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The sea,
Iheard it last night
as Iwas walking along its rocky shore
It was calling my name, with open arms,
it was shouting it out to everyone.
And as Iran in the sea, to greet its open arms,
Ifelt and tasted its salty taste,
its waves breaking over my body
showing me its way of living, its freedom.
Later on, as Ilay back on the shore,
Icould hear my name fading away, its echo
growing lighter,
its waves growing louder,
and after afew minutes, the only echo Iheard was
the sound of the waves breaking against the rocks,
the sound of people laughing.
The sea was my friend.
Iknow it now,
because, for afew minutes,
Iwas it...
anonymous

THE PROGRAMME
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The basis of this design thesis is how the
historical, geographical and sociological factors of a region
such as Nova Scotia can be manifested in built form. The
building type decided upon was that of the tourist information
centre.
Tourism is, has been and will continue to be an
important industry in the Nova Scotian economy. However, as
important as tourism seems to be, tourism offices, visitor centres
and interpretive centres seldom reflect either the context or the
culture of the area which they supposedly represent.
Whether in Nova Scotia, British Columbia or
Ontario, visitor centres either all fit the same generic mold or •
fall back into kitsch for asense of identity. It therefore seemed
appropriate that the visitor centre should be looked at more
closely and seen as anew building type for today's society.
A visitor centre or information centre is not
simply a structure to house maps and pamphlets, it is the
initial meeting between the traveler and the people of agiven
area. The case of Nova Scotia is somewhat unique in that a
great number of the travelers are native Nova Scotians who
return home every year. Nova Scotia, although small in area,
has a surprising diversity of people with many dialects,
backgrounds. The communities are insular and have long
histories. The one unifying feature of all the communities,
however, is the emigration of young people to the factories of
Southern Ontario, the Alberta oil fields and the rest of Canada
in search of work. While this exodus continues to be afact of
life in Nova Scotia, many retain strong links to 'down-home,
never really sure if they chose to leave or were forced to leave.
Thus the condition of 'living away' and the
ritual of returning home is such an important aspect of Nova
Scotia, that avisitor centre should become more of areception
centre, both for natives and tourists alike. The intention behind
this project then, is that by being a reception centre that
acknowledges this annual migration of people, the centre can
then begin to inform 'real' tourists about what it is to be a
native Nova Scotian. The objective of this project is therefore
to design areception centre that, at some level, speaks of the
place and the culture of Nova Scotia, both to Nova Scotians
and the travelers who visit the province.

