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The Design of an Architect – Collaborative and
Corporatist in Practice, Artistic in Orientation
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By Geoffrey Simmins
In a 1956 article published in Perspective entitled “The
Design of An Architect,” John C. Parkin addressed the
topic of what “an architect would expect of a graduate joining his office.”1 Ostensibly oriented towards potential students, the article seems in retrospect to be directed more
towards Parkin’s professional colleagues, in that it offers
an explanation and a justification of his own firm’s particular qualities. Firmly dismissing as “arrant nonsense”
the idea of the architect as someone with “unique importance,” who would solve all the problems of humankind if
he [or she] “were only to assert his rightful and so-called
historic dominance of the whole field of design,” Parkin
suggested instead that “the architect’s role in the future
will require the closest cooperation with all the other
specialists participating in the building process – engineers, builders, and economists.”2 Later in this volume,
Michael McMordie explores in detail the ways that the

Parkins modelled their firm after the giant of American
industrial architecture, Albert Kahn (1869–1942). Yet
perhaps an equally important influence on John C. Parkin
was Walter Gropius – in particular, The Architects’
Collaborative (TAC), founded 1945, and responsible for
a number of large-scale projects in the United States,
starting with the Smith College dormitories and dining
facilities (1945–47), followed by the Harvard Graduate
Center (1949–50), among many other projects from the
1940s through the 1960s.3
Parkin refers to Gropius in this article as “the master teacher” and relates that Gropius had taught him
something unexpected with respect to cooperative group
work. This term, “master teacher,” provides shades of
Bauhaus rhetoric of the medieval guild. Gropius, Parkin
writes, “regarded all of us as colleagues rather than competitors [emphasis added], and his most startling bit of advice
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was that it was not only ethical but advisable for us to
‘borrow’ what was good from the boards of the others,
leaving, out of courtesy, an idea or two in return. This attitude is diametrically opposed to the usually prevailing
Beaux-Arts concept of teaching, which stresses competition rather than cooperation.”4 Parkin states that the
process of architecture depends on linear progression;
“repetition of old experiments is fruitless.” Instead, the
modern age had developed a general philosophical basis
for expression; “it is the task of our generation to develop
and refine these important principles.”5
Some years ago, Andrew Saint published a useful
book entitled The Image of the Architect. 6 Saint demonstrated during the twentieth century, architects developed new models of practice and self-identification
– the collaborative and anti-individualistic TAC model
being perhaps the most original among them. Architects
developed a problem-solving approach, one in which architecture was demystified and presented as essentially
functionalist, collaborative, and team-based (insofar as
it ever has been). Is this model in keeping with the image
of the architect that we referenced in the introduction
– John C. Parkin, dressed in his impeccable grey suit,
impatiently staring down photographer Rolof Beny?
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It may well be, provided that one understands the role
of the design architect in this essentially functionalist
model as serving as consul, the first-among-many. A
photograph accompanies Parkin’s article “The Design of
an Architect.” It shows the senior administrative team
of John B. Parkin Associates, Architects and Engineers,
grouped around a small-scale model of an unidentified
building complex. The individual responsibilities described in the photograph’s caption are revealing. One
partner was described as “associate-in-charge of hospital
design”; another as “associate-in-charge of industrial
engineering”; another as “associate-in-charge of schools”;
still another as “associate-in-charge of mechanical engineering”; yet one more as “associate-in-charge of working
drawing production.” John C., by the way, was described
as “partner, in charge of design,” while John B. was designated “partner, in charge of administration.” In other
words, each of the partners and associates was designated according to their functional role within the firm. John
C. was good at design; he was the partner-in-charge of it.
From the TAC model, Parkin learned to look not to
his own ego but to think instead of collaborative roles
that emphasized function rather than individual skills.
Even if Parkin was the partner in charge of design, he
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made it clear that the architect needed to collaborate
– with engineers, with city planners, with artists. In
Parkin’s own words, the architect had never been “the
shaper of all things”; this was, he wrote, “an anachronistic and arrogant view.”7 Was he perhaps referring to
the aged giant of American architecture, Frank Lloyd
Wright, who still practised a model of architecture
based on individual genius and unique responses to site
and to clients? Parkin writes: “The over-publicity of a
few senior eccentrics has tended to make architecture
attractive to younger ones of the same disposition. And
so we have a kind of apostolic succession of eccentricity
in architecture which is to the general public bewildering, sometimes amusing, but more often annoying.”8
Whether in fact Parkin was referring directly to Wright
is immaterial; Gropius and TAC, and Parkin after them,
proposed a quite different model of architectural practice, based on corporate identity and corporate sharing
of responsibilities. Gropius helped instill a collaborative
approach in Parkin, and such were the values by which
Parkin developed a highly successful practice. Did this
approach result in good architecture? The jury is still
out. It is generally accepted that a major TAC project,
the Pan-American World Airways Building (1958–63),
resulted in a better process than a product.9

Parkin goes on to compare young architects and
engineers and remarks that the latter has “learned to
cooperate with his fellows; he has learned to resolve his
personality in a way compatible both to himself and to
his peers. The young architect often graduates believing
that his total view will quickly prevail in the shaping of
things.” Some firms practising legally as engineers, he
writes, are “producing better architecture than those
architects who decry their inroads into what they regard
as a closed shop or private game preserve. This, of course,
has been going on since Joseph Paxton and the Crystal
Palace [in 1851]. And, as in the case of that notable building, if the building is sufficiently removed in space and
time we grudgingly claim it as our own, as ‘architecture.’”
