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By Geoffrey Simmins
In 1964, Roloff Beny (1924–1984) took a revealing photograph of John C. Parkin (1922–1988) (fig. 1.1). Parkin
stands sideways, presenting an aura of poised confidence
emphasized by his perfectly coifed hair and impeccably
crisp, light-grey suit, replete with a pocket square. His
expression cannot be interpreted with certainty, but borders between impatience and arrogance. This photograph
testifies to confidence, control, and innate ability. Parkin
stands at the entrance to the drafting room of 1500 Don
Mills Drive, the heart of the largest, most complex multipurpose architectural office in Canada. White-shirted
architects, anonymous in their sameness, labour over their
desks.
Who was this supremely confident man? Parkin
might be compared with other confident, masculine avatars of the period, such as Sean Connery. By a telling coincidence, Connery’s James Bond in Goldfinger appeared

in the same year that this photograph was taken. As
Toronto critic Christopher Hume noted many years
later, “In his heyday during the ’50s and ’60s Parkin was
the architect who seemed to have it all – enormous talent, creativity, sophistication, charm and endless commitment.”1 Remarking on Parkin’s influence, Hume observed: “More than just about anyone else, it was Parkin
who dragged Toronto, and Canada, kicking and screaming into the modern age. It was also Parkin who brought
a bigger perspective to architectural issues.” Writing in
another context, the Globe and Mail’s then-art and architecture critic, John Bentley Mays, remarked that Parkin
was “one of Canada’s architectural pioneers, hacking out
of Toronto’s intricate thicket of late-Victorian Englishry
a secure niche for the bold, utopian design of the international movement – and a pioneer whose rigorous (and
sometimes reckless) modernist work has always been
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Roloff Beny,
Drafting Room,
John C. Parkin,
Toronto, 1964,
gelatin silver
print, 39.3 ×
29.3 cm; image:
39.2 × 29.3
cm, purchased
1966, Canadian
Museum of
Contemporary
Photography
(no. 66-5618),
National
Gallery of
Canada,
Ottawa.

more hated than deeply understood.”2 Parkin was more
than a success in architecture. He was an artist as well
as an architect (as ten years as president of the Royal
Canadian Academy, from 1970 to 1980, attests).
Born to Canadian parents in Sheffield, England, on
24 March 1922, John Cresswell Parkin studied architecture at the University of Manitoba, followed by graduate
studies at Harvard with Walter Gropius.3 Parkin joined
the firm of John B. Parkin (no relation) in 1947 and
eventually became a senior partner as well as partner-incharge of design. In this role, Parkin oversaw the creation
of a large number of uncompromisingly modern works.
When John B. Parkin moved to Los Angeles in the early
1960s to found a U.S. practice, John C. Parkin became
CEO of the holding corporation that owned both the
Canadian and U.S. architectural firms. As Michael
McMordie has summarized later developments,
In 1970 John C. Parkin established the Parkin
Partnership when other partners of the John B.
Parkin firm continued that practice as Neish,
Owen Roland and Roy. The partnership won
the competition for the design of a new National
Gallery of Canada (Ottawa, 1976), though that

design was not built, and also that for the additions to the Art Gallery of Ontario. Through his
career, Parkin was an energetic and influential
advocate for modern design, not just in architecture but also in industrial and urban design
as well, and a mentor for the architects under
his supervision. In 1987 a new firm, Parkin
Architects Ltd., was formed and J. C. Parkin
retired from active practice.4
In terms of honours and recognition for his contribution, in 1972 Parkin was appointed a Companion of the
Order of Canada for his services to architecture, urban
planning, industrial design and the arts.5 In 1979, the
Royal Architectural Institute of Canada (RAIC) awarded Parkin its Gold Medal.6 Parkin died at Toronto, 22
November 1988.7
During the course of his long and varied career,
Parkin not only managed to awaken public interest in
modern architecture in Canada, he and his partner John
B. Parkin made modern architecture into a success story.
He cultivated the image of the architect-businessman,
something like a latter-day Daniel Burnham, or a successful industrial-scaled architect like an Albert Kahn.
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Toronto
City Hall,
Toronto, Panda
Associates
fonds, Canadian
Architectural
Archives (PAN
61881-207).
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TorontoDominion
Centre,
Toronto, Panda
Associates
fonds, Canadian
Architectural
Archives (PAN
64603-68).
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Toronto
International
Airport
Aeroquay,
Malton, Panda
Associates
fonds, Canadian
Architectural
Archives (PAN
64040-75).
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He was a collaborator, working with some of the most
gifted (yet also quite different) architects of the twentieth century. For example, he helped realize Viljo
Revell’s vision for the Toronto City Hall (fig. 1.2), and
Mies van der Rohe’s for the Toronto Dominion Centre
(fig. 1.3). His clients ranged from the Salvation Army to
the Canadian government, for which he designed the
Toronto Airport – likely his most famous and surely
also his own personal favourite building (fig. 1.4). 8 The
firm became well-regarded among those who awarded
prizes, receiving, among many other honours, multiple
awards in the Massey Medals for Architecture from
1961 and 1964.

