues as to how we have arrived at 

our present predicament. 
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Fig. 4.1 The well-attended airshow at Reims, 
France, 1909. 

Y P W Re-Establishing a Human Balance 

4.0 The P u r s u i t of F o r m 

For many, the first glimpse of a flying machine came at events held 

across Europe in and around the year 1909. These makeshift tradeshows 

featured ungainly machines, and the daredevil adventurers who achieved 

fame through taming them. Attendance was extremely high, with 

hundreds of thousands jockeying for a chance to see history in the 

making (Incidentally, architect Le Corbusier was in attendance at such 

a show, just outside of Paris. The social turmoil that he witnessed on 

this day sparked his imagination, and would later lead him to write that 

the airplane was, ".. .the advance guard of the conquering armies of the 

NewAge."1 ) Although the companies responsible for organizing these 

events went as far as to construct new rail lines in order to deal with the 

throngs of spectators, at the time there were no airfields to speak o f . 

The shows relied on a loose arrangement of buildings and grandstands 

adjacent to large patches of grass. 

In these early days of aerial showmanship there was no clear precedent 

for how to architecturally deal with aviation-related structures. The 

building typology was as new as the technology and designers struggled 

with what it all meant. With no standard for design, the architecture 

became, "... rooted in the world of sports and racing, with airplane hangars 

- modest wooden buildings - replacing the racing stables."3 Such 

borrowing of form would become a common theme. Several years later 

when aviation left the first era of barnstorming to become more of a 

commercial endeavour, designers settled-upon another recognizable 

set of images - those of rail travel. Up until this point trains had provided 

the dominant form of moving large numbers of people and goods, making 
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Fig. 4.2 The air terminal and restaurant at Halle-Leipzig, 
Germany, Hans Wittwer 

the grand and ornately detailed stations of old an acceptable image for 

reproduction. It was not until the late 1920's that architects began to 

champion a new approach. 

The rise of International Modernism in the early part of the twentieth 

century provided architects with a new set of forms deemed more 

appropriate for an advancing technology such as aviation. The initial 

marriage of flying machine and architecture took place in Germany, 

which boasted the most airports of any country, and possessed the 

densest air network of the day. One of the earliest and clearest 

examples was the airport restaurant at Halle-Leipzig designed by Hans 

Wittwer - partner to Hannes Meyer. The leap that this project represents 

is identified by Sheri Olson when she recounts how, "(W)ith its elegantly 

cantilevered roof and glass curtain wall, this was the first project to refer 

allegorically to flight through architectonic form rather than through 

applied ornamentation."4 By substituting symbolic representation for 

adopted form and ornament, this approach paid homage to the airplane 

as a totemic piece of machinery. The clear definition of machine-like 

parts within the architecture itself undoubtedly laid the foundation for 

envisioning airports as an extension of the flying machine. 

Europe was not the only frontier for the advancement of a new 

architecture. North America was a rugged testing ground for commercial 

aviation. Despite a similar initial penchant for eclectic and/or historic 

design strategies, it was not long before the mechanical connotations 

of flight usurped all other readings. Airports in the United States were 

treated as, "... primarily a civil engineering problem"5 as early as 1919. 

Attention was given to the movement of aircraft on and around airfields, 
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Fig. 4.3 Airport and Railroad Station for 'La Citta 
Nuova', 1914, Antonio Sant'Elia. 
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with the human environments assuming a supporting role. This trend 

has continued relatively unchecked to this day. In a review of the recent 

Terminal 1 building at Chicago 0'Hare(Murphy/Jahn, 1988), Lockhart 

notes that, "...this terminal, with its remote satellite connected by an 

underground moving sidewalk, provides easy access to over forty aircraft, 

which when parked at the gates seem almost to be extensions of the 

architecture."6 This project - like so many others - may demonstrate 

clarity of purpose, but it does little to evoke a deeper resonance for its 

human inhabitants. 

There are some notable examples of architects who used the airport as 

a test case for more grandiose interpretations of a flying society. One 

of the earliest was Antonio Sant-Elia. A member of the Italian Futurist 

movement, Sant-Elia envisioned a brave and elaborate world of the future 

- La Città Nuova. His airplane and railroad station of 1914 was part of 

this vision. Anenormouscompilationof services, if constructed it would 

have been a major junction for cable cars, trains, and airplanes. Piercing 

the atmosphere with its highly articulated towers, it ostensibly became, 

"...a cathedral forthe coming air age."7 Here again though, the inspiration 

for this project was undeniably the machine itself. William Curtis 

suggests that, for Sant-Elia, machines became, "...an essential motor 

to the forward march of history, requiring an appropriate expression in 

architecture and design."8 The notion of building castles in the sky was 

not limited to the Futurists however. Those in the Expressionist 

movement were just as intent on extracting meaning from flight. 
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Fig. 4.4 Aerodrome'. 1914, Erik Mendelsohn 

Fig. 4.5 Cities of Tomorrow, Julian Krupa 1939. 

The work of Erik Mendelsohn appeared concurrently with that of Sant-

Elia. If his designs were equally as grand, the similarity ended there. 

Mendelsohn envisioned buildings as, ".. .vital organisms expressing their 

internal forces through their structure."9 Unlike the more jagged and 

tectonic designs of his contemporary, Mendelsohn's buildings were 

visually very fluid, appearing to owe more to comic book fantasies than 

technological realities. This is ironic, given that one of his intentions 

was to weave the real-world potentials of building technologies into his 

projects. Regardless, his 'Aerodrome' project of 1914 would have 

stretched material capability to the max. A1600-foot reinforced concrete 

structure was to house six dirigible airships internally, with hangars 

and workshops for fixed-wing aircraft buttressing the edges. 

By adopting aviation as the symbol of a rapidly approaching future, designers 

were using human flight as a litmus test for new architectural and urban 

realities. Somewhat paradoxically however, by sprinkling aircraft throughout 

their images, these designers were proposing a vision in which human flight 

was possibly more banal than it currently is. Examples exist in the work of 

Frank Lloyd Wright (flying pods as integral to the conception of Broadacre 

City), Le Corbusier (the Ville Radieuse, in which an aircraft land effortlessly 

between skyscrapers), and even the aforementioned Sant-Elia, who 

essentially assigned airplanes, ".. .a status they had not yet acquired.. .in 

his vision they are a normal means of transportation, just like the automobile 

and the train."10 These visions spilled over into other media as well. The 

1926 film Metropolis featured designs by the architect Erich Kettelhut. His 

massive inner-city towers with rooftop landing strips suggest the absolute 

acceptance, rationalization, and dominion over the air by humans. 
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Fig. 4.6 Dulles. 1962, Eero Saarinen 

t 

Fig. 4.7 GM Mobile Lounges, Dulles 

Fig. 4.8 TWA Terminal, 1961, Eero Saarinen 

A limited number of fanciful visions did find their way into built form. 

With the advances in aircraft technology at the start of the 1960's, Eero 

Saarinen's conception of flight as a fantastic departure from the everyday 

found a resonance with travelers. His terminal building at Dulles 

International Airport, outside of Washington, D.C. was completed in 

1962, and was one of the first facilities built specifically to handle the 

new breed of jet-powered aircraft. In a rather interesting approach, 

Saarinen was able to create an expressive building by eliminating some 

of the functions typically found within the airport terminal. The building 

was able to achieve a relatively compact arrangement through the use 

of 'mobile lounges' - large bus-like vehicles designed specifically for 

this purpose by the Chrysler Corporation. These shuttled people to 

and from parked aircraft, reducing the need for internal waiting areas. 

Saarinen's infamous TWA terminal building at JFK International in New 

York had been completed a year earlier in 1961, but between the two of 

them, these projects did little to stem the tide of a formulaic approach 

to airport design. 

It is perhaps natural to assume that a relatively new technology such 

as aviation should illicit efforts at reason. What I hope these last 

examples begin to suggest however, is that thoughts of flight still run a 

little deeper in the human psyche. As a reiteration of the power that 

flight has always wielded in the imagination of humans I turn to Robert 

Crossley's comments regarding the role of 'aviation' in society before 

the dawn of commercial flight. He surmises that flight was seen as, 

"...an emblem of human aspirations as well as folly, the stuff of both 

romance and satire, the residue of old myths and the promise of 
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developing technologies, an impetus to wonder or horror or laughter."11 

The weight of this definition is borne by highly qualitative components 

of the human spirit. I am not suggesting that this definition has lost its 

relevance in the contemporary world - there are still many aspects of 

flight that inspire the imagination. What it does imply is the need for an 

approach to design that stresses more of a balance between the 

seemingly disparate human needs of reason and emotion. There is 

perhaps no work more attuned to this than that of Alvar Aalto. 
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Fig. 5.0.1 The skewed plan of the sanitorium responds to site forces 
and issues of programmatic separation. 

Fig. 5.0.2 Cantilevered 
balconies project from a rising 
concrete mass. 

5.0 A l v a r A a l t o a nd the G e s t a t i o n of F u n c t i o n 

Beauty and utility are widely regarded as completely separate 
streams: we all need utility, but beauty is considered to be an 
indulgence, peripheral to our main concerns in life.1 

As a young architect, AIvarAaIto had great faith in the ingenuity of humans. 

The power of science and invention to facilitate a new social order was an 

intoxicating notion. When mutual colleagues brought him into early contact 

with the French architect Le Corbusier, as well as with members of the 

Bauhaus, it did not take long for Aalto to distill many of their ideas into his 

own approach to architecture. Allowing function to overtly control design 

offered clear answers to some of the difficult questions posed by an advancing 

society. What soon began to trouble Aalto, however, was the inherent danger 

of approaching functionalism in such a way that it merely became a means 

of achieving technical objectives. He believed so strongly in human potential 

that to frame daily existence in such a fashion seemed insufficient. From 

this foundation Aalto began to expand his own definition of functionalism. 