What, then, does contemporary architecture
demand? “Perfection of workmanship and detail.”
Architectural design is a rational field, one in which
a better design should emerge by its own merits and
through teamwork. The alternative, he writes, is for “the
young graduate to cling tenaciously to a design scheme
he has arrived at, sometimes prematurely, refusing to
give way to a better solution advanced by someone with
a fresh, unbiased viewpoint. In a larger context, this attitude often prevents, architects, when presented with the
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problem of designing buildings side by side, from reaching agreement on such fundamentals as harmonizing
materials, alignments, and setbacks. It is not surprising,
therefore, that our city streets look unnecessarily chaotic
as a result of this kind of rugged individualism.”10
Parkin’s interest in collaborating with others definitely extended to the visual arts. Gropius likely influenced Parkin in this respect as well, emphasizing
the need to work in multi-disciplinary teams, and the
benefits resulting from such an approach. In an article
published in The Structurist, a Saskatoon-based publication edited by the noted neo-Constructivist artist Eli
Bornstein of the University of Saskatchewan, Parkin
discussed in some detail the topic of “Relations: Art in
Architecture.”11 Observing that there would doubtless
be much new architecture built in the coming decade
in Canada, Parkin wondered whether its quality would
match its quantity. To achieve quality, he wrote, would
require a true synthesis between art, architecture, and
sculpture. Curiously, he came down against the idea that
all buildings required sculpture or painting consistent in
style to complete them. “We would prefer to leave the
obvious places empty,” he wrote, “in the hope of a more
enlightened or sensitive generation completing the voids

and blanks with works of a fully professional standard.”12
What Parkin argued for instead was that each discipline
pursue its own higher standards and that eventually the
mutual excellence would lead to a truer synthesis than
if a forced marriage were to take place. In this view, he
echoed (and quoted favourably) Le Corbusier, who demanded that an architect be both an “unerring plastician
and an intense connoisseur of the arts.”13 In the rest of
the article, he quoted learnedly from contemporary art
and architectural examples (Le Corbusier, Mies van der
Rohe, and Henri Matisse’s noted Chapelle du Rosaire
de Vence [Chapel of the Rosary] in France, realized between 1949 and 1951), making it clear that his own interests in the arts were highly developed. A true synthesis between the arts and architecture, he wrote, “involves
a certain polarity between the building and the work of
art.”14 Simple harmony, he suggested – as in the work of
de Stijl architects – could result in too close an identity.
He then pointed somewhat modestly to his own firm’s
efforts to integrate art and sculpture into architecture –
Jack Nicols’ mural at the Salvation Army Headquarters
in Toronto (fig. 2.1); Louis Archambault’s bronze interior sculpture, Sunburst, in the Sun Life Assurance
Building in Toronto; and the several examples of art at
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the Toronto International Airport. The goal, he hoped,
would “result in an artistic synthesis richly varied and
inventive in spirit.”15
Once again, we return to Gropius and to the Bauhaus
for the source of these values. As Parkin’s statements
show, Parkin took seriously the challenges of working
in teams, and this process enriched his architecture –
from conception to artistic and sculptural complement.
When assessing Parkin’s work and his contribution, it is
important to keep in mind his theoretical underpinnings
that link him with the powerful tradition of the twentieth-century art reformers working at the Bauhaus,
notably Walter Gropius, whose lessons Parkin strove
assiduously to integrate into his own work.
When professional articles appeared on the Parkin
firm – and it received favourable and lengthy articles in
a number of leading architectural journals – the Parkins
typically emphasized the diversity and the problem-solving nature of the firm’s work. For example, the title of a
lengthy article published in the December 1959 issue of
Architectural Record was “Complete Professional Service
for Diverse Industries.”16 The Parkin partnership had
“decided that the realities of the postwar world required
a re-evaluation of the role of the architect,” the article
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related. One result of the discussion that followed was the
basic decision to expand the professional services of the
firm to enable it to handle building types not ordinarily
worked on in the past, and to handle all of its work in a
more efficient and complete manner. In practical terms,
Parkin strove to centralize operations so that the need
for external consultants was minimized. Seen in retrospect, it is easy to see how well this approach accorded
with the general “expertism” of the period. Advertising
the firm as capable of rendering “complex processes simplified,” Parkin argued for the collaborative, integrated
basis for design – and suggested that his firm was perhaps uniquely suited to provide such services.17
Just as at the Bauhaus artists used print media
creatively and effectively, Parkin utilized contemporary media to good effect. For example, in 1968 the
firm prepared an ambitious, well-laid-out, substantial,
promotional brochure given the library title of John B.
