RE: Is the OMB a Beast...

I suggest that Marcus Gee read the children's book The Big Orange Splot. The book begins with a description of a 'neat' street where all the houses look the same. One day a seagull drops orange paint on someone's roof and the neighbourhood demands that the owner return his house to its previous indistinguishable character. Instead he customises his house so that it becomes a unique representation of his 'dreams'. Eventually all the homes are transformed into individualised representations of their inhabitants’ dreams. 

The book makes a simple but profound point about the interconnectedness of architecture and how we experience our selves. The world we construct around us shapes us as much as we shape it. We travel the globe so that we can not only see, but experience, cathedrals, ruins, castles, pyramids and temples, because these architectural works allow us to experience parts of ourselves that we can’t normally access precisely because our internal experiences are facilitated by that which surrounds us. 

 

The late folk singer Pete Seeger noted that over the 50 years of touring Canada he had witnessed the homogenisation of once unique, idiosyncratic towns and communities. The same thing is happening to Toronto's diverse neighbourhoods. In Long Branch small cottage-like homes with large gardens are being sent to landfill and replaced by prefabricated big-box-homes devoid of art or humanity. These soldier-homes impose an arrogance onto the street that suppresses the self beneath an architectural monotone. They communicate a rigid expression of what it means to live a meaningful life. They stifle dissent on an experiential level. They banish the imagination from public life and reduce the private to colourless repetition. 

 

In his article on the OMB, Marcus Gee misses all of this. He oversimplifies the spectrum of architectural possibility to suggest that as long as the OMB isn’t permitting towering high rises on small streets it is respecting the city’s Official Plan to protect the uniqueness of Toronto’s neighbourhoods. He seems to believe that if a house replaces a house, then the character of the neighbourhood is intact. 

 

Architect Edmund Happold asserted that “a world which sees art and engineering as divided is not seeing the world as a whole”. As the OMB allows developers to strip Toronto of architectural art, we become less and less familiar with the experience of art and, along with the world, we become less whole. 