Aalto often spoke of his desire to embrace a wider (or deeper) body of 

knowledge through design. He felt that to make a more responsive 

architecture required, "... a functionalism much Iargerthan the merely technical 

one."2 The Sanitorium at Paimio, completed in 1933, became a proving 

ground for many of his early ideas. With its separation of components by 

programmatic requirement, its skewed configurations determined by solar 

aspect, and its straightforward expression of structure, the project became a 

tour-de-force of rational design strategies. The work secured Aarto's status 

as a master of the Functionalist school, but by the time it was completed his 

ideas regarding design - and society - had evolved. 
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Fig. 5.0.3 The clean and functional 
lines of the Sanitorium's main 
stairwell. 
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Aalto wished to bring architecture to a point at which it resonated more 

closely with its site, its societal and cultural context (its place in the 

world), and, most importantly, its inhabitants. This is not to say that 

Aalto completely divorced himself from a rational approach to design. 

One of the greatest strengths of his buildings is surely their ability to 

demonstrate an intense sense of programmatic rigour, while embodying 

a rich experiential quality. The notion that Aalto's work was advancing 

a set of ideas as opposed to abandoning them is supported by Spiro 

Kostofwhen he acknowledges its, "... redirecting of modern architecture 

towards traditional concerns: the animation of walls, and the earthbound 

dignity of mass."3 Alvar Aalto explored, not only the role of culture, 

place, and identity as part of his oeuvre, but the direct experience that 

one has with movement, materials, and natural light. The qualitative 

notion of human familiarity became entrenched in his work, harmonizing 

with a functionality that found its way into every detail. Juhani Pallasmaa 

provides an appropriate and powerful account of the work that was to 

develop over the next fifty years; 

Ah/arAalto was consdcvslyconcemedwith all the senses in his architecture. 
(It) exhibits a muscular and haptic presence. Aalto's architecture 
incorporates dislocations, skew configurations, irregularities and poly-
rhythms in order to arouse these bodily, muscular and haptic experiences. 
His elaborate surface textures and details, cralted for the hand, invite the 
sense of touch, and create an atmosphere of intimacy and warmth. Instead 
of the disembodied Cartesian idealism of the eye, Aalto's architecture is 
based on sensory realism; his buildings are not based on a single 
dominant concept or Gestalt; they are sensory aggtomerations. Aalto's 
buildings often appear clumsy and unresolved as drawings, but they are 
conceived to be appreciated in their actual physical and spatial encounter 
- 'in the flesh' - not as constructions of idealized vision.* 
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Visiting a number of Aalto projects played a vital role in understanding 

some of the methods behind a rich and experiential architecture. The 

work has simultaneous levels of legibility and complexity that cannot 

be gleaned merely from photographs or text. The programmatic firmness 

in his work is immediately evident, yet each piece manages to achieve 

a more qualitative resonance. Herein lies its power, and what I feel is 

the begining of its importance to my own conception of design. 

There is a wealth of written material surrounding Aalto's deft fusion of 

design with the ideosyncrasies of Finnish - and architectural - culture in 

the early to mid part of the twentieth century. While I acknowledge 

that these contextual conditions lie outside the framework of my project 

(both in terms of chronology and geography), it is Aalto's sensibility as 

a designer that I am attempting to capture and/or emulate in my work. 

I find myself sharing his dissent regarding how dogged pursuit of function 

inevitably results in an architecture bereft of human qualities, and it is 

my opinion that this condition has plagued the design of the aviation 

facility. This portion of the paper takes a rather focused look at specific 

details within Aalto's oeuvre. Although this approach may seem at 

odds with a more holistic reading, it is my attempt as a designer to 

convey the strength that lies within the constituent elements of his 

work. I feel that this is a step towards understanding both my own 

emotive response to Aalto's projects, and what Pallasmaa means when 

he talks of a 'haptic architecture'. 
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Fig. 5.1.1 The Villa Mairea is sensitively tucked into its forested site. 
The arrival sequence is a prelude to one's experience within the building. 

Fig. 5.1.2 Projecting window boxes greet Fig. 5.1.3 Thefrontdoor 
the arriving visitor. begins a highly tactiie 

engagement with the project. 
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5.1 S e q u e n c e Wi t h i n Order; V i l l a M a i r ea 

Noormarkku 1938-39 

Most works of art of any depth are characterized by tensions 
between emotional expressiveness and formal control.5 

The Villa Mairea was built for a wealthy couple who recognized the 

power of architecture to alter perceptions of space, art, and place. It is 

situated on a large plot of family-owned land just outside of the port city 

of Pori. Access is via a gently rising road that threads its way through 

a large stand of timber. As one approaches from the south, elements 

of the Villa are framed between the trees, before a clearing opens-up to 

reveal a total composition of building and site. Skewed second-storey 

window boxes and an amorphic entry canopy acknowledge the direction 

of arrival and hint at what the interior of the project has to offer. Moving 

inside the Villa Mairea provides a fantastic example of how Aalto was 

able to create a rich experiential architecture within what amounts to 

an incredibly formal order. 

The plan of the building is L-shaped, with entry occurring nearthe crook. 

The organization of the house is such that the services for the building 

(including the kitchen, laundry, servant's quarters, and other 'back of 

house' functions) occupy the eastern wing. The second wing, orthogonal 

to the first, contains the entry, living space, office space, and greenhouse 

space, with more private spaces such as bedrooms, sitting room, and 

studio above. Although Aalto never openly acknowledged the use of a 

regular geometric system in laying-out his buildings, subsequent 

analysis of the Villa Mairea has revealed a highly rationalized spatial 

arrangement6. 
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Fig. 5.1.4 The plan of the Villa is extremely tight in its resolution. 

Fig. 5.1.5 & 5.1.6 The regularity of the structural grid is downplayed through the unique treatment of 
each steel post. The use of surface texture as a way of defining a boundary is also evident. 

A regular structural grid can be found in the plans of the Villa. Although 

Aalto was aware of the notion of the free plan as evidenced by Le 

Corbusier's use of pilotis, Mies Van Der Rohe's delineation of clear 

structure, and the De Stijl movement's exploration of floating planes, 

he resists the creation of an identifiable order out of this matrix in favour 

of a more painterly arrangement of objects and walls. This is done in a 

number of subtle ways. One marked example is that no two columns 

are treated alike. While only one is required at each point of load, at 

times a second or even third redundant post will be introduced to create 

what amounts to sculpture in space. Each column is shrouded in a 

different natural material, giving the impression that one is walking 

through a mature forest, not a modern villa. Through this approach 

Aalto was avoiding what he saw to be artificial architectural rhythms. It 

was not enough for him simply to demonstrate a new notion of space 

however; how one sequentially moved through it became a crucial design 

intent. 

The allusions to forested space do not end with a subjugation of the 

villa's regular structure. The spaces are replete with surface textures 

and materials that, in combination, create an incredibly tactile 

experience. Aalto did not limit his attention solely to the vertical plane 

however. Materials found underfoot or overhead are as important as 

any formal separation in creating the experience of leaving one area 

and entering another. There is often an offering, or overlap of material 

from one space into another. This textural foreplay makes for a passage 

through the building that is not marked by specific thresholds, but by 

the ebb and flow of 'skinned' space. Although often seen as a formal 

element, the Villa's infamous staircase behaves in just such a fashion. 
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Fig. 5.1.7 Thestairsimultaneously 
reads as an object, a skinned-space, 
and a transition-space. 

Fig. 5.1.8 Lookingbacktowards 
the serpentine wall at the entry; 
one face offers a place to sit, while the 
other encircles a large sculptural urn 
(not visible). 

Y P W Re-Establishing a Human Balance 

It acts as a graduated transition between distinct sectors of the home. 

The more grandiose feeling of the stair in the main space gives way to 

its quiet adoption by the private spaces above. In terms of experiential 

quality the stair becomes more than merely a means of connecting 

levels. Through its skin it acquires its own vocabulary; as a means of 

enriching the experience of movement, Aalto was interested in creating 

the sensation of ascending through a thicket of bamboo. Typical of all 

of his work, this particular effect is pursued down to the last structural 

detail. The points at which the wooden poles are bolted to the underlying 

steel frame are plugged with grommets of wood, making formal allusions 

to pronounced natural growth rings. Furtherto this focus on detail and 

tactile engagement, the moment of contact with such things as window 

latches and door handles is romanticized; each element has been given 

a unique treatment according to its use. 

When Aalto introduces a more pronounced formal element, there is a careful 

consideration of how every edge will be accepted into its contingent space. 

A low-slung serpentine wall that offers a bench to the entrance serves as a 

nook for a precious piece of sculptural art on its opposite face. Similarly, the 

solid stone fireplace that is softly eroded in the main living space projects a 

piece of itself, in the form of a washbasin, into the sunroom space behind. A 

third example is found in the north wall of the dining room. Here an irregularly 

shaped interior fireplace finds resolution with an exterior set of dry-stacked 

stone steps that lead to a rooftop terrace. The steps house a fireplace of 

their own - one that was used on much less formal occasions. There is 

something very powerful about this duality in Aalto's use of formal gestures. 

Encountering a curio in one location entices further exploration. 
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Fig. 5.1.9 Light filtering through the sinuous 
screen around the private office. 

Fig. 5.1.10 Diagonalsitelineslooselydefine 
one's movement through the space. 
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When moving through the Villa, the relationship between one area and 

the next is carefully choreographed to make the passage more episodic. 

Around the entry and front office a subtle change in the level of the floor 

is used to define space; the receiving area feels more open due to its 

datum four steps below the level of the living space. A preceding and 

decidedly compact entry vestibule contributes to this greater sense of 

arrival. From this point, there are two potential routes into the house, 

the dominant one being suggested through the use of diagonal sight 

lines into the living area. One's vision is drawn to the solidity of the 

stone fireplace, and a low, skewed wall element gently supports this 

path of movement. Rising up the low steps, this path brings you past a 

private study on the left. Aalto has rendered this piece of functional 

program in a way that down-plays its potentially dominating presence. 