•

.•

Obviously, the act of returning to one's
birthplace is a very personal experience. The point at which
one truly feels that they are home is not necessarily when they
turn into their driveway. The feeling could be triggered by
entering their hometown, a familiar bridge, landmark or view,
the smell of the ocean or lobsters cooking, a swim in the salt
water or the taste of fresh clams
Therefore the task for the design was to be able
to distill certain aspects of Nova Scotia, abstract them and
incorporate them into abuilding that would in turn evoke the
sensations involved in the process of 'coming home'. It is hoped
that in moving through the reception centre a native of the
area will begin to identify with the scale and the nature of the
spaces, the materials used and the detailing of the Centre. It is
expected that many of the connections made will be on a subconscious level, resulting in a centre that is experienced more
with a sense of familiarity and comfort than any outright
recognition of the forms.
For the true tourists to the province, it is hoped
that the reception centre, as the first contact with the region,
will provide an experience and an environment that will then
become more apparent or repeated as one travels around the
province.
Furthermore, by being located on the Nova
Scotia-New Brunswick border, it is hoped that over time, as
the building becomes more familiar to those who return each
year, that it begins to take on asignificance as the beginning of
the final leg (the most intimate leg) of the process of returning
home. Since it will always be the first building encountered
upon entering Nova Scotia, the Visitor Reception Centre
hopefully will act as the lighthouse or the beacon that for
generations of Nova Scotians signified returning home.
Whether it is going out to sea in afishing trawler to the Grand
Banks or going to work on the line at General Motors in
Oshawa, Nova Scotians continue the tradition of leaving their
families in order to make a living. As a reception centre, it is
hoped that this project can come to represent the personal
experience of returning to ones birthplace.
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The existing centre on the border is made up of
several rooms, each depicting and presenting adifferent region
of the province. Part of the new strategy of the Visitor Services
Division is to abandon this traditional approach in their
centres. Instead the approach will be to present the province as
a whole within one or two large spaces, and to eventually
expand the scope of their mandate to also provide information
to tourists concerning Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick and
Newfoundland. In essence, the government's goal for this centre,
since it is located in the geographical hub of the Maritimes, is
to be not only the flagship of the Nova Scotia tourist division
but also amaritime regional tourist centre. In keeping with this
new approach to presenting the province, an attempt was made
to choose aspects of Nova Scotia that were common to the
Maritimes as awhole.
The original programme for the centre was
defined by the Visitor Services Division. For the most part the
programme was straightforward. The Visitor Services Division
specified an open 'counseling area' of approximately 700 m2.
The counselors would offer information to the visitors from 3-4
small modular stations instead of the traditional counter
which formally defined accessible and inaccessible areas.
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The programme also specified an artisan's work
and display area which was capable of handling avariety of
presentations. Research has shown that art and artifact
displays are popular with tourists. The government would
therefore like to see a shift away from both the expensive
handicraft shop and the traditional tacky gift shops
associated with most centres. The government believes that the
Nova Scotia image would be better served by being associated
with promoting provincial artists' work rather than selling
souvenirs.
A government study found that video is a
highly effective tool in imparting information to the visitors,
yet experience shOws that small theatre-type viewing rooms in
the information centres do not work well. Theatres on the
ferries to Prince Edward Island and Newfoundland are standing
room only. On the ferries the public is both captive and bored.
At the border however, the visitors are mobile, often in ahurry
and after spending hours in a car do not want to sit down.
Therefore, anew type of vehicle for the video information had
to be incorporated into the design of the new centre.
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The circumstances which influenced the video
presentation applied equally to the presentation of the artists
work. An appropriate method of displaying the work had to be
devised. The rest of the programme consisted of various support
facilities such as offices, staff rooms, washrooms, storage, and
mechanical rooms.
Part of the new approach of the Visitor
Services Division is that some services be accessible to visitors
after hours. This concept was expanded in aredefinition of the
programme to provide 24 hour access to the building. Thus began
another layer of investigation into the notion of a truly public
building that was fully accessible for services yet still secure,
agreeable and provided a complete spatial experience.
The notion of a 'wide open' building is in
keeping with a prevalent trait that still exists in Nova Scotia.
Since Nova Scotia is primarily rural communities, the need to
lock one's doors is not yet a necessity. Therefore, acentre that
purports to be avisitor reception centre, designed in the spirit of
Nova Scotia, should be accessible to all at any time. Since the
centre could not be staffed at all hours, visitors after hours had
to be able to still get some information, enjoy the building and
its amenities and feel that they were being adequately
serviced, albeit self-serviced. The goal was to create a public
reception centre that began to eliminate the distinctions
between business and other hours. It was hoped that the only
distinction between day and night would be the building's
expression, and that the Centre was as inviting and as pleasant
to visit after hours as it was during business hours.
Part of the design problem was that certain
areas such as administrative offices and staff rooms had to be
securable. In reality therefore, the building as a whole did not
have to be accessible, but the impression of accessibility for the
visitor was paramount.
Another facet of the programme that was
redefined was the artisan's work and presentation space. Too
often it seems that these types of activities are segregated from
the main spaces and appear as an adjunct to the centre. By
imparting a sense of secondary importance to the artist's
presentations, they are often passed over or deemed too time
consuming to take in during the stop at the centre. If however,
one takes the approach that amajor goal of the centre is to

reflect the culture of the area, then the artistic methods of
expressing the area's culture should be as important as the
information. Yet, the artist's display must not interfere with
the normal operation of the facility. Therefore the proposed
Visitor Reception Centre incorporates much of the art work and
displays within the walls of the Centre. This not only allows
the work to be up-front and incorporated into the visitors'
promenade through the centre, but is an effective way of
providing security for the pieces from vandals or thieves.
A major part of any visitor information centre is
the washroom. One approach would be to acknowledge this
role and the fact that many people stop at visitor centres only
to use the washroom facilities. Rather than glorify this role
however, the intention in this project was to simply make them
useful, functional and appreciated. The redefinition of the
washrooms in this centre tries to convey the notion that the
washrooms are separate and distinct from the centre and its
purpose. Therefore the washrooms are physically separated
from the main centre. They are not a part of the spatial or.
experiential promenade of the reception centre other than to set
up the entrance space. They are oriented so that they can
accommodate those who need to simply use them and be on
their way. In this sense they remain as part of the environment
of the highway. A traveler may stop to use the washroom
facilities and never have to mentally "shift gears". It is when
one enters the environment of the Centre that the highway is
left behind.
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THE SITE

"In a province noted for contrasts
none is more striking than this land gateway to
Nova Scotia,"

