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John C. Parkin in Conversation with Michael McMordie

6

Transcribed by Julie Sribney with biographical details provided by Geoffrey Simmins
In the late winter of 1975, Michael McMordie
conducted three conversations with John C.
Parkin – two at his home on The Bridlepath
in the former city of North York, at the
northern edge of Toronto, and the other at his
Front Street office. The Bridlepath house was
designed by Parkin and embodied his most
firmly held design principles: classical elegance
and quality and a degree of universality – he
saw this as reflecting Mies rather than Gropius.
Sadly, after his death the property was sold and
the house demolished to make way for a much
larger and more sumptuous residence completed
in 1989.1 Some topics and themes recur through
the interviews as they move through different
phases of Parkin’s education and experience.

The first of these, conducted 27 and 28 February
at the Front Street office, provides the most information about Parkin’s early life, education
and career. This is the interview we chose for
the book. Parkin reviewed the transcript and
added extensive notes and corrections to it.2 We
are grateful to Julie Sribney, a graduate architect
from the University of Calgary, for having puzzled through the typescripts, Parkin’s amendments, and Michael McMordie’s occasional
corrections.
This interview provides insights into John
C. Parkin’s personal life and his professional
and personal relationship with John B. Parkin
(including their steadfast commitment to design only modern buildings) and also presents
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valuable details about working on two iconic
Toronto buildings – the Toronto City Hall (designed by Viljo Revell [1910–1964] and opened
1965) and the Toronto Dominion Centre (also
known as the TD Centre), 66 Wellington Street
West, Toronto (designed by Ludwig Mies van
der Rohe [1886–1969] with collaboration from
Parkin.)3 The Toronto City Hall (architects Viljo
Revell and John B. Parkin Associates, 1965)
was the product of a highly successful international competition (1957–58) that attracted
532 entries from around the world and was won
by Finnish architect Revell. A minority report
suggested that the two-tower arrangement was
functionally impractical, but the building has
been a great popular success. The curved towers
and circular council chamber created instantly
recognizable shapes, unlikely to be lost among
the rectangular commercial office buildings of
the downtown. The elevated walkway around
Nathan Phillips Square in front of the building clearly defines this space, at the expense of
interrupted views inward and outward. As picturesque in its way as E. J. Lennox’s sandstone

86

6 . J O H N C . PA R K I N I N CO N V ER SAT I O N WI T H M I CH A EL M C M O R D I E

and terracotta old City Hall (1886–99), Revell’s
building is a fitting neighbour and successor.
One of the other interviews deals with
Parkin’s architectural education at the University
of Manitoba and at Harvard with Walter
Gropius and others. It also covers his early experiences of practice and his formation of the
Toronto practice jointly with John B. Parkin.
The last discusses John B. Parkin’s move
from Toronto and the creation of the Los
Angeles firm. That decision led in due course to
the end of the Toronto John B. Parkin practice,
the creation of the successor firm, Neish Owen
Rowland and Roy (NORR), and of John C’s
independent practice: Parkin Architects and
Engineers. It also touches on the founding of
the Canada Council and the National Design
Council, among other topics.4
JCP We had few very large commissions until contempo-

rary architecture in Toronto had been sanctioned by officialdom by the world competition for the design of the
City Hall. Our task was a very difficult one. We received
some recognition earlier, but certainly things began to fall

into place from 1956 to 1958. We’re at about mid-point in
my professional life; let’s go back to the beginning. Where
would you like to start?
McM Well, just for the record and since I don’t have it
anywhere else, can you tell me what school in Winnipeg,
the University of Manitoba?
JCP I happen to have been born in England of
Canadian parents. I’m a double Parkin. My mother’s
name was Parkin and obviously my father’s name was
Parkin. Their ancestors were related in the eighteenth
century. The name itself, which is of the same ultimate
origin as Perkins and Peterkin, means son of Peter.
Our family originally came from the Derbyshire and
Yorkshire border country. We traced the genealogical
tree back to the sixteenth century through the College
of Arms. My family came to Canada in 1829 and settled
under Crown Grant of George IV in what was to become
Victoria County (1861–63) on the outskirts of Purdy’s
Mills, now Lindsay, Ontario, and near the Scugog
River.5 We know the location of the original log cabin of
my great-great-grandfather, Samuel Parkin. My brother
has the Crown Grant, which was unearthed quite accidentally in a farmer’s attic nearby. Most of us have been
buried since in Riverside Cemetery in Lindsay.