The walls of this room do not meet the ceiling in a standard fashion. 

They erode into a sinuous glass-impregnated screen that allows for an 

undisturbed ceiling plane, thus securing a reading of the office as 

something that merely separates space. This sense of moving past an 

object combines with the presence of a large band of windows in the 

south-west comer to pull the eye (and the journey) onto another diagonal. 

The idea that a journey is a series of experiences, and not merely a 

linear path is accentuated by Aalto's ability to allow periodic references 

to spaces that are about to be visited, those that have already been 

experienced, or those pieces of the surrounding context that are rendered 

as part of the overall composition. An example of the latter can be 

found in the main living area. A wall of north-facing windows visually 

annexes the space between the house and the sauna. Not surprisingly, 

Aalto's detailing of the glazing further supports such a spatial reading; 
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Fig. 5.1.11 & 5.1.12 The experience of moving through the building is made more rich through the 
periodic 'capturing' of places already encountered. In the photo on the right it is clear how the private office 
visually references the latticed-space of the entry canopy; it is as if one has come full-circle. 
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the plane of glass can in fact be completely retracted. The skill that 

Aalto had for visually linking regions of the Villa was not limited to those 

zones that could be considered 'public'. Even within the private office, 

one finds a visual connection to the space defined by the amorphic 

entry canopy. It is through such formal and visual adoption of the 

Villa's surroundings that the living space is expanded both literally and 

experientially. 

The notion of sequence that can be gleaned from within the Villa Mairea 

goes beyond merely a definition of how one progresses from point A to point 

B. While the relationship between various parts of the Villa is still paramount, 

Aalto has created a condition wherein their placement begins to define a 

fluid transition through space, without the need for any ancilliary circulation. 

Pieces of program, formal elements, captured views, and zones of light all 

act as moments of interest along this journey. These moments combine in 

succession, allowing the building to unfold frame by frame. The Villa Mairea 

represents a completely different typology from the one I am dealing with, 

regardless, I feel that the lessons it provides are appropriate. By laying-out 

my airport in such a way that circulation naturally evolves from the placement 

and treatment of program, I can avoid spatial redundancy while providing 

many rich 'moments' for meeting, mingling, or just collecting one's thoughts. 

Also integral to the idea of sequence in the Villa is the notion that one's 

expérience begins with the context of the building site. By pulling the outdoors 

in (and vice-versa), there is the sense that the design has grown out of its 

environment, and has not merely been set down. This approach lends itself 

to developing a feeling for place, which Aalto often bolstered further through 

the selection and arrangement of materials. 
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Fig. 5.2.1 The monolothic brick 
council chambers catches the low 
Nordic light. 

Fig. 5.2.2 Plan of Saynatsalo 

Fig. 5.2.3 A small sculpture 
captures interest in the elevated 
courtyard. 
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5.2 Materiality a nd Pl a c e ; S a y n a t s a l o Town Hall 

Saynatsalo 1949-52 

Place is a pause in movement. Humans pause at a locality 
because it satisfies certain needs. The pause makes it 
possible for a locality to become a center of felt value.7 

Saynatsalo is a small island community in Lake Pàijànne, near the 

center of Finland. Aalto designed the community hall as part of a 

larger urban plan for this forestry-based settlement. The hall was the 

centerpiece of a competition proposal, and although it is the only 

executed portion, it now sits as the centerpiece of the town. When 

approaching the site, one is struck by a feeling of permanence. The 

building is lodged in the south edge of a small hill, sitting within its 

surroundings as if it has always been there. Its programmatic 

arrangement and use of materials give it an air of legibility and dignity -

the building actually'feels' like the center of the island. Araised public 

courtyard is enclosed by three contiguous wings containing residences, 

rooms for municipal government, council chambers, and commercial 

space. A library wing to the south completes the composition. 

Dark granite steps lead to the central court and act as the main mode 

of entry into the heart of the building. This formal introduction elevates 

the court in stature as well as height. The space is enlivened by a 

small pond and sculpture in its center, as well as by an interior hallway 

that wraps to the north and east and reads like a public arcade. Here 

one feels like the inside of the building is being pulled-out into nature 

(and vice versa). As with other works by Aalto, it becomes hard to 

analyze this space without becoming more qualitative in one's 

documentation. There is obvious commodity and firmness, but these 
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Fig. 5.2.4 Grass steps provide a 
playful entry to the courtyard space. 

Fig. 5.2.5 The highly textured brick 
walls subtly adapt to the changing 
conditions of light and moisture. 
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very quickly succumb to delight. Richard Weston acknowledges the 

depth in Sâynàtsalo's courtyard composition by noting that, "...the 

resonance between the projecting mullions, which run across the tiled 

plinth, the pine board/ white strip doors within, and the trees beyond 

contribute significantly - albeit subliminally - to one's sense of the 

unmistakable Tightness of this building in this place."8 Aalto envisioned 

the courtyard as a gathering point, but if he took the idea of community 

very seriously, his ideas about rendering space were not always so 

staid. A skewed stack of grass terraces to the west provides a 

Iighthearted counterpoint to the formality encountered at the entry. The 

playful dialogue between these two elements is part of what makes the 

courtyard space so vital; it literally becomes part of the building itself. 

Aalto used a rich palette of materials at Sàynàtsalo, giving the project a 

decidedly monolithic quality. In spite of this, the building's surfaces 

manage to achieve adaptability with the site and its changing conditions. 

The load-bearing red brick walls become brilliantly mottled in the oblique 

Nordic sunlight (something that Aalto saw-to directly when he requested 

that the masons be less than perfect with their technique), and yet quietly 

solemn on wet grey days. Inset windows and louvers of dark wood bring 

subtle warmth in either case. Part of the power in Aalto's use of materials 

stems from the ability he had to envision his projects after many years of 

use. There is a keen understanding at Saynatsalo of how time would 

become a factor in its experience. Aalto took advantage of the differential 

aging of the brick walls, wooden windows, and granite steps in order to 

provide traces of place. While the materials found on the exterior of the 

Town Hall help it achieve a respectful passivity with its island site, they 

become more actively involved in creating the mood inside. 
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Fig. 5.2.6 Moving towards the 
sequestered council chambers. 

Fig. 5.2.7 The thrust of the roof is 
supported by an elaborate wooden 
truss 
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When entering the building proper the materials envelope the visitor, 

reading as a map of sorts to the various parts of the project. By 

keeping brick underfoot and by continuously following one's right hand 

along the rough brick wall, one is led rather intuitively to the council 

chambers above9. Warm clerestory light filtering onto a wooden ceiling 

alleviates the dark and crucible-like compression of space during this 

ascension. The light is merely an accent however, foretelling the release 

of space that occurs when entering the chamber itself. The brick floor 

gives over to polished wood, which in turn reflects one's gaze up into 

the ornate wooden rafters. This tectonic display of structure has elicited 

many attempts at allusion, yet it is interesting to note that Aalto credits 

the form to his desire that the primary and secondary rafters could run 

parallel to one another. This allowed for the dramatic thrust of the roof 

to be read from inside the hollowed-out space. A highly Iouvered north-

facing window interrupts the heavy brick shell, but does little to break 

the spell of this dim cavern. The effect is certainly emotive; Juhani 

Pallasmaa writes that, "(T)he dark womb of the council chamber of 

Alvar Aalto's Saynatsalo Town Hall recreates a mystical and mythological 

sense of community; darkness strengthens the power of the spoken 

word."10 Ironically, it is in fact hard to imagine a place better suited to 

silence. 

Selection of the materials themselves is not the only focus of Aalto's 

attention. How he has arranged them to achieve various formal effects 

is just as powerful. The feeling of procession around and through the 

Town Hall that began with the front steps continues inside the cloistered 

entry/circulation hall. Here one finds tangible evidence of Aalto's ability 
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Fig. 5.2.8 The skin of the cloistered hall is 
broken into many elements, subjugating a clear 
reading of 'edge'. 

Fig. 5.2.9 The 'edge' of the hallway provides 
moments of inhabitable space. 

to de-materialize the line between 'inside' and 'outside'. By separating 

the components of the wall assembly adjacent to the courtyard and 

giving each its own formal identity, he has been able to pull the outdoor 

space into the composition. Christian Norberg-Schulz links this 

conception of boundary to a form of place-making that emerged with 

the development of modern architecture. He notes that, "(E)ven if the 

distinction between the exterior and the interior could not entirely be 

abolished, a certain spatial indeterminacy resulted."11 The hallway space 

may be contained in a literal sense, but there is no single point of 

transition at which one can clearly delineate what is, or is not, 'interior 

space'. 

The inner wall is rendered in the same brick that dominates the exterior 

of the building. Unlike when one first enters the Town Hall however, the 

floor is no longer completely of this material. A strip of buffed concrete 

separates a narrower perimeter course of brick from the wall. This 

outer band supports a raised ledge that acts equally well as a bench or 

a planter stand. Underneath is a long run of hot-water registers, the 

heat from which passes vertically through a wide seam in the ledge. 

As well as supporting people and plants, this edge of brick acts as the 

visual footing for a row of black steel structural columns. Aalto has 

pulled these back from the façade itself, giving the effect of a contained 

colonnade. The final 'layer' of treatment around the hallway consists of 

wood-framed glazing. This skin is further broken-down by the presence 

of trellis poles that encourages the overgrowth of the 'façade'. Aalto's 

judicious placement of materials in this case belies any feeling of 'edge', 

and allows a composite reading of an inhabitable region. 
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Although the plaœment of elements or choice of materials at Saynatsalo 

satisfies certain functional requirements, their combination often 

precludes a strictly rational interpretation. Christopher Day writes about 

the qualitative aspects of design, and it is his contention that, "the 

interweaving conversation between idea and material can only exist in 

the artistic sphere.12" Having stayed in the Town Hall for a couple of 

nights, I feel that Aalto most definitely approached its design from the 

standpoint of an artist. MuchasJuhani Pallasmaaspokeoftheemotive 

content of a visit to the council chambers, I too was struck by the way 

in which this project captured the essence of its place in the world. 