7
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The site is located on the Nova Scotia-New
Brunswick border. It rises up from the northwest to the
southeast at approximately 5 metres per 100 metres. It is
bordered by a river on the northwest and a dual highway on
the northeast. The highway is perpendicular to the river and
the two form an "L" shape which frames the Centre. Directly
to the south and southwest lies the Bay of Fundy. The site and
the border lie within the Chegnecto isthmus, a ten kilometrewide strip of marshland that lies at the end of the Bay of
Fundy and connects Nova Scotia to the rest of Canada. This is
the Tantramar marsh, reclaimed by the dyking of successive
generations since the 1600's. The designated Nova Scotia-New
Brunswick border is the Missaguash River which runs through
the marsh.
The land around the site is anatural border on a
geographic scale. Traveling west to east one drops down from
the high ground of New Brunswick onto the small corridor of
the marsh, across the marsh and the Missaguash River and up
onto Fort Lawrence Ridge and then beyond to the town of
Amherst. Regardless of the political boundary that occurs near
the site, traveling through the area one is very much aware of
crossing atransition zone completely in scale with the land and
the ocean.
Important for this project is the fact that
traveling west to east on the Trans-Canada or traveling north
from the United States through New Brunswick, this area is
the first instance where one can see and smell the ocean. Such
powerful sensory stimuli cannot be discounted. Coming from a
province where one is never more than fifty kilometres from the
sea, the smell of the ocean is probably the most striking
catalyst in the recognition that one is coming home. Because the
site is located at the level of the marsh and the new highway
cuts through Fort Lawrence Ridge instead of going over it, the
ocean is not visible from the highway. In order to view the
ocean one must be at least one story high. This circumstance
provides an exceptional opportunity for the oceans presence to
be discovered through the Reception Centre, thus helping to
cement the relationship of the Centre to the province.

9
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THE HIGHWAY
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Upon visiting Nova Scotia it was discovered
that anew dual highway was nearing completion and running
directly through the site. The highway is very alien to the
area. It is four times the size of the existing highway. It
dominates the land, the existing highway and bridge, and the
surrounding farms. It essentially eliminates any sense of
connection that the old bridge possessed. It does not connect
with either side of the river, but is simply its own entity which
passes through the region. Whereas the existing road followed
the topography of the land, the new highway cuts its own
swath through the site, filling in the marsh when necessary
and cutting through Fort Lawrence Ridge, ignoring any and all
around it. Rather than reflecting the conditions it passes
through, the new highway presents similar conditions along its
length.
The situation of the highway sparked an
investigation into how one builds beside a structure of such
great scale. The dominance, exclusiveness and the dynamic of
its engineering power give the highway a scale and a presence
that the Centre would have adifficult time competing against.
Yet the Reception Centre must acknowledge the
highway as it is part of the contextual environment. It must
also relate in some manner to the highway as it exists mostly
because of the highway and our automobile culture. Therefore
the exercise became not only aquestion of how to build beside
such alarge scale entity, but also if it is possible to connect with
such aself-referential structure.

12

THE PLACE
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In abstracting the essence of Nova Scotia and
its people, one cannot overestimate the importance of the ocean.
Although many Nova Scotians no longer fish, the ocean which
surrounds them is such apart of their everyday existence that
it is often never seen, until one moves away. Many Nova
Scotians who live away miss their home and they miss the
ocean because, they are one and the same.
Therefore the most important aspect of the
Reception Centre is to be about the
o
c
e
a
n.
Although not directly beside the ocean due to the logistics of
the highway, from the Centre one can see and smell the ocean.
Since the site is located in the area where one first encounters
the ocean when traveling to Nova Scotia, the view from the
Centre is significant in describing the province. The fact that
one has to move vertically in order to realize that the ocean is
there simply adds to the sense of discovery.
As a consequence, the Centre is on two levels
with visual access to the ocean. In conjunction with the wide
open nature of the site, the Centre's outdoor spaces become more
important than its inside spaces. The inside space and the
information provided by the Centre become secondary to the
primary experience of moving up through the external voids of
the Centre and enjoying the vast plain of the marsh and the
ocean beyond. This promenade not only presents the visitor
with the ocean, but the scale of the spaces, the construction
methods and materials all work together to be aNova Scotia
experience.
At a lesser scale is the way in which one
usually sees the ocean as they travel throughout the province.
The coastal roads follow the general direction of the coastline,
but the coastline itself kinks and meanders in and out between
the ocean and the road. Thus the predominant type of view in
Nova Scotia is a succession of glimpses through voids in the
forest, created by clearings, brooks, inlets and villages. This
idea of the aperture and framing the view beyond are
incorporated into the Centre in various areas.
As noted earlier, the concept of a 24-hour
Centre is partly a way of looking at public buildings as truly
public and as away of providing the best possible service to
travelers. Primarily though the notion was generated by trying
to eliminate the arrogance and frustration usually engendered
by a closed tourist centre. Since open accessibility is a regular
14