Ours is a very cohesive family. My father was a
chartered accountant; in fact, he was made a Fellow of
the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Great Britain
at a very young age. I think he was 30. My grandfather,
the son of a clergyman, was also a chartered accountant
and a Fellow of the Chartered Accountants Institute of
England and Wales. He was admitted as a chartered accountant on July 17, 1886. I have certificates to indicate
that he must have been among the first chartered accountants in the world. His certificate was signed by a Mr.
Deloitte, subsequently Lord Deloitte and founder of the
international firm of Deloitte, Haskins and Sells. The
two lines of Parkin, my maternal and paternal sides, came
together when my father and mother married in 1914,
after a gap of, if I recall, some ten generations. They were
very remotely related but with a degree of consanguinity which would not be too dangerous! My background
has been entirely a professional one in the paternal line.
Parkin & Co. were chartered accountants with offices in
England as well as in Canada prior to World War I. The
Parkin Lumber Co. in Canada was operated under timber limits Victoria County and Highlands. Log booms
were brought through the Kawartha Lakes system when
that area was a significant logging country in the mid to
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latter part of the last century. I suppose therefore that I
have a certain business stream as well as a professional
one. My brother, who is a year and a half younger, is
the Chief Training Psychoanalyst for Canada. He is a
Professor of Psychiatry at the University of Toronto and
in private practice.
It is out of this kind of background we came. In one
article, some reference is made to a social consciousness
or awareness on my part, which I would like to believe
gives me some concern for that particular aspect of architectural practice – certainly as I’ve written about it. I
consider it to be of equal importance to the formal and
visual implications of architecture. If such an awareness
exists, I owe it to my staunch Methodist forbearers, who
believed that there was a social obligation on the part of
anyone who had the opportunity to return some of life’s
rewards. In an article in Maclean’s Magazine, I said that
such a consciousness was really owed to some influences
at the University of Manitoba. If that was so, I would
only hasten to now add that it was merely heightened
there, for the kind of design training we had was most
certainly not one of social advocacy. I think in the more
than fifteen years since that particular article was written by Mr. Phillips (a copy of which you now have), I
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now think it goes back a great deal earlier than that. 6 All
our family concerns had to do with one’s contribution
to life. I don’t want to be pretentious about it, but I do
think it’s important that very early on in life I decided
that I did not want to become a chartered accountant;
I did not want to follow the family business which had
been established in the 1880s, or to enter any of the
other fields that my family may have had been involved
in at one time or another. My brother made his mind
up quite independently, and decided to follow a medical
career. I entered the University of Manitoba in 1939 and
graduated in 1944 with honours. I then came to Toronto
and worked for the then firm of Marani & Morris as a
kind of “interim or holding action,” but with the clear
notion that I would go on to Harvard.7 I had already
been awarded two, possibly three, Harvard scholarships
or fellowships. I came to Toronto with Harry Seidler
[1923–2006] – he to work for William Somerville, now
the firm of Somerville, McMurrich & Oxley. 8 Both of us
were of one mind – that this was merely a bridging action while arrangements were made so that we could not
only enter the United States as students but also work
there briefly. It wasn’t easy for Canadians to work in the
immediate post-world war period in the United States.

In the meantime, I had heard of John B. Parkin
through one or two buildings he had published somewhat
earlier. He has also heard of me as I had been a student
at the University of Manitoba. We met in Toronto on, I
think, the corner of Bay and Bloor, and were introduced
in front of what is now the Manulife Centre. We had
lunch subsequently, whereupon he offered me a job. He
asked what I was making at Marani & Morris and I said
$35 a week. He then told me that he had his first school
project in Oshawa – a twelve-room school – the largest
project he had ever done, and he asked if I could come
over and help him design it or if I would in fact design it.
I said I would be delighted. I think it was a distinct case
of the blind leading the blind. In any event, I left Marani
& Morris and joined John B. as an employee at $40 a
week, and there began what has become a lifetime association. We have no true legal relationship now but we
do have an affiliation. He was in Toronto for three days
last week [that is, February 1975]. We are in the process
of restructuring an international affiliation in a legal
sense, but purely for the exchange of personnel, technical
information and that kind of thing – very much the way
the international auditing firms work. Both by virtue of
our wish that this firm be fully Canadian owned and his

quite similar nationalistic concerns, it’s disadvantageous
for either of us to have a nominal or minority participation in each other’s firms.
To return some thirty years. I went to work for John
B. and found, as we had suspected, that our capabilities
and aspirations, in architecture at least, were somewhat
different. John was an avowed businessman, but a man
of extraordinary moral scruples and of the highest ethics. By religious background he is a Christadelphian,
which means that he is lay-minister of his church and a
biblical fundamentalist. Therefore, his attitude towards
the conduct and practice of his professional life is of the
highest and similar to the ideals of my own background.
We agreed that we would eventually form a partnership.
I was only 22 however. I had left Marani & Morris in
October 1944 to join John, who was eleven years older.
We agreed, I at 22 and he at 33, to form a partnership.
Although we had won our first private competition (for
the TTC Adelaide Coach Terminal, since torn down for
the Board of Trade Building on Adelaide Street), (figs.
6.1–2), it was jointly acknowledged that I needed design
training of the highest calibre and that I should take advantage of the Harvard scholarships. This I wanted to
do in any event.
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I went to Harvard in January 1946. It was a very exciting period of time to be at Harvard. Within the first
month or so of my arrival, I. M. Pei [1917– ] presented
his thesis. He had taken his undergraduate degree at
MIT, and was finishing his master’s and presenting his
thesis. It was a marvellous thing to audit a jury consisting of Marcel Breuer [1902–1981] and Hugh Stubbins
[1912–2006] and, above all, Walter Gropius [1883–
1969].9 Some of us were very young and impressionable.
To see so many of the names familiar to us, in one room
at one time, was a delightful thing. Breuer declared Pei’s
thesis the finest one he had ever seen in his eight years at
Harvard. Pei’s thesis, a Chinese Museum for Shanghai,
was beautifully conceived and drawn. He showed then
all the promise and prospect of his becoming one of the
truly significant architects of our time. Among my classmates, in addition to Harry Seidler, was Paul Rudolph
[1918–1997], as well as a number of other architects in
other classes, many to become contributors to world
architecture and planning. Victor Lundy and Ulrich
Franzen, Martin Meyerson and Lloyd Rodwin – the list
is very long and perhaps not entirely relevant.10 Philip
Johnson [1906–2005] had just left, Alvar Aalto [1898–