In terms of my project, the most salient lessons to be gleaned from 

Saynatsalo include the two strategies, of using material selection to 

define a tactile 'map' through a project, and the differentiation of elements 

in order to bleed interior and exterior space. A number of equally rich 

possibilities present themselves when considering how materials might 

age-in-place, thus revealing patterns of both weather and use. These 

approaches to the use of materials provide ways in which an airport - a 

building typology that often suffers from a lack of regional legibility -

may subtly reclaim the essence of place. 
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Fig. 5.3.1 Church of the Three 
Crosses, lmatra. 

Fig. 5.3.2 Plan and Longitudinal Section 

5.3 The C h o r e o g r a p h y of Light; V u o k k s e n i s k a C h u r c h 

lmatra 1957-59 

We are drawn to those places where the spirit of the place is 
strongest - where there are meetings between the elements, for 
instance earth and sky.13 

The Church of the Three Crosses in Vuokkseniska, lmatra was certainly 

a challenging commission for Aalto. While he saw the Church as primarily 

a social institution, he recognized its deep liturgical history and the 

problems this would pose for a contemporary architect. Thirty years 

earlier Aalto had commented on this issue, noting that, "(W)e cannot 

create modern church architecture in the true sense of the word since 

the content (the divine service) for which the form was created is an old 

tradition with no connection with the pressing problems of our time."14 

This was not the first or last church to be designed by Aalto. What 

makes it particularly noteworthy though, is its ability to respect the 

function of the Lutheran Church while drawing upon the equally eternal 

qualities of light and space. Here space is conceived as an organism 

that adopts the life-giving tendencies of light. 

Entry to the church is from the north. A relatively conventional 

antechamber receives the visitor. Although there is a marked difference 

between this space and what the rest of the church has to offer, there 

are nuances of the building's overall execution. There is a row of three, 

deep skylights carved into the ceiling along the southernmost wall. 

These focus natural light directly down onto a heavy wooden bench, 

objectifying a series of wooden vents that allow for the vertical movement 
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Fig. 5.3.3 The roof plane folds 
behind the altar, giving the impression 
of infinite space. 

Fig. 5.3.4 Concrete fins conceal 
indirect sources of natural light. 
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of heat from a radiator below. Whereas the natural light is a clue to the 

building, the rich terra cotta floor and low ceiling act more as a foil, 

hemming in the entry hall in anticipation of the spatial release to follow. 

In a formal gesture that is as playful as it is functional, Aalto pulled 

apart the interior and exterior surfaces of the south façade. The interstitial 

space created accommodates structure, accepts retractable partition 

walls and filters natural light between double layers of glazing. This 

second skin is in direct response to Imatra's northern climate, however 

in this case it also plays into Aalto's conception of space within the 

church. One of the most noticeable effects of this approach to form/ 

space-making is that the main congregation hall reads as if it was 

hollowed-out of a larger object. Three contiguous 'rooms' are created 

within the hall through a pinching of the two skins. Each space has its 

own mode of entry, such that they become fully independent when 

enclosed. With the articulated walls pulled into their housing the 

congregation hall becomes one large light chamber. Windows become 

more about letting light in, and less about capturing views. Through 

this the architecture achieves a solemn sense of internal focus. 

Aalto deals with natural light at Vuokkseniska in three distinct ways. I 

would classify the approaches used as: light as accent, light as focus, 

and light as object. In dealing with natural light as an accent, Aalto is 

less concerned with the properties of the light itself, and more interested 

in how it illuminates the properties of the surface he graces it with. At 

the front of the church the ceiling folds in behind the altar in a seamless 

fashion, permitting a sense of unbounded space. The effect is not 

unlike that of a colour-field painting rendered with the subtle use of 
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warm white shades. This spatial tromp-l'oeil is aided by a wash of 

natural Iightfrom the side. The source of the light is concealed behind 

deep concrete fins so as to obscure the windows from the congregation. 

As the path of the sun changes throughout the day the quality of the 

light transforms the sense of depth behind the altar. 

The feeling of unbounded space created by the wash of light used as an 

accent is punctuated by Aalto's metered use of 'light as focus'. In 

these cases the source of the light is still relatively unimportant, but 

how it is wielded becomes much more explicit. Aalto allows the 

thickness of wall and roof structure to be utilized in creating what have 

aptly been described as 'light guns'15. Where there is not a sufficiently 

deep section of the building's shell to achieve such an effect, Aalto has 

projected the light wells up through the roof, creating figurai pieces in 

the exterior composition. The quality of the light permitted by these 

'guns' is very active, despite the fact that the aperture restricts its focus. 

Whereas the quality of the 'accent' lighting changes with the moving 

sun, it is the position of the 'focused' light that is perpetually altered. 

The sweep of the low Nordic sun is traced across a surface, until that 

point when the deep well of the light gun intercepts all rays, and the 

effect suddenly and almost inexplicably disappears. Witnessing this 

animation of space by light is a spiritual experience in its own right. 

The bifurcation of the skin along the south edge creates a third order of 

space; neither inside nor outside, it can most aptly be named 'between-

space'. The third conception of illumination, 'light as object', arises out 

of this condition. Here Aalto was able to sandwich the sky between the 

surfaces of the church, creating contained pieces of light. There are 
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Fig. 5.3.5 A view of the 'light guns' directing 
focused light into the church's interior. 
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Fig. 5.3.6 The curved south wall frames an 
elevated choir loft and pipe organ. 

Fig. 5.3.7 Aalto objectified light by capturing it 
between the two divergent surfaces of the south 
facade. 

three instances of this captured light, corresponding with the tripartite 

separation of space within the church. The shape of each of these 

'light objects' is slightly different, owing to the fact that the two skins of 

the façade become more divergent from west to east. As a result, the 

most dramatic effect is reserved for the front of the congregation space, 

above the choir loft. Richard Weston notes how this formal approach to 

the separation of skins, "...enabled Aaltoto manipulate both space and 

light to magical effect, the interplay of the irregularly spaces mullions, 

vertical outside and sloping inside, capturing a luminous volume of space 

and creating, through parallax effects as you move past, one of his 

most alluring evocations of the light and space of the forest."16 Aalto 

had a great affinity for nature. It would be no accident that the only 

visual clue of an outside through any of the one hundred and three 

windows, is of the surrounding treetops. Through this composition it is 

almost as if nature is elevated to the level of divinity. 

The Church of the Three Crosses came during the mature phase of 

Aalto's work. As with many of the elements that he developed over the 

course of his life, there are earlier precedents for the strategies employed. 

An early example that combines the use of 'light as accent' and 'light 

as focus' can be seen in his studio in Munkkiniemi, near Helsinki. The 

main space for receiving and entertaining clients has an irregularly formed 

fin-like wall that is made of cast concrete. In addition to creating an 

entry and storage condition in the rear of this space, the wall presents 

itself as a sculptural element. A glazed eyelet is punched through the 

concrete ceiling immediately adjacent to the wall. The aperture is very 

small, and does not let in an appreciable amount of light. The light that 

does enter the space finds its expression on the rough whitewashed 
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Fig. 5.3.8 Aalto's Studio; The 
space is modulated by changing 
patterns of natural light on the concrete 
fin. 

Fig. 5.3.9 Aalto's Studio; The sole 
purpose of the 'eyelet' is to wash the 
concrete with natural light. 
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face of the wall. The changing quality of light on this one small element 

has the effect of modulating the entire space over the course of the day. 

With this piece of the structure lit in such a way it possesses an almost 

art-like quality. 

The idea that secondary orders could be juxtaposed within a more 

dominant form was also something that had occupied Aalto's mind for 

some time. This was first explored in the Viipuri Library project some 

thirty years before. In this case an undulating acoustical ceiling was 

inserted within a long glazed lecture space. Although Aalto was known 

to cite purely functional requirements for the adoption of this approach, 

the juxtaposition of regular and organic form would be something that 

he explored throughout his career. It became a leitmotif within his 

work, culminating in a number of masterworks, of which the 

Vuokkseniska Church is certainly one. Given the rich and often 

emotional experience of Aalto's work, the fact that he was so willing to 

espouse its functional underpinnings speaks in equal parts to his 

modesty as a person and his skill as a designer. With each of his 

projects one gets the sense that Aalto was not re-inventing the function 

of architecture, but constantly enriching it. 

Aalto's use of natural light was never merely about autonomous effect. 

His approach blended various conceptions of light's qualities into an 

overall conception of design. This had ramifications for how his buildings 

would be experienced at different times of day, as well as across wild 

seasonal swings. Although I have recognized three different ways in 

which natural light was used by Aalto, it becomes difficult (if not 

inappropriate) to glean a specific quantifiable strategy for their application 
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in my own work. What I do recognize is the potential that accompanies 

a diverse approach. By recognizing that natural light is never static, 

and that it may be massaged to satisfy both programmatic and emotive 

intentions, a broad range of possibilities present themselves. For the 

YPW terminal building this may take the form of spatial definition, 

wayfinding, or the framing of 'moments' within one's journey. 
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Y P W Re-Establishing a Human Balance 



6.0 P O W E L L RIVER 

Fig. 6.1 Satellite image of Powell River, with Savary, 
Harwood1 Texada and Vancouver Islands visible. 

The community of Powell River is found on the West coast of British 

Columbia, 135 km North-West of Vancouver. It sits at the top of the 

'Sunshine-Coast' - a moderate climatic zone that includes the 

communities of Pender Harbour, Robert's Creek, Gibsons, and Sechelt. 