Parkin Associates, Architects and Engineers, which documents the firm’s projects by means of excellent Panda
photographs and accompanying texts.18 Although not
really a book per se, the brochure has the heft of one, and
conveys an aura of authenticity while tacitly asserting
that the firm was a “big player.” This brochure, which
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documents projects realized from 1954 to 1968, starts
with photographs of many of the different buildings
the firm designed for the Toronto Airport Building
(illustrated exhaustively over many pages), while also
photographing the Toronto City Hall, Imperial Oil’s
Ontario Regional Headquarters Building in Toronto,
the Ontario Association of Architects headquarters in
Toronto (figs. 2.2–4), McKinnon Industries’ Divisional
Administration Building in St. Catharines, IBM’s
Canadian Headquarters Building in Toronto, the
Toronto-Dominion Bank Building in Toronto (identifying Mies van der Rohe as an architectural consultant), the International Nickel Company of Canada’s J.
Roy Gordon Research Laboratory in the Township of
Toronto, Thomas J. Lipton’s Plant and offices in Bramalea,
Ontario, Ortho Pharmaceutical (Canada’s) Plant and
Offices, in North York, the Don Mills Shopping Centre,
in North York (figs. 2.5–9), Don Mills Collegiate
Institute and Junior High School, in North York (fig.
2.10), the master plan for York University, also in North
York, phase one of Brock University in St. Catharines,
the Sidney Smith Building on the downtown University
of Toronto campus, Central Collegiate, in Oshawa, the
George Kennedy Public School in Georgetown, Ontario,
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the Greater Niagara General Hospital, in Niagara Falls,
Ontario, and the Thorvaldson Building at the University
of Saskatchewan, in Saskatoon. A number of these
buildings were identified as having won Massey Medals
for Architecture. In each case, excellent photographs,
usually by Panda Associates (often enriched by plans,
sections and site plans) complemented a description
conveying information about the owner, the general contractor, the date of completion, area of site, and area of
building. The cumulative effect conveys the inescapable
impression that here was a highly professional firm that
could take on any kind of project – the larger the better.
In a much later article, published to complement a
sixteen-page spread in the May 1978 issue of Canadian
Interiors, John C. Parkin strove once again to impress
on the reader the importance of process as opposed to
design, or as Parkin put it, “A concept for the practice [his
emphasis] of architecture is of even greater importance
than the concepts which that practice might produce,
for without a clear concept for professional practice the
art of architecture is impossible.”19 Immediately after
making this point, as if to drive home his argument even
more strongly, Parkin writes: “This review of the work
of the two Parkin partnerships will seek to comment
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on the ‘design’ of structures and the arrangement of
plans, rather than upon the science and systematization of
knowledge within the building process” [emphasis added].
A clearer statement of this firm’s approach to design
– a phrase that Parkin would have likely changed to
practice of architecture – could not be imagined. Also
telling in this article is a statement from Parkin to the
effect that he believed in the ameliorative powers of architecture – architecture as transformative. He writes:
“Like all those others who were there at the beginning
of contemporary architecture in Canada, we were possessed with a quite extraordinary idealism. We really felt
that buildings could enrich the lives of those using them.”
To enrich the lives of others demanded an architecture
based on flexible but still clear principles. He chose
not to be identified too closely with the term “Modern
Movement,” which he recognized had become (by 1978)
“a pejorative for some.” He even stated that he “cannot
recall our ever having used that particular term. For one
thing, the concept of something being ‘modern’ I had
always thought naïve; for another, the notion of being
part of ‘a movement’ I thought presumptuous.” Instead
of being branded by stylistic designations, he sought
refuge in more general principles, such as “avoidance of

the ephemeral.” He then offered a measured defence of
the firm’s philosophy. “We have never used the arbitrary,
what is unreasonable, illogical, or irrational. We have
sought clarity of plan, clarity of structure, clarity in the
use of materials and clarity of form.”
It is perhaps fitting that Parkin employs here such
measured language, appealing to the reader’s intellectual
senses rather than to some looser argument based on
emotions. Yet Parkin did understand and respond to the
(for lack of a better term) artistic vision, and sought to
incorporate that into his architecture. Thus one needs
to be very careful in simply asserting that Parkin was a
“modernist”: as we have seen, he eschewed such simplistic
designations as unworthy of the complexities of architectural practice. Central to his vision was an architecture
that transformed human beings by its appeal both to their
rational side and to their artistic responses: the role of the
architect was to stand as mediator between these conflicting yet reconcilable and complementary worldviews.
Thus it is perhaps most appropriate to present Parkin as
the worthy inheritor of the mantle of architect-visionary
of the twentieth century set out by Gropius – as much as
Parkin himself might have protested the designation as
not in keeping with his rational principles.
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