practice in Nova Scotia, a 24-hour Centre simply becomes a
part of this always welcoming nature.
The washrooms redefine their role in the
visitor Centre, but their manifestation is also drawn from the
area. A washroom separated from the main structure recalls
the limited but continued use of outhouses in the province.
Although not common in homes, outhouses are still used at
cabins and isolated cottages. Moreover, they are still very
much in evidence throughout the province on farms and in
villages as reminders of anot so long ago past.
The individual stalls in the washrooms at the
Centre are unisex in the way that an outhouse is, with a
communal wash area. Each stall is secure and private, but the
openness of the building ensures that one is just a little bit
uncomfortable and insecure. This is not only reminiscent of the
experience of the outhouse, but acts as a deterrent to use the
washroom for inappropriate activities.
Other aspects of the province that are included
in the Centre are the way that the building touches the ground
through the layering of rock, timber and sticks often seen in
wharves, boathouses, cottages and barns. The promenade
which directs entry to the side or the rear is areiteration of the
cultural trait of always using one's backdoor. The display of
the artisan's work within the wall cavities not only makes it
accessible and secure, but is another version of boat construction
and its efficient use of space. Finally the layout of several
buildings for distinct functions recalls the traditional practice
of building only as much as one can afford when one can afford
it.
Incorporating these abstractions of the province
into the Centre was seen as the best way in which to convey the
sense of the place to visitors and natives alike. It is about
building a place that is Nova Scotia, rather than a Nova
Scotia building. The Visitor Reception Centre is vernacular, but
not in the architectural sense, which today, would mean a
double-wide mobile home. From the beginning of the design
process the Centre was seen less as abuilding to disperse maps
and information, but more as a Folly at the entrance to the
province which one could explore inside and out and in the
process, discover, or remember Nova Scotia.

15
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DESIGN PROCESS

The design process began with the site and the
highway. As noted above, the presence of the highway was a
complete surprise at the site visit. Initially, before the
highway was discovered, the existing bridge and the concept of
it connecting the province to New Brunswick was the primary
catalyst of the project. This notion of the importance of
connections was reiterated in the greater site as the Chegnecto
isthmus connects Nova Scotia to the rest of Canada.
This began to generate some thinking and
exploration into the bridge. For example, might the centre be a
part of the existing bridge, or a type of bridge itself. It also
raised the discussion of whether or not these social and cultural
'structures' could be, or should be manifested into real structures.
This in turn led to an evaluation of the different types of
structures that may be employed in the Centre. For example,
the structural principles of a cantilever are that as the
cantilever moves beyond its support it must compensate at the
opposite end, maintaining a rule of thumb measure of 1/4
cantilever requiring 3/4 support. Interestingly this inverse
relationship is seemingly present in the Nova Scotian psyche
as those who move the farthest away often retain the strongest
ties and desire to return someday.
Such relationships, although vague were
valuable simply as exercises in determining how one might
extract and abstract key traits and aspects of one's culture.
Throughout the process various relationships, traits and
aspects of the land and the people were evaluated for inclusion
into the form. At different times some traits took precedence
over others, while some disappeared from the design only to reappear in alater form.
The design process is not linear, but like loops of
a coil stretched out in a line. Ultimately one keeps moving
forward, but the loops and digressions and explorations are
constant. Not all aspects considered appear in the final form. In
this section of this paper it is hoped that one can see how ideas
in the design process emerge, diverge and sometimes re-emerge.
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The initial phase of design dealt mainly with
placement on the site and responding to the context of the site.
Originally it was thought to place the building east of the
river along the line of existing trees which parallel the
highway. The trees act as a natural screen between the
highway and the view to the ocean and Fort Beausejour. This
allowed the option of using the trees either as ascreen in which
the travelers pass through to the Centre or as ascreen in which
a part of the Centre extends through. It was decided that the
dominant view was to be south-southwest toward the Bay of
Fundy. The secondary view was to be toward Fort Beausejour,
which was essentially 90 degrees from the main view.