Parkin in Recent History
In an assessment of the architect published shortly after
his death in 1988, Globe and Mail’s then-architecture
critic Adele Freedman stated that “for architects ambitious to practice modern architecture in Canada after the
Second World War, there were only two offices to consider: John B. Parkin Associates, where John C. Parkin
was in charge of design.”9 His was a life, she concludes,
“dedicated to urbanity and urbanism.” The architectural

and artistic communities were not long in paying an appropriate tribute to Parkin, with an exhibition held at the
Royal Canadian Academy’s Academy House in 1991
entitled “Remembering John Cresswell Parkin.”10 Curator
Detlef Mertins, writing in February 1991, sought to reinsert Parkin’s work into the context of the “massive social,
economic and cultural transformations of the post-War
period in Canada.” Parkin’s work, Mertins wrote, “demonstrates the potential of architecture as a social art – at
once symbol and instrument of a society re-forming itself.”
Both the scale and the optimism of Parkin’s vision impressed Mertins, who wrote, “the precision and generosity
of vision that his best projects demonstrate put current architecture – and current social imagination – to shame.”11
And yet, such are the vagaries of fortune, and the
quickness with which even the most monumental scale
of a twentieth-century city can change, that many of
his other buildings, even the most critically celebrated,
are now either demolished or under threat. His massive Pearson International Airport’s Terminal One
(1957–1964) is no more. The Pitney-Bowes office building was levelled in 1997.12 The Parkin addition to the Art
Gallery of Ontario has been subsumed into, not one, but
two later additions (the latest, by Frank Gehry, opened
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Bata Building
(Toronto) being
demolished, fall
2008. Photos by
Debra Jane
Seltzer,
used with
permission,
www.RoadsideArchitecture.
com
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in 2008). The iconic Bata International Centre, designed
in 1964, was rendered obsolete when it became part of
the eighteen-acre Wynford Park, owned by the Aga
Khan Development Network; it was demolished in the
fall of 2008 (fig. 1.5). It is high time, therefore, to reassess Parkin, to offer him an opportunity to speak with
his own voice, and through the images of his preferred
architectural photographers, Hugh Robertson’s Panda
Associates. Thus was born the critical impetus for this
publication. But the seeds for it were sown many years
earlier.
Parkin’s archives now comprise a key component of
the Canadian Architectural Archives at the University
of Calgary. Envisaging a comprehensive architectural
archive when this archives was first developed back
in the mid-1970s, Michael McMordie, a professor in
the University of Calgary’s Faculty of Environmental
Design (EVDS), interviewed Parkin at the offices of
Parkin Architects Planners, 147 Front Street West,
Toronto.13 Our goal in this publication is two-fold: first,
to invite John C. Parkin to speak to a generation that
did not know him, or his work, first-hand; and second,
to showcase some of the photographs of buildings that
Parkin designed, photographs that are now housed in