An isolated set of meteorological conditions provide the region with up 

to 1900 hours of sunshine a year, coupled with an annual average 

temperature of 100C Although the town is on the 'mainland' relatively 

close to a major urban center, access is somewhat restricted. The 

nature of the variegated coastline dictates the use of ferries in one's 

journey up the coast. Two ferry terminals service Powell River; one to 

the South that extends its reach to the Sechelt Peninsula (the route to 

Vancouver), and one central facility that connects with Courtenay/Comox 

on Vancouver Island. Apart from these the municipal airport provides 

the only other link with the 'outside world'. Flying ensures a 25-minute 

hop to Vancouver, versus the five-hour journey by land and water. 

Recent figures put Powell River's population at 14,000 (22,000 if one 

includes nearby settlements). For many years the main employer was 

a large pulp-and-paper mill (at one point in time it boasted the largest 

production figures of any paper mill in the world), but a string of cutbacks 

has left this operation somewhat anemic. The town is fighting to develop 

an identity that is not directly related to primary industry. Despite 

many years of being a 'mill-town', Powell River possesses a great 

number of other amenities. The opportunities for outdoor pursuits are 

endless, and the culture of music/performing arts runs deep. A good 
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Fig. 6.3 Herring roe hung to dry on fir boughs 
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example of the latter is the biannual Kathaumixw Choral Festival, where 

Powell River plays host to choirs from around the world. The Municipal 

Airport is the first taste of Powell River for many of the world travelers 

that attend this prestigious festival. 

EARLY SETTLEMENT 

The south coast plays host to a broad ecosystem, and it was this 

complete symbiosis of flora and fauna that provided for the original 

settlers of the area. The Coast-Salish people of Sliammon made full 

use of the local ecosystem for their sustenance, with their pattern of life 

being tied to the natural sequence of the region. Every fall at spawning 

time the native people of Sliammon1 "... rowed their dugouts from their 

village north of Wildwood, and camped at the mouth of Powell Riveras 

they had for at least 2000 years, fishing and drying the rich catch of 

salmon."2 In addition to this harvesting of seafood (which also included 

a heavy reliance on herring and clams) the Coast Salish people 

supplemented their diet with local fruits and berries. The role of the 

forests was also pivotal, providing a sustainable source of timber for 

their traditional lodges, ocean-going dugout canoes, and various woven 

baskets and bent-wood boxes. 

In addition to the wealth of natural resources, the Coast Salish people 

undoubtedly chose this part of the South Coast for a number of 

favourable climatic and geographic conditions. The weather was 

generally very mild, and the coast was sheltered - both environmentally 

and strategically. Regarding the former, the area around present-day 

Powell River is spared the effect of violent outflow winds such as are 

present at the mouth of Jervis Inietto the South or Desolation Sound to the 



Fig. 6.4 Residents of Sliammon paddling a traditional dugout 
canoe. 

Fig. 6.5 Early logging in the Powell River area. 

North. This made the coastal waters more amenable to navigation in small 

hand-made wooden vessels. As for the latter, there was always the risk of 

being raided by rival Native communities.3 In these instances protection 

was partially provided by a number of constructed 'fighting retreats' -

essentially covered trenches at right angles to the coast. As well the mouth 

of Powell River doubled as a handy escape route. Canoes left at the bottom 

of Powell Lake allowed for quick retreat inland. Given the day-today concerns 

for survival on the coast coupled with a constant state of vigilance, the 

appearance of a lone settler above the Falls of Powell River at the dawn of 

the twentieth century may not have seemed very threatening. As it turned 

out, this site was destined for a more industrial future. 

The first few years of non-native development along the Sunshine Coast 

were sporadic. The second half of the nineteenth century saw a few individuals 

eking-out a living through trapping, hunting and fishing, but there was no 

evidence of a community per-se. It was not until the year 1900 that the first 

permanent settler arrived in the Townsite area of Powell River. From this 

point forward the catalyst for growth would be the abundance of timber. In 

his book on the history of the Powell River region, Bill Thompson notes 

that'... commercial logging began in the area about 1880 and seems to have 

been the purpose forwhich most of the pioneering people came here during 

the following thirty years."1 Despite the presence of this activity it still took a 

number of years for there to be any defined community at Powell River itself. 

Rather than helping to settle the area, the logging practices of the time 

actually contributed to the lack of civic identity. The workforce was largely 

young, male, and transient, and as such their hard-earned money was 

spent, often rather quickly, in the city of Vancouver. 
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Fig. 6.7 Workers posing with a section of pen
stock for the new dam 

Fig. 6.8 Worker's housing buitt by the Powell River Paper Company. 

I T W Re-Establishing a Human Balance 

During these early years the practice of forestry along the coast was 

based on a system of 'claims' made by individual 'hand-loggers'. These 

claims were often based on a visual inspection from the water. The 

labour-intensive nature of this form of logging demanded that the selection 

of land satisfy not only the desire for quality timber of a desired species, 

but also the need for a steep shoreline. Working slowly, the logger 

would drop shoreline trees directly into the water. The next line of 

choice trees would be felled directly down the hill, and those further-up 

would be felled across the hill to facilitate 'bucking' (cutting into lengths) 

and rolling. The law pertaining to this method of forestry prohibited the 

use of any machinery, and as a result the initial clearing of timber was 

concentrated to within a quarter mile of the shore. The nature of land-

claiming itself provided further hindrance for the creation of community. 

Legal rights to timber stands required only the in-situ construction of a 

temporary shack. Although this process produced high quality timber, 

a lot of wood was lost through breakage, or was simply unable to be 

extracted once cut. It took further developments of the forestry sector 

to ultimately provide for the realization of what is now Powell River. 

Change came rapidly in the first decade of the twentieth century. The 

combination of abundant resources, a natural deep-water port, and a 

promising site for hydropower generation at the base of Powell Lake 

made this spot ideal for rapid large-scale commercial development. By 

the year 1909 the Powell River Paper Company (PRPC) had been formed, 

and was in the process of building a town for its employees. With the 

arrival of two paper making machines from New York the PRPC was in 

business. One of the first permanent buildings to rise out of the shacks 

and tents of the early settlement was the Powell River Hotel. Estimates 



Fig. 6.9 Early development of the Townsite area The 
General Store and Powell River Hotel feature prominently 

Fig. 6.10 A row of temporary worker's tents line a 
clearing beside the new sea-side pulp mill. 
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put the initial completion of this building around 1910. With a mill and 

a hotel in place, it took only a scant few years before the 'town-site' 

was home to a nest of houses. The 'old town' itself was ostensibly 

completed by 1916, with future outward growth keeping pace with mill 

expansion. 

AVIATION COMES TO THE COAST 

When the first aircraft was spotted over Powell River on November 01 

1919 it was considered quite a spectacle. The noise of the airborne 

contraption drew people out of their homes and places of work. After 

circling over the crowds a couple of times the unidentified pilot dropped 

a rather prophetic note, asking".. .why the hell don't you have a decent 

place to land?"4 This initial introduction to aviation was short, but it 

nevertheless heralded a new era for the Sunshine Coast. The excitement 

of the day must have stirred a few souls, as right from the beginning 

grass-roots interest and training initiatives were pivotal to the development 

of aviation on the coast - arguably as important as the commercial 

interests to follow. 

The pursuit of wings had begun in earnest. After one unsuccessful 

attempt to organize a private club in 1926, the Powell River branch of 

the BC Aero Club was formed in April 1929.5 Under the rules of the 

Dominion government, clubs needed at least ten certified pilots to be 

issued a plane suitable for training, in these early days airborne 

instruction was provided at Jericho Station in Vancouver, augmented by 

ground-school training at home. Total cost of receiving one's license 

was roughly $125. One entrepreneurial pilot tried to start a school in 

Powell River in 1935, but it would take several years for flight training to 
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Fjg. 6.11 Water-based flight was a mainstay on 
the coast in the early days. Here an airplane draws a 
large crowd on Savary Island circa. 1933. 
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be available at home.6 This was not a déterrant to local enthusiasts 

however. Aircraft making use of the local lakes had been a common 

sight for some time, and when the Powell River Aero Club was formed 

in 1946 there were nine eager students waiting to earn their wings. It is 

interesting to note that five of these were women - soon to gain infamy 

as the 'Powell River Flying Five'. A small 1800' grass strip that a 

private resident had cleared on his property just south of town 

accommodated these early airborne hops in and out of Powell River. 

By the time the Aero Club of Powell River became the Westview Flying 

Club in September of 1953 there were 38 new members enrolled in 

flight training. The club was now established at the new Powell River 

Municipal Airport (discussed in the next section). That same year the 

club purchased its first rental plane- a Fleet 80. 

Following in the wake of private interest 'Pioneer Airways' introduced 

the first commercial air service in and out of Powell River. This upstart 

airline began operating flying boats off of Powell Lake in 1935. Canadian 

Airways Limited took-up this air link in 1940, offering twice-weekly trips 

to Vancouver. The cost of boarding the De Havilland 'Dragon Rapide' 

floatplane would be $10 for a one-way trip, and $18 return.7 By 1946 

Queen CharIotteAirIines (QCA) had acquired these regular water-based 

runs to and from the city as an addition to its existing charter service 

along the coast. Coastal aviation, in line with global developments, 

was fast becoming a marketable industry. Despite this the South Coast 

still offered something that could not be accounted-for in any business 

plan. Describing one of his flights from Powell River in these early days, 

QCA President Jim Spilsbury wrote"... I had to fly on up the coast this 

day...we took off, went to Stuart Island, flew back, and my god, the 
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view was ovetpcwering. I got up to a fair altitude and you could see clear over 

the Gatineau Range right back to Garibaldi. It was the sort of day that just 

put mundane cares out of your mind and fired your imagination."8 In October 

1948 Diotte Airways Ltd began offering a locally based non-scheduled charter 

service. Coupled with a license to run a flying school, this operation tapped-

intothe expanding market of airtravel as a 1Whereverj, lWheneveij proposition. 