47

At this point egress from the highway was to
be immediately after the new highway crossed the river into
Nova Scotia. The parking lot would be linear, incorporating
the old highway. The point was to set up asequence of events to
break down the speed of the highway to amore restful state in
the Reception Centre. Thus the traveler would cross into the
province, turn off the highway, park along the old highway,
walk across the field or lawn to the trees and pass through the
trees to the Centre. The thinking at this time was to create a
sequence that also gave the traveler the time and the
opportunity to forget about driving and leave the highway
behind.
At this time nothing had been decided about
the existing bridge. Most discussions concentrated on the new
dual highway-Centre relationship. Central to the discussion
was the issue of whether the Centre should try to ignore the
highway by using the trees as ascreen or should it be up-front
and a part of the highway.
It was decided that the Centre, by its very
nature as a place for travelers, should engage more of the
highway. However, moving next to the highway on the east
side of the river left little space for exiting the highway or
parking. The sequence of moves would have required the
automobiles to drive past the Centre and then double-back to
the parking lot and the Centre.
This situation was rejected and the option of
locating the highway exit and even the Centre on the western
side of the river was considered. While it may seem strange at
first to attempt to build aNova Scotia Reception Centre in New
Brunswick, symbolically it would have fit into Tourism's goal

CONCEPTUAL PLAN
LAYOUT
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of the Centre evolving into an entity that provided information
on all of the Maritimes rather than aspecific province.

CONCEPTUAL PLAN
LAYOUT

On the New Brunswick side an equally rich
sequence from highway to Centre was possible. One could exit
the dual highway, still park along the old highway and walk
along a boardwalk toward the river and the Centre. Upon
leaving the Centre one could get in their vehicle, cross the
bridge into Nova Scotia and return to the highway. Because of
the Centre's proximity to the highway, most of the design
sketches and models either have the highway elevation
opaque or employ the use of a wall as a screen. Behind this
elevation, on two levels, the occupied spaces skew to address
the Bay of Fundy, the texture of the river and Fort Beausejour.
Since this location sits lower than the original site along the
treeline, two stories were now required in order to see the ocean.
At this time ideas concerning the old bridge
were being explored. Most centered around removing the bridge
and using its foundations as part of the Centre's structure. The
intent was to have the Centre recognize the absence of the
bridge, as that type of small scale structure is systematically
being replaced throughout Nova Scotia with overly large
freeway type bridges that, like the dual highway, do not fit
the land or the pace of the province.
Besides

the

political

and

jurisdictional

difficulties of building in New Brunswick, it became apparent
that there was a problem in getting westward traffic off the
highway and to the centre. Also, if the bridge was removed,
then space for access back to the main highway going east
became a problem. As aconsequence, it was decided to locate
the Centre just east of the river in Nova Scotia but retain the
highway exit in New Brunswick.
Two stories were also required at this location.
In order to maintain barrier free access to the Centre it became
apparent that a fairly large ramp would be required. Thus the
wall element from the design across the river was retained as a
structural support for the ramp, possible as a screening device
and as an element to begin to try to address the scale of the
highway.

19

Building in this location allowed the bridge to
play several roles. It added another layer to the break down of
the speed and scale of the highway to the Centre. Visitors
proceeded from the dual highway to the old highway to the
old bridge to the wall to the parking to the Centre. From the
main highway the Centre was able to use the visual presence of
the bridge and borrow its scale in order to better address the
highway. Finally, to be respectful of the bridge's traditional
role as the connection between the two provinces and since it
spoke much more of Nova Scotia than the new highway, it was
retained as the Reception Centre's entrance to the province.

Once alocation had been chosen and the concept
of a ramp wall decided upon, the design process began to
concentrate on the human promenade as opposed to vehicular.
Any break or dislocation in a wall would set up an entrance
condition, however, the most desirable entry as noted earlier
should be located on the side or the back. This meant that as
one moved through the wall they had to enter into acourtyard
or large transition space.
Such a transitional space is a natural place for
one to begin to understand the building and make decisions as to
what to do and where to go. The main objective for this
transitional space was to provide access to the washrooms, an
indication of where to get information and visual access to a
stair as an alternative route to the ramp. This stair was to be
kept at a similar distance to that of the ramp's landing so as to
imply that either route was of equal distance. The ramp was to
be presented as the premier promenade for visitors to take. The
ramp wants to take one into the landscape of the river with its
rich textures of mud and grass. It was not meant to be a
handicapped ramp off to the side, but an integral and enjoyable
part of the promenade. The visual access to the stair began a
series of designs incorporating the idea of the aperture, first for
the stair, Fort Beausejour and then into the Centre itself.

