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“The impulse remains to respect the integrity of the earth, to find truth
init and, beyond dying, to shape a community with it for the common

good." Vincent Scully, Architecture, The Natural and The Manmade

Ask the question "What 1s mankind's relationship ta the natural world?”
and be the most unpopular guest at a dinner party. Vincent Scully,
a long-time humanities prafesser at Yale University, has spent some
45 years and a dozen books dedicated to finding an appropriate
response. His latest book, Architecture, The Natural and The Manmade
(St Martin's Prass: 1991) charts humanity's response to the threat

or challenge of nature and the ways that symbols of 2 communi-

ty are embraced by building form. (To boot, aight films an the
vast subject are in the making by Scully.)

Past generations and prominent thinkers, fram cavemen ta the
Gregks to Walt Whitman to Maya Lin, have contributed signifi-
cance fo the meaning of architecture and the land. Closer to
home, new eloguence comes fram an unlikely set of circum-
stances: a community centre in north Toronto born out of a pub-
lic sentiment that an open space is better than a building.

Eglinton Park is a pastoral place in a well-heeled neighbour-
hood. Hoopla is measured by the number of kids shooting —
not drugs or other kids — but the park's toboggan run. A new
community centre, went the popular critique, might damage the
peaceful texture of the space. The 50,000 sq. ft. centre would
replace a modest facility, And it was free to the general public.
There was no knowing who might gather under its eaves.

When a small resistance was mounted by same of the area's
neighbours, the city's Parks and Recreation Department launched

its own public relations offensive: a single-stage limited com-
petition in 1987 that gathered designs from some of the city's
best and brightest. Planner Ken Greenberg, former director of
Toronto's Urban Design Group, sat on the jury, as did architect
Raymond Moriyama and representatives from city departments.
George Baird served as the professional advisor. The design brief
called for a clear integration of the building with the park, and the
participants responded in kind. A scheme by AJ. Diamond, Donald
Schmitt and Company treated the building as a contemporary bunker
and nearly buried it underground. It stirred real interest but failed on
the apparent technical impassibility of trees surviving such an upheaval,
The scheme by Oleson Worland Architects, a hybrid of Miesian trans-
parency and Frank Lloyd Wright
sensibilities, was unanimously
chosen by the judges.
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David Oleson and Wilfrid Worland 1\ L 1 AMIERILAN LL AL FCAR U NE MEITRUFULID. A
are sympathetic designers, who i ) N - . e g X
have worked on public buildings ANL JL N LECLEDT o IRE MIDULEGRUUR
and non-prafit housing, often for

disenfranchised clients — a network of Older Women, a group of

politicized Filipino nannies and the homeless. Olesan and Worland.

more of the talent to emerge during the 1970s from the shipwrecked

partnership of Barton Myers and Jack Diamond, eventually formed

their firm in 1984_ Alive with an intellectual energy and serious

interest in fun, the firm presented its work as an exhibition and A G I V l C TE M P LE

streel projection at Ballenford Architectural Books. Their interest :

in trying on new ideas played an important part in landing Toronto’s @ )
new Cumberland Park. a provacative Canadian garden {com- 7
plete with a huge and hugely contraversial rock) that won an &
international competition for the firm in joint venture with
San Francisco's former Schwartz/Smith/Meyer Landscape
Architects Inc
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Far Eglinton Park, Oleson Warland imagined a community centre that would celebrate some
thing Canadians have got over the Americans: a respect for the collective. There is als
much in the design that builds on a profound understanding of the forces of nature. Tt
unwieldy character of this hinterland has been reflected in the paintings of lean-Pai
Riopelle or Paterson Ewen and powerfully expressed in Arthur Erickson's early works o

the Pathau's contemporary built forms. The North Toronto Memorial Community Centi

is important because it reminds many that the city is about mare than the Toron®
Maple Leafs and the Blue Jays. For a long time (and for good reason) the consenst

was that architects from Vancouver held the monopoly on architecture of the lan:

Oleson Warland's design goes a long way in upsetting that axiom. Rustic an

urbane, the design successtully understands the North American love and fear

the metropolis. Knowing that, it settles comfortably into our preference for tf
middleground, reassuring us with an inspired mix of the country and the city.

Priorities for the building became clear at the outset of the design compet
tion: the need to capitalize on the park's panoramic views and natural ligh
ing. That meant finding a solution other than one that dug the buildir
under, oron top, of the site. “Our choice was to be of the landscape,” sa'
Oleson. "It's a both and building, as compared to being either or"
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nearly military in their pawerful ordering — that front the faca
near the trees. The verticality of the columns is emphasized by |
lack of horizontal cornice and tough steel detailing at the capi
of each totem where skuppers also guide rainfall into large gra
below. Behind them, a sublime counterpoint: a gridded blach gl
wall that lends a machined weightlessness to the buildil
Permeability. Accessibility. The toboggan run can be easily view
from the senior's community room. For bared joggers, the ind
running track in the gym looks over the action as it unfolds an
tennis courts and rinks.

As the exposed wood begins to weather, a more subtle appreciat
of the building will emerge. Oleson Warland, ever thoughtful, planr
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for the kind of tricks and treats necessary fo inspire new readings of the building over

a long period of time. Tricks are played with the scale of the building; loaking north

from Eglintan Avenue, the pool room appears 25 a main floor when, in fact. it is mere-

Iy the top of a double-height space. Inside, the

fact that much of the pool area is submerged -
Emuch of the p g TO THE WEST

below grade is disguised by the glass blocks that y

dot the southern masonry walls — somg pierce A ;”..\I, Ay E I_»-g :l

the massiveness of the building to receive nat- M YE M1 8 n

ural light. while other, mirrored blocks fudge the  ~ -
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building's relationship to grade by reflecting light ~ ~ !
even when the building is dug into the dirt. Mare
tricks are found on the atherwise grim northern facade of the centre: fenes-
tration patterns that work to compress the actual height of the building

The treats are enaugh to fill a pillow case. The thythm, for instance, of wood
deck ceilings. beams and supporting columns in the main lobby and then
exposed steel trusses — as counterpoint — in the gym and pool area.
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The custom millwork is unpretentious elegance: the alliptical elevatar
shaft built with running bond gives the impression of a massive stone
columa. {The pity is the city's unsophisticated signage that gets plas- L

tered on it and everywhere.) The tiny red ceramic tiles in the change ‘
rooms and the indoor pool deck have been scattered like confetti. 1
Outside, to the west, there is poetry: a phalanx of brick columns run It

away from the building and stand, lonely soldiers, as if they belonged
to the skeletal temple of Athena. The ather good news comes in the
architect's happy relationship with Eastern Construction, The care-
ful cabbling of the building reflects the Fact that the foremen, typ-
ical in today's low-demand market, were laying the bricks.

Nobody at City Hall will admit it, but Oleson Worland's building
is surely the flagship community centre for the City of Toronto.
A fully-equipped kitchen will be used to cater to major sacial
events that can be hield in the adjoining gym. The centre boasts
150 parking spaces and, music to the ears of any city dweller,
the parking is free. In short time, it will be hard to imagine
how Eglinton Park survived without the community centre.
Even the protestors will be sure to come and play, @
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