THE AIRPORT 

When it came to the creation of a permanent community airport, it was 

largely the effort of recreational pilots that made things happen. The Powell 

River branch of the BC Aero Club made the initial selection of Westview as 

the site for a new airport late in 1945. This decision came out of a meeting 

with the local Board of Trade, where it was felt that the site "would be easier 

than any other in the district to develop, offers ample runway, has practically 

no grade, and is the most centrally located site of the district."9 A 220 acre 

plot of land was secured, with approval for the project coming from the 

Department of Lands in early 1946. In concert with the tireless efforts of the 

local Aero Club, the process also benefitted from support in the Iargerworld 

of commercial aviation. Jim SpilsburyofQCAwas keen on opening a new 

market, and felt that being able to supplant their water-bound fleet with one 

on land would be a positive step. He recounts the process; 

Vancouver- Powell River- that was an epic, getting that airport built at Powell 
River. I'd go up there and attend meetings about twice a month. Airport 
committee meetings. With the Aero Club of Powell River. And the community. 
And representatives and so on - we were trying to get money out of everybody. 
To get on with the building of this thing. I spent many, many hours lobbying 
DOT officials in Ottawa over Powell River. It took years.10 
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The first clearing operations started in May of 1948. In a symbolic gesture, 

the president of the Aero Club broke ground at the helm of one of the large 

bulldozers that had been contracted to do the work. Once work was well 

underway, business interest began to grow, as the field was becoming 

"...an economic development of the district, and not an undertaking of 

interest only to a few private flying enthusiasts."11 The money required for 

the clearing operations was raised both through donation, and by the sale 

of debenture certificates to local residents and businesses. The total 

amount required was $8000. Through all of this Powell River became the 

first Canadian community to build its own airport mainly by public 

subscription. Further development of the airport became eligible for federal 

improvement grants by virtue of its location. It is still one of the only 

municipalities in British Columbia to operate an airport within its civic 

boundaries. 

The official opening of Powell River's municipal airport - 'YPW - was 28 June 

1952. Airport Day' was heralded by much fanfare within the community as 

thoughts turned to what the future might bring. The facility was especially 

vital when it first appeared - a permanent road/ferry link with Vancouver would 

not appear until 1954.12 The first commercial airline to operate out of YPW 

was QCA. This is not surprising, given President Jim Spilsbury's efforts to 

bring land-based commercial flights to this part of the coast. Within its first 

year of operation here QCA introduced one of its largest aircraft to the route 

-the inimitable DC3.13 Many doors were opening to the community because 

of the airport. In September of 1952 - just three months after 'Airport Day" -

Prime Minister Louis St Laurentand his wife descended onto Powell River. It 

was as if the town had become a part of Canada overnight. 
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Fig. 6.17 Prime Minister Louis St Laurent addresses a crowd at the 
newly-opened YPW 
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Long after the headiness of those first few years of operation, YPW 

eventually came under fire for its apparent shortcomings. By the early 

1970's there was growing frustration with the airport at its current 

Westview location. For a time it was referred-to in political circles as 

'Dog-Patch International'. Its relatively small size, limited potential for 

physical expansion (the plot of land originally set-aside for airport 

operations included enough space for a second, cross-runway. Ofthese 

220 acres, only 40 acres were cleared for runway 09-27, but the remaining 

land had been systematically annexed by encroaching homes and 

businesses) and lack of any real services drew much of the comment. 

A much-publicized lament was that one ".. .couldn't even get a cup of 

coffee."14 In 1971 the federal DepartmentofTransportsuggested moving 

the facility out of the municipal boundaries, to a large plot of federally 

held land south of town.15 Although this would have enabled the creation 

of a much larger runway(s) and, presumably, more related industry, it 

would have placed the airport at some distance from the community. 

Ultimately it was decided that a fraction of the money required to finance 

the move could be used to upgrade the existing facility. One of these 

upgrades occured in early 1972 when the installation of runway lights 

made night flying possible. Citizens concerned with the nightly drone 

of aircraft were comforted by the fact that most of this flying would be 

done by Flying Club members, on an irregular, non-commercial basis.16 

The most significant ramification of this upgrade was the ability for 

student pilots to obtain their 'Night Flying' ticket without having to leave 

town. 
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Fig. 6.18 The loose collection of buildings and the paved movement area' at YPW are 
surrounded by large growths of coniferous trees. 

Fig. 6.19 Ticket stub and boarding pass 
for Pacific Coastal Airlines. 
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The issue of relocation never disappeared completely. Dissent surfaced 

a decade later, when a provincial report painted the airport as an obstacle 

to tourism and growth.17 One of the arguments put forward against the 

current site was its inability - with a relatively small 3600' runway - to 

handle larger aircraft. Incidentally, Pacific Western Airlines (PWA) 

performed successful tests with a 117-seat Boeing 737 as early as 1975. 

The runway may continue to be adequate for the needs of Powell River, 

however the terminal does not reflect the face of the town. The current 

building remains relatively unchanged since its 1955 completion. A 

small facelift occurred in 1989 - followed a couple of years later by the 

addition of a small, secure waiting room - but the structure is limited in its 

ability to continue providing for the community. Traffic through the Powell 

River airport rose towards the end of the decade - this despite a spate of 

downsizing at the local mill. The total number of passengers using the 

facilities at YPW for the year 2000 was 46,579. This was a 14% jump 

over the previous year. The current air carrier Pacific Coastal Airlines 

began service to YPW in January of 1988. At the time they were in 

competition with a larger regional airline. Today they are the main airline, 

accounting for 84% of total passenger volume in 2000.18 This same year 

6530 total aircraft movements were recorded at YPW. 

Over the years the buildings at the Powell River airport have begun to 

reveal their age. Without the hints of weathering and use however, one 

could be forgiven for interpreting them as 'temporary' constructions. 

There is no definitive form or style, although the structures are all fairly 
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Fig. 6.20 A row of private aircraft under one of the 
long hangars. 
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simple and shed-like. With the exception of the weather office and the 

air terminal, all of the buildings of the 'airport proper' are constructed to 

internally house aircraft or airport-related vehicles. The Westview Flying 

Club is the least definitive of this approach; it is ostensibly a house with 

two adjoining hangars. Apart from this there are three charter operations 

(two helicopter and one fixed-wing), a maintenance hangar, a small 

garage for a dilapidated fire truck, and two long, open-faced sheds for 

privately owned planes. 

The Powell River Municipal Airport can be a pretty quiet place. Other 

than the scheduled arrival and departure of the Vancouver-bound flight, 

and the occasional presence of government jets performing medical 

evacuations, the facilities often seem underutilized. On overcast 

weekdays there is a noticeable lack of activity, both Iandside and airside. 

It is my feeling that both of these conditions need to be rectified in order 

to fulfill the potential that this site holds for the town of Powell River. By 

envisioning YPW as more than merely a place to catch a plane, it can 

become a vibrant node of activity within the community. It may yet 

become a good place to get a decent cup of coffee. 
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Considering YPWs location in the heart of town, the surrounding density is fairly low. The development to the 

north-west along Duncan Street (see 'Paving Pattern') is primarily light industrial. The airport is bordered by two 

small trailer-parks immediately to the north-east, and a limited amount of residential development immediately to 

the south. All of the buildings on airport land run parallel to runway 09-27 (see 'Magnetic Variation'). 
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A figure-ground of hard surfaces reveals how tightly YPW is framed by its surrounding urban context. 

Duncan Street is the main east-west corridor (see 'Ground Movement'), with Manson Avenue running 

under the end of runway 27. A recent cul-de-sac addition to the airport grounds is noteworthy for its 

lack of integration into YPW. 
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Paving Pattern 
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YPW sits on a ledge of land slightly more than 100m above sea level. Runway 09-27 dips gently from east to west, as the 

topography drops towards the water's edge. This contributes to relatively unobstructed views of the Malaspina Strait to 

the west (see 'Sight Lines'). 
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Contours 
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The predominant sight line from YPW is towards the west, over the Malaspina Strait (see 

'Contours'). The view to the east is less dramatic, but there is the opportunity to frame the 

sight of approaching aircraft between the large stands of trees. 
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Sight Lines 
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The runway at YPW is not only aligned east-west magnetic (see 'Magnetic Variation'), it is placed to 

take advantage of the local weather conditions. The wind pattern assures that aircraft can usually 

take-off or land directly into the wind, with cross-wind maneouvers being kept to a minimum. 

Wind Pattern 
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The only point of vehicular access to the terminal precinct is off of the east-west oriented Duncan Street. Duncan is a 

major road, running perpendicular to the coastline, directly up from the Westview wharf and ferry terminal. To the east 

of the airport it joins/becomes Padgett Road, which winds its way through isolated acreages, eventually linking back 

to the water's edge south of town. 

The apron of the airport itself is divided by two taxiways. Most of the private aircraft are stored on the west end of YPW, 

with the commercial, maintenance, and charter operations occupying the eastern portion. 