CONCEPTUAL PLAN LAYOUT
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At the same time, the necessities of private and
public spaces with (at this point) limited 24 hour access
generated the use of two buildings with the main aperture in
between. The first block housed a video wall, some 24- hour
accessible information and washrooms on the ground level and
private offices above. The second block contained the main
counseling area on the upper level with additional information
(hotel reservation services, etc.) and an artisan's work area on
the ground level.
As this design evolved, the two blocks became
dislocated, with the information building sliding south toward
the ocean. This set up a condition of alternating solids and
voids or inside and outside spaces respectively. The alternation
occurred in section as well as plan. In the models however, the
spaces appeared static and did not appear to have the
potential to adequately address the vast context of the site.
Thoughts on the role of the washrooms were
beginning to gel so they were relocated as alayer to the ramp
wall and to help define the entry. This negated a lot of the
purpose for the first block so the administrative requirements
were transferred into the information block. Locating the stair
equidistant to the ramp resurrected the concept of aboardwalk,
only now as an upper and lower boardwalk that either ran into
or alongside the Centre.
All of these developments tended to stretch the
Centre out. Structurally, the Centre to this point was expected
to utilize piles. With the linear quality of the building
becoming more apparent, astructural system based on one or two
structural walls began to be investigated. This was driven
partly by the notion of the Centre as two large perpendicular
walls, one as the ramp, belonging to the highway and the other
as the Centre, belonging to the ocean.
This quickly led to the incorporation of the
circulation within the walls, and was the beginning of using the
pochee space of the walls for the artwork as well as the video.
At this time, the decision was made to have the complete
Centre open 24 hours. It was felt that simply providing
additional maps and information outside while denying access
to the building was unacceptable. If partial access to the
building was allowed, did the visitors then have to peer
through some type of security gate into the rest of the Centre
that was off-limits? If so, it was decided that partial access
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had more potential for vandalism than full access. Obviously
full access doesn't end vandalism, but if the place is used and
enjoyed at all times perhaps there is less opportunity or desire
to destroy it.
Assuming full access, the need to secure and
protect the Centre led to the expansion of the pochee of the
wall concept for most of the display and art work. The idea was
then pushed into further expansion of the walls to try to contain
all of the private spaces within them. The reason for 'hiding'
the private areas was based on the partial access argument
above. Visual access into areas that had to be locked would
only attract attention, detract from the appreciation of the
building's accessibility and possibly invite vandalism or breakins. Since the tourism department had indicated that they
planned to use several self-contained modules instead of an
information desk, the modules should be designed so that they
are easily secured.
Including the administrative functions within
the walls of the Centre made it difficult to provide bright and
accommodating workspaces. This led to their consolidation into
a double story block which was used in combination with a
pochee space in a wall element. The block was then objectified
by incorporating the video wall into the public facade.
Simultaneously the block was devalued in that what lies
behind the video was of no consequence to the visitor. The video
wall dispensed information and acted as a director to the
visitors entering the Centre. The public simply passed by the
videos and into the main space, allowing the administration
block to be very nondescript and thus more secure.
The packaging of the administrative functions
also meant that the rest of the Centre could be very open with
few partitions. This meant that for personal safety after hours,
visitors would have lots of opportunity to see through the
building and that there were fewer dark corners.

-

The openness also created the potential for
tying the Centre into the context of the area. The big single
space was more consistent with and conducive to the
expansiveness one experiences when they view the ocean. At
this point the notion of the boardwalk and the exterior
experience become predominant in trying to make the Centre a
part of the greater landscape.

U
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Part of this process of opening the building to
the landscape involved paring the building down into a very
few parts, in a sense, the idea once again of the solid and the
void but in a very different form than before. Now the solids
and voids were contained within the building as opposed to
between buildings. The solids were represented by inside,
private, or pochee spaces while the larger enclosed spaces
tried to convey the qualities of an outside public space.
In section, the Centre was still two stories. The
intention was for the lower story to address the river while the
upper story addressed the ocean. Thus the orientation of one
level was in plan 90 degrees to the orientation of the other. In
an attempt to connect the two and create a transition which
spoke of both worlds a double volume was created along the
western side of the Centre that faced the river. This opened up
the south-west corner and set up adiagonal to the entrance. The
placement of either a column, sculpture or large piece of
artwork in the corner would tend to draw one's eye out through
the building and immediately into the greater landscape.