the Canadian Architectural Archives at the University
of Calgary.
The chapters in the book, both co-authored and
individual, assess Parkin’s contributions from different
points of view so as to offer new insights on Parkin’s work
from different methodological perspectives.14 We hope
that readers will thus be engaged in an architectural dialogue about modernism in Canadian architecture – and
its reassessment.
This publication has as its subject John C. Parkin.
Yet without John B. Parkin (fig. 1.6), John C. could never
have enjoyed the professional success that he did. As the
interview with John C. makes clear, theirs was an unusual, if not unique, relationship. Operating a large and
multi-sided business on the basis of a handshake agreement was remarkable enough. So too was the extent that
the elder Parkin presciently anticipated that Canada’s
post-World War II economy would favour those with
international training and expertise. The two men made
a pragmatic decision: John C. would attend Harvard and
obtain precisely this kind of expertise. In effect, John B.
signed off on a mortgage on his younger partner, reckoning that the expenses of having John C. study at Harvard
would be amply recompensed by what he learned there,
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John B. Parkin in
front of TorontoDominion Centre,
Toronto, Panda
Associates
fonds, Canadian
Architectural
Archives (PAN
68169-6).
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and by the connections he made with like-minded professionals. And so one might well dedicate this publication to John B. Parkin, who was open to his younger
associate and partner’s skills and felt sufficiently secure
in his own gifts that he did all he could to foster John C.
Parkin’s gifts, to their mutual benefit, and to the benefit
of Canadian architecture.

Parkin Architects Limited, 1986–present, Parkin Consultants
Limited, 1986–present.
8

Parkin presented a photograph of the Toronto Airport’s
Terminal One as his diploma picture for admission to the Royal
Canadian Academy; see: Toronto International Airport, 1964 ?,
gelatin silver print, 51.1 × 60.7 cm, Royal Canadian Academy of
Arts diploma work, deposited by the architect, Toronto, 1965,
National Gallery of Canada (no. 14826).
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Adele Freedman, “John C. Parkin,” Sight Lines: Looking at
Architecture and Design in Canada (Toronto: Oxford University
Press, 1990): 92–96, quote on p.92. (The other progressive firm
Freedman lauds was Page & Steele, particularly after Peter
Dickinson became chief designer.)
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Remembering John Cresswell Parkin: An Exhibition at Academy
House, February 28 to April 4, 1991 (Toronto: Royal Canadian
Academy of Arts, 1991).
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This biographical summary depends on information contained
in Michael McMordie’s Canadian Encyclopedia entry on John
C. Parkin, cited at: http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/
index.cfm?PgNm=TCE&Params=A1ARTA0006093.

John Bentley Mays, “Material World: city swallows architect’s
work: Postwar construction: little remains of John C. Parkin’s
ground-breaking Toronto buildings,” Globe and Mail, 19
February 1997, p. C-1.
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Michael McMordie, “John C. Parkin,” Canadian Encyclopedia.
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The Governor-General’s office has the following information
on record: “John C. Parkin, C.C., M.Arch., D.Eng., F.R.A.I.C.
C.C., Toronto, Ontario, Companion of the Order of Canada,
Appointed on June 23, 1972; invested on October 25, 1972.
Citation: For his services to architecture, urban planning,
industrial design and the arts.”

The interview was conducted 27 and 28 February 1975. The
interview was later transcribed and a typescript was prepared.
Parkin then reviewed this typescript and heavily annotated and
corrected it. Matters rested there for some years while other
projects intervened. In September 2008, Julie Sribney, herself
a graduate of the EVDS Architecture program, transcribed the
annotated typescript.
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Two of the chapters in the present book are based on conference
presentations. Michael McMordie presented “An Industrial
Vision of Architectural Practice: John C. Parkin and Albert
Kahn” to the Fiftieth Annual Meeting of the Society of
Architectural Historians Baltimore, Maryland, 16–20 April
1997. Linda Fraser and Geoffrey Simmins’s chapter is based on
a presentation delivered in 2007 to the Society for the Study of
Architecture in Canada’s annual meeting in Montreal.
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http://www.raic.org/honours_and_awards/honours_gold_
medal/recipients_e.htm.
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According to Parkin Architects’ Limited website, consulted in
the fall of 2008, important dates in the history of the firm are as
follows: John B. Parkin Associates, 1947–68; John C. Parkin,
1968–71; John C. Parkin Architects Engineers Planners,
1972–76; Parkin Partnership Architects Planners, 1976–86;
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