RoadTraffic 
ApronTraffic 
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Although the standard circuit pattern at most airports is 'left-hand', YPWs runway 09 is accessed via a 'right-hand' circuit 

in order to separate air traffic from from built-up areas and regions of higher topography to the north. As a result, all 

arrival and departure legs of flights in and out of Powell River are kept to the south side of runway 09-27. This provides 

the opportunity to view a good portion of the 'pattern' from the terminal facilities. 
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Circuit Pattern 
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Magnetic variation refers to the difference between 'magnetic north' and 'true north'. The runway at YPW is oriented to align 

with 090 and 270 degrees magnetic. Although this represents due east-west on a compass (aircraft navigate using magnetic 

instruments), a 21 degrees east variation exists at Powell River, accounting for the skewed orientation of the airport on the 

city grid. 
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Magnetic Variation 
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Powell River receives up to 1900 hours of sunshine per year. All of the built infrastructure at YPW 

is arranged along the north edge of the runway, placing it in direct light for most of the day. In the 

summer months, the sunsets over the water are spectacular. 
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8.0 Y P W : T h e P r o j e c t 
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Fig. 9.1 YPW from circuit height (1000' above ground level), looking west. 
The airport's tight fit within the community and its elevated position with respect 
to the water are apparent. The loose arrangement of buildings on the site, as 
well as the lack of a proper entry condition off Duncan Street can also be seen. 
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8.0 YPW: The Pro j e c t 

My efforts at redesigning the terminal building for YPW began by looking 

at the larger airport site. I felt that improvements needed to be made to 

how the services are accessed from the town proper. My initial objection 

with the current design is to the entry condition off of Duncan Street. It 

feels like a service entrance, undermining the importance that the 

airport holds for Powell River. The fact that this route brings the user 

through a dilapidated plot of land is unfortunate from an aesthetic point 

of view (see Fig.9.2), but it also represents a waste of space. The entry 

road (and a relatively recent 'bus loop') serve only to connect Duncan 

Street with a set of airport services that are loosely arranged along the 

edge of the 'apron' (paved movement area for aircraft). In an attempt to 

address all of these conditions, the access road off of Duncan Street 

has been shifted to amalgamate the acts of entering the airport and 

accessing its services. By running the new route parallel to the runway, 

and past all of the existing program, I have simultaneously been able to 

free the large triangular plot of land that is found sanwiched between 

YPW and Duncan Street, annex the cul-de-sac condition that was never 

actually connected with the airport, and create a new zone of potential 

development within the airport precinct. This move also has rich 

ramifications for the sequence of arrival that I began to envision for the 

terminal building. 

The airport sits at an elevation of roughly 400 feet above the adjacent 

coastline. The most direct access is gained by driving east (up the 

slope and away from the water) along Duncan Street. Under the current 

set of conditions one gets the sense of having crested the hill, but then 
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Fig. 9.2 A view of the existing entry off of Duncan Street (left). Theterminatbuildingsitsratherfortornly 
between a number of other services. Note the tall stand of trees adjacent to these services, on the north 
side of the runway (middle of photo). 

Fig. 9.3 Facing south towards the existing terminal (white with blue trim). Theloosearrangementof 
buildings along the edge of the apron is clearly shown. Note the tall band of forest in the background 
(south of the runway). 

Y P W Re-Establishing a Human Balance 77 



is not offered any sort of contextual views once arriving at the airport. I 

wanted to capture the dramatic views to the west as a means of 

terminating the arrival sequence into the new terminal. To this end I 

have placed the building at the end of this new 'airport road'. This 

decision had a few important implications for the layout of the entire 

airport lands. 

The buildings along the 'airport strip' that have been removed include 

the existing terminal structure, the weather office, and adjacent 

maintenance hangar. While the weather office takes up residence in 

the redesigned terminal building, the hangar has been relocated to a 

new sector of the airport. It now joins the shifted helicopter operation 

and forestry office (previously found on the cul-de-sac) near the entrance 

to YPW. Other deletions include a run-down light-industrial building 

currently found on Duncan Street by the existing entrance, and a small 

storage facility located along the edge of trees in the north east quadrant 

of the airport. What I envision for the new road into the airport is a zone 

of commercial development; something that has the potential to develop 

into a destination within the town of Powell River. It would become a 

place that one goes even if they are not meeting a plane. The triangular 

piece of land between this strip and Duncan Street is offered back to 

the community in the form of green space. 

Returning to the notion of arrival sequence, entry into the airport is 

marked by a subtle shift of direction that pulls one's journey parallel to 

the runway. This new road does not only tie the airport to the rest of the 

community, it channels movement past all available services on the 

site. After passing the new collection of commercial air services on the 
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Fig. 9.4 One moves around the low ticket hall to 
enter the terminal's outdoor arrivai space 

Fig. 9.5 The flight school spans a small plane 
and offers a space for views under a projecting 
awning. 

Fig. 9.6 The building is 'locked' in place by a 
grass berm. The contained arrival court is rendered 
as an outdoor enclosure. 

right, a line of private aircraft adjacent to the road marks the presence 

of the longstanding Westview Flying Club. The rows of colourful planes 

act to build anticipation, and help create a further sense of progression 

into the airport. Along the north edge of the road the new commercial 

development also begins. Immediately past the flying club one passes 

the two existing charter operations before coming to an area of parking 

for transient (out-of-town) aircraft. At this point one gets their first view 

- across the ramp - of the new terminal building (see 'West Elevation') 

. As one passes between the parking to the north and a new locker/ 

shower room for visiting pilots to the south, the distinct volumes of the 

terminal building shift in parallax. The plane from Vancouver sits in 

front of the lower entry hall, visually hemmed-in by the building's larger 

projecting volume adjacent to the runway. The road then begins a 

dramatic sweep to the right, as the visitor is directed between a subtly 

rising grass berm (and stand of tall timber) and the ticket hall of the new 

airport structure. Passengers and luggage may be dropped-off at this 

point before one's vehicle is directed back to the adjacent parking. 

When moving from the parking-lot to the terminal on foot, the visitor is 

drawn through a small area of planting immediately off the end of the 

ticket hall. This serves, not only to provide a natural screen for the 

shipping/receiving acitvies at the tip of the building, but to contribute to 

the overall sense that one is entering into a natural outdoor enclosure. 

Upon arrival into this outdoor space one's first visual encounter is with 

the flight school component of the new terminal. The silhouette of a 

plane can be seen through a light wooden screen underneath the school. 

Beyond the plane is a framed view of the runway itself. A projecting 

canopy shelters curious onlookers from any inclement weather and 
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Fig. 9.7 FacingwesttowardsthetiCkethaIl 

Fig. 9.8 Movement into the building brings one 
past a series of thresholds. 

Fig. 9.9 A projecting wall inflects movement into 
the building, contains the low canopy, and defines a 
boundary between internal functions. 

creates an entry condition for those who have code access to to pass 

through a small screened door to the flight school. A more public entry 

condition presents itself as one turns to the west. The completion of 

one's journey towards the waiting vistas - and towards the waiting plane 

- is taken-up within the building itself. 

The eastern edge of the low ticket hall is experienced as a thick space. 

Rather than giving the sensation of crossing a single boundary to the 

inside of the building, this zone acts in concert with the feeling of already 

being in a forested space. The move inside is more of a sequential 

transition. The flare of the projecting canopy initiates a sensation of 

compression as one moves into its covered space. Where the canopy 

envelopes space from above, the next sensation one gets is that of 

lateral compression while moving between a series of wood-clad fins. 

These load-bearing elements provide one of the first direct tactile 

experiences with the building. Their scale and patina is not too different 

from that of the trees directly across the outdoor space. By separating 

these structural colums from the band of glazed doors that one 

encounters next, the latter act merely as a thin skin - almost 

inconsequential to the process of moving inside. 

A projecting wall that defines the entry condition acts as both a boundary 

and a wayfinding device within the ticket hall. The wall's primary task 

is to provide separation between the 'back-of-house' program (comprised 

of airline offices and shipping/receiving facilities) and the more public 

ticket hall. The check-in desk is formed by thickening the edge defined 

by this wall. By pulling the counter forward, dropping the ceiling slightly, 

and creating a series of deep shelves, the 'wall' begins to envelope its 

Y P W Re-Establishing a Human Balance 80 



Fig. 9.10 Moving into the ticket hall reveals 
the use of framed views and captured light. 

Fig. 9.11 A skylight marks the location of the 
baggage claim, and serves to anchor the end of the 
long ticket hall with a focused swath of natural light. 

own space (rendering the check-in zone as a softer boundary between 

public and private). The wooden counter becomes the second direct 

engagement that one has with the builidng, and through its division into 

solid and void it begins to mirrorthesomeof the wayfinding strategies 

of the larger wall. 

In addition to directing passenger flow into the main space of the terminal, 

the wall creates a formal series of waypoints through the capture of 

light and the framing of views. The most immediate example to be 

found in the ticket hall is of the former. A puncture in the skewed 

section of the wall reveals the sloped steel ramp of the baggage claim. 

The wall's horizontal wooden slats wrap into the puncture, enveloping a 

swath of natural light that enters from a large skylight. Similar to the 

check-in space, the baggage claim creates a more supple interface 

between 'front of house' and 'back of house'; in this case between 

those who are processing luggage, and those who are being reunited 

with it. It also supports the conception of a 'journey' through the building. 

The vertical release of space and flood of light above the baggage claim 

serve to make it a beacon of sorts. When passengers are moving from 

the airplane to the community, it draws them through the vertically 

compressed space of the ticket hall, functioning both experientially 

and programmatically as one's final stop in building. By the time one 

picks-up their luggage, the ticket hall has been revealed as merely a 

vestibule to the larger forested space to the east. 
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Fig. 9.12 An airside view of the shipping/receiving 
area. The window on the right captures a view of the 
waiting plane. 

Fig. 9.13 A 'plane's eye view' of the 
intersection between formal elements. 

The second formal approach to wayfinding - framed views - is 

encountered upon check-in. Here the voids created by the luggage 

scales line-up with open doorways to the private airline offices behind. 

Together these resolve with large west-facing windows. By providing 

visual confirmation of where the aircraft is sitting in relation to the building, 

the act of checking-in grants an almost intuitive understanding of how 

one must continue through the building. In a sense it is not only the 

view that is being framed however; through the play of light and form,s 

travellers themselves become captured in a 'moment'. 

After bags have been tagged and boarding passes have been issued, 

one turns to face a filtered view of the runway. Where the baggage 

claim utilized focussed natural light to visually anchor the north end of 

the ticket hall, the screened main space to the south promises a spatial 

release on an even grander scale. When moving towards the latter, the 

dramatic shift from the low ticket hall to the vertical thrust of the central 

space is moderated by an initial upward inflection of the ceiling panels. 

This transition makes the visitor conscious of having entered the second 

volume of the terminal, and is supported by the fact that a secure waiting/ 

departures area on the right, and a gallery on the left frame the passage 

into the large main space of the terminal. As a bit of an aside, it should 

be noted that one of YPWs features is a main floor that never varies in 

level; vertical compression and release occur as a result of changes in 

the ceiling plane alone. This not only allows for an easier blurring 

between 'in' and 'out', such as was apparent in the ticket hall, it makes 

sequential transitions within the building more seamless. 
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Fig. 9.14 A recessed gallery wall 
accepts the edge of the entry canopy. 
The ribbon window doubles as display. 