2

L

It was decided that the upper level entrance, if
the intention was a boardwalk-like experience, needed to be
somewhat separate from the main space and more outside.
Until now the building had been skewed about 80 degrees from
the ramp in order to better orient the inside spaces to their
respective views. In some of the investigations to create abetter
outside experience, the building was placed perpendicular to
the ramp and the entrance deck was then the only skewed
element.
All of this began to generate some thought that
perhaps the real ocean experience should take place outside
the Centre, and that the information become more subsidiary to
the experience. In order to reinforce the deck as an important
area it was extended into the landscape beyond the Centre. At
the same time the double volume on the opposite side of the
building was moved to create adouble volume space between
the deck and the Centre proper. Circulation between deck and
Centre was then routed around this void, creating an easy back
and forth transition between the two. The glazed skin between
the Centre and the deck around the void was then dislocated so
that there was an ambiguity as to what was inside and what
was outside. This tends to dissolve the presence of the glazing.
As a result the two spaces remain separate yet still interconnected. Furthermore, the inside/outside aspect of the

CONCEPTUAL PLAN/
ELEVATION ISECTION
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columns is acommon practice in the construction of boathouses
and buildings on wharves.
In essence the purpose of these changes was to
strengthen the outside experience of the deck but then draw
some of that strength and experience into the interior of the
Centre.

QQQç.
Various resolutions of the spatial qualities of
this design concept and the delineation of the spaces were fully
explored. A concern was that a lot of the dynamics and the
spatial qualities surrounding the void were taking place on the
east side of the building.
At the same time, more attention was being
paid to the development of the washroom, the entrance space
and ramp. This design work dealt with the spatial sequence of
entry and the control of apertures in and around the complex.
Circulation for those who used the washrooms only versus those
who used the washrooms and Centre was also afactor. Finally,
there was a greater discussion regarding the Centre's initial
presentation to the travelers and the highway elevation.
As a consequence, it was agreed to rotate the
entire Centre 90 degrees clockwise and have it engage and
possibly violate the ramp wall. Any violation of the wall
could then become a 'aperture' in the wall, giving a small
indication of what lies behind.
In this position, the former river wall of the
administrative block became a fragment of the ramp wall and
part of . the entry sequence. The vertical void between the
Centre and the deck functioned better than before, as now the
movement around it was in a north/south-highway/ocean
direction. This circulation around the vertical void was then
complemented with similar oriented horizontal transparencies
through the Centre.
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Now in the promenade the visitor would move
up the ramp, enjoy the experience of the river, move behind the
Centre and exit the ramp onto a deck that was open to the
highway on the left and opening up to the Centre and the ocean
on the right. The intention was to begin to layer the promenade
parallel to the highway. All of the successive layers,
the
ramp, the Centre, the deck are then violated by the visual void
through the wall and building.
-

The vertical void was then rotated back to its
original orientation so that its length literally cut through the
Centre and the deck. This strengthened the horizontal
transparencies that ran perpendicular to the layering of the
space. In essence, the vertical void is now acting as avisual and
spatial connector of the great void of the marsh and the
highway with that of the even greater void of the ocean.
In this configuration, the administrative block
was originally split up into offices and aseparate staff room.
Otherwise, the size of the block would have forced the void too
far along the ramp wall, disallowing it, as well as the upper
ramp landing to play any role in helping to define the entrance
space.

k

Rotating the vertical void however, generated
extra space along the ramp wall. Taking a cue from this, the
administration was again consolidated into ablock and rotated
90 degrees so that it, like the vertical void, was perpendicular
to the wall. In this position the end wall of the administration
still acted as a fragment of the ramp wall. Its western wall,
which faced the counseling area, if kept opaque and mostly
monolithic, could begin to direct the visitor toward the ocean.
This non-descript wall could also act as the separation between
the private and the public. By careful placement of the
washroom, the publics attention could be directed west into the
information block and the area south of the washroom could be
kept public free. This in turn would allow generous fenestration
in the eastern wall of the administration block and still
maintain privacy for the staff. As aresult the interior spaces of
the administration could be well lit with natural light, have
views out to the trees and the ocean and pose no security
problems.
In all of the previous designs the vertical void
was used to segregate and enhance the outside experience. To
continue this role the administration block was going to have to
25

be independent, working with the vertical void to frame the
outside experience. Therefore the horizontal void, previously
made possible through the use of glazing could now be a true
outside experience. In the promenade one now exits the top of
the ramp, is drawn around the vertical void and onto the open
deck. They are then framed by the administration and
counseling blocks, with the vast landscape behind them and
the even greater vastness of the oceanscape ahead.
With the administration block and the void
both perpendicular to the ramp wall they began to frame the
information block in an 'L' shape. It would have been easy to
use this set-up to objectify the counseling area. However, what
was beginning to be clear was that outside voids were now
becoming the dominant experience. The void of the wall and
ramp system was what was really addressing the context of the
river, and would do so much better than the ground level of the
information block ever could. In the same way, only the upper
deck, open to the sky and open to the land on either end, could
convey the natural beauty of the site and of Nova Scotia the
province.