Fig. 9.15 A sinuous wooden screen 
encapsulâtes the main space. 

Fig. 9.16 The skinned' main space 
provides access to all parts of the 
terminal. 
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The gallery acts formally as the hinge around which the two volumes of 

the terminal building connect. It is clad in a dusty blue limestone that 

originates from nearby Texada Island. The exterior surface adjacent to 

the terminal's main entry is recessed in order to both soften the 

connection/insertion of the entry canopy, and to define the gallery as a 

precious piece of the building. Although the use of limestone panels 

gives the corner composition a monolithic quality, the patina would 

change dramatically under varying weather conditions. On a rainy day 

- or even when the relative humidity is high - the limestone would attain 

a glass-like finish not unlike if it had been Iabouriously polished. A long 

thin window in the gallery wall is read as an object, due to the extrusion 

of its wood casing from the mottled stone surface. While it functions 

as a curio in the overall composition of the exterior entry space, it 

brings north light into the gallery, and also doubles as a display shelf. 

The entry into the gallery proper is placed on an angle, orthogonal to 

the skew of the wall that one encountered upon entering the building. 

This acts in concert with the inflected ceiling panels to begin releasing 

the compression that was felt in the ticket hall. 

Having passed the gallery, one is now solidly in the vertical main space of the 

terminal. The screen that had acted to filter one's view of the runway now 

reveals itself as a tall sinuous band of wooden louvres. The band ascends 

through two levels of space, framing a large portion of the sky by way of an 

encapsulated skylight. A thick concrete wall terminates the limestone gallery 

and serves as an object along which an open-tread stair reaches for the second 

level. From here one can either climb the stairs, follow the sinous wall to the 

right for access to 'departures', or pass under the edge of the 'skinned' space 

to the restaurant, washroom facilities, and elevator. 
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Fig. 9.17 The sinuous wall of the main space 
creates a threshold between 'arrivals' and 
departures'. 

Fig. 9.18 The projecting second-floor volume 
creates a condition of entry into the terminal's main 

The resaurant is situated to grant a panoramic view of the adjacent 

runway. An exterior swathe of wooden sun-shades modulates the level 

of natural light, resolving with the absense of the sinuous interior skin. 

From the restaurant there are direct sight lines back into the 'hangar' 

space of the flight school. For those who took an initial curiosity in the 

school's plane when they entered the forested arrival space, this latter 

view from the restaurant serves to terminate a specific circle of 

experience. When students are preparing the aircraft for flight, their 

activities become a backdrop to the interior functions of the restaurant/ 

lounge. This visual connection to the process of flight training may 

serve to pique the interest of waiting passengers, or at least give a 

contextual reading of how the building is used by others. 

Back at the west end of the terminal's central volume, the Iouvered wall 

is mated with transparent glazing to become an exterior skin. It folds 

around the south end of the entry/check-in wall, forming the boundary 

condition for 'arrivals', and directing interior passenger flow into the secure 

'departures' area. The latter is formed by the further splay of the Iouvered 

skin around a spiral fire stair. This stair descends from an overhanging 

second-storey volume that in-tum lends support to the 'arrivals' condition. 

Deplaning travellers pass underneath the volume, threading between the 

fire stair and and a large structural column to enter directly into the skinned 

heart of the terminal. Before turning to enter the baggage claim at the 

end of the low ticket hall, one's eye is drawn along the length of the 

terminal's vertical space and up the stairs. The second level houses the 

classroom component of the flight school, additional washrooms, two 

conference rooms, and a large public 'watching space'. 
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Fig. 9.19 The central space acts as a spine, 
drawing the visitor along its length, and up the 
stairs. 

The skinned internal volume of the terminal acts to spatially compress 

one's move up the stairs. Any sense of constriction is alleviated by the 

fact that this space is essentially unbounded vertically. By piercing the 

roof of the terminal with the sinuous wall there is a feeling that formal 

separation between land and sky is minimal. The large skylight reads 

as a lightweight construction lodged within the grip of the louvres. 

Although these wooden slats are a dominant, almost object-like feature 

in the context of the terminal's central space, the nature of how they 

are encountered changes dramatically at the top of the stairs. One can 

move around the outside of the composite skin, shifting its reading from 

being the bounded edge of an internal space, to the edge of an object in 

external space. Through this transition, the 'watching space' is given 

the sense of being unbounded horizontally. Experientially, the building 

falls away, providing elevated and unrestricted views of the airport's 

activities, and views of the terminal's coastal context. When in the 

elevated space, one's attention can be focused on the arrival/departure 

of friends and family, the progress of student pilots making concerted 

efforts to 'grease' their landings, or merely the passage of clouds in the 

sky. Despite the grandeur of these views however, there remain subtle 

visual connections with the interior as well. From above, visitors milling-

about the main level appear encapsulated, bathed with filtered natural 

light. When looking from below, those on the second level become 

back-lit silhouettes, animating the central space and giving one the 

sense that there are still places within the building to discover. 
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Fig. 9.20 Thelargewindowsofthe 
conference rooms face north, back 
over the iow entry canopy. 

Fig. 9.21 The small study 
rooms are lit with skylights and north-
facing windows. 
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The conference rooms on the second floor are a programmatic attempt 

at allowing the terminal building to expand its role within the community. 

They not only provide various local groups with a central meeting point, 

they would also be available for out-of-town businesspeople. By providing 

the option of converging on the airport for important meetings, the building 

functions as less of a conduit and more of a destination. The meeting 

rooms are entered from a walkway that runs along the north edge of the 

terminal's main space. Placing the rooms here allows them to face 

back towards the forested entry space, linking them contextually with 

the 'land-side' of the terminal. A similar approach is employed in the 

adjacent flight school, where private study rooms formally anchor the 

northern edge of the terminal's second level. This strategy releases 

the south edge to openly address the airport and all of its activity. 

The interior component of the flight school acts as a bridging element 

over the ground-level airplane hangar. The school's main entrance is 

found immediately at the top of the terminal's central stair. After passing 

through the reception area one enters its main lounge. The canted 

louvres that had given form to the terminal's vertical volume now become 

an exterior band on the south facade of this space. This facade is 

recessed to create a 'forecourt' condition immediately in front of the 

ground-level hangar. The lounge looks down on this space, acting as a 

viewing gallery of sorts for the staging of student training flights. As 

mentioned, formal separation within the flight school is provided by 

placing the study rooms along the north edge. These spaces are 

conceived as being very different experientially. The lounge space 

becomes the polar opposite of these sequestered enclaves. Wheras 

the former is meant to be somewhat extroverted in the way that it 



Fig. 9.22 The easternmost volume of the 
terminal anchors itself into the grassy berm. 

Fig. 9.23 The terminal's larger volume runs 
parallel to the runway, opening-up views to the south 
and west, and creating a cloistered entry court to the 
north. 

addresses the 'on ramp' activity of the airport, the latter become much more 

reclusive. These rooms are meant to provide student pilots with a place to 

turn, from the exhilarating hands-on learning that is so much a part of flight 

training, to the required task of extensive individual study. Light is provided 

by deep vertical shafts and thin stacks of north-facing windows, both of 

which resolve with built-in desks. Apart from narrow views into the terminal's 

forested entry space, the only thing to disturb one's studying is the changing 

quality of natural light. 

A set of stairs at the easternmost end of the building serves to link the 

classroom portion of the flight school with the hangar space below. A large 

skylight provides the illumination for one's vertical move between the two. 

The grass berm that one initially encountered upon moving around the low 

ticket hall now grasps the northeast corner of the stairwell, effectively 

'anchoring' the building to its site. In addition to vertical circulation, this 

portion of the terminal also houses space for the airport manager, and a 

'suite' for the weather station. Wheras the second-floor airport manager's 

office is a space that would be occupied on an intermittent basis, the weather 

office below essentially operates as a second home. Working a shift in this 

space entails making hourly reports on the state of the region's meteorological 

conditions for as long as daylight persists. A shower room addresses some 

of the position's daily needs, while creating a small entry vestibule into the 

south-facing space. The location of the weather office immediately off of the 

flight school's hangar makes it easily accessible to pilots and student pilots 

alike. Whether planning a short jaunt or long cross-country trip, it becomes 

one of the first stops in any journey. 
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9.0 C o n c l u s i o n 

A deep-seated fascination with flight has been part of the human condition 
for hundreds of years. While the means of expressing this sense of 
wonder often took the form of cultural production, a more rational and 
quantitative approach quickly surpassed such qualitative endeavours. 
Commercial aviation as we currently experience it is a product of the 
more rational set of human tendencies. With few exceptions, the 
architecture of airport terminals has also embodied this agenda of 
normalizing commercial flight. This has led to a global distribution of 
banal and place-less airport environments. 

The pursuit of funcion does not have to be so restrictive. Examining the 
work of AIvarAaIto provided an understanding of how the rational can 
exist in a balance with the emotive forces of architecture. The sensibilities 
found in this work became one possible antidote to the maladies of a 
doggedly functional design strategy. 

Powell River is at a crossroads in terms of growth. By redeveloping the 
central airport and expanding the functions of the terminal building, a 
vital hub of activity can be created in the heart of town. Although there 
are some notable differences between this terminal building and one 
serving a major urban centre, the design fundamentals employed would 
remain appropriate at a number of scales. One focus of this project 
became how it would be experienced through tactility and passage. 
By creating a journey out of the requisite elements of check-in, shipping/ 
receiving, and security, what has become a commonplace activity -
catching a plane - can be elevated to a higher experiential level. It is 
partially through this capturing of experiential 'moments' that a terminal 
can become less of a conduit and more of a frame for human activity, 
be-it meeting, waiting, reading, or even just watching planes and 
dreaming of flight. 
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