ADMINISTRATION BLOCK
II

Having discovered this, the rest of the design
work consisted of supporting and enhancing the condition of the
outside experience and as stated earlier, letting the
information centre be subsidiary to that experience.

1

INFORMATION BLOCK

In the final resolution of the Reception Centre
the information block is elongated parallel to the ramp. This is
so as not to objectify it, as for example asquare block might do.
The information block instead becomes another layer in the
composition, and continues this layering in its interior space.
The major element in the information block is a
large pochee wall on the ocean side. This element, in conjunction
with the administration block, the ramp wall and the voids in
and around them form the basis of the Folly in the field.
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From the beginning the ramp had been
sandwiched between two walls. It rose up toward the river and
then returned on the open side of the second wall. In the final
delineation the two walls became one and the ramp became
visible from the highway. Without disturbing its macro scale
the ramp softens the wall at ahuman scale and indicates early
on to the traveler that this is a place to be entered. The
placement of the aperture carved into the ramp wall, the upper
deck which cantilevers over the beginning of the ramp, and the
glimpses of the glazed information block within the aperture
further strengthen the importance of the ramp and encourage its
use.
Now in elevation the end wall of the
administration block reads less as afragment of the ramp wall,
but acts more as an indicator of entry and as an anchor for the
linear composition. At a human scale it also defines a second
entry, subsidiary to the ramp. It is expected that most visitors
to the Centre would be aware of the choice of entrances because
of the placement of the washrooms and the entry space they
create. The entrance space defined by the washroom allows
glimpses down into the river area, into the lower information
•block and out toward the ocean. It is connected by a vertical
space with the upper deck, defined mainly by the end wall of
the administration and the ramp wall.
The washrooms are open at either end with
circulation revolving around the second large wall which fronts
to the highway. The stalls are unisex, with the men's urinals in
behind the plumbing wall of the stalls. Sinks and mirrors are
contained within the highway wall. The eastern end of the
washroom contains alarge family washroom, storage room and
second entrance/exit. This 'drive through' type of access is
consistent with the way people use services when they are on
the road.
The administration block houses the staff room,
kitchen and washroom facilities on the lower level. Office
space is on the upper level. The block proper is pulled back from
the end wall that defines the ground level entry. This large
reveal works in conjunction with the transparencies that
parallel the layering through the information block. It not only
provides light and openness in apotentially dark ground level
entry, but allows framed views to the east without endangering
the privacy of the administration block.
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The information block basically occupies the
void between the ramp and the large wall element. It is
another layer between the highway and the ocean, but is
violated by both the vertical and horizontal voids. Its interior
is further differentiated along its length into three sub- fields
by the columns and the wall element. The upper level is the
main counseling area while the lower serves as a counseling
area, an artisan's working area and access to the lower ramp
which leads down to the river.
The large wall element houses the main video
wall on the upper level. This is located so as to be seen by the
visitors as they exit the top of the ramp. The intent is that
when looking at the video inside, the glazed wall surrounding
the vertical void tends to disappear. The reverse happens
when looking out, because of the placement of the void in the
administration block and the identical nature of the interior
railing around the void and the exterior railing for the stairs.
The remainder of the wall on the upper level is
carved out so that it begins to create a transition zone between
the counseling area proper and the 'inside deck' that projects
out to the ocean. The handrail of this deck continues past the
'end' of the wall, informing the visitor that there is another,
more intimate deck contained within the western end of the
wall.

E
L

On the lower level the wall contains storage,
video and art capacity as well as access down into the
basement. It too is carved out to help define the space, allow
indirect light into the area and provide transition out on to a
small exterior deck.
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"in the past,
borrowing landscapes was
away of achieving
symbiosis with nature.
But today, we
cannot all borrow nature.
In resort areas, many
people enjoy nature's
beauty but forget what an
ugly sight their own
vacation home is. The
true technique of
borrowing landscapes
keeps in mind the fact
that we are part of the
landscape and that
someone is looking at us.
We must be concerned
with the landscape we
lend as the one we
borrow."

Kisho Kurakawa

"Architectural
creation is the act of
making manifest at one
stroke 'something' that
people of the age,
including architects, had
subconsciously wanted to
express but had been
unable to before. Creation
in architecture is
discovery, not
invention. It is not a
pursuit of something that
transcends the
imagination but a
cultural act in vision of
the time.

Fumihiko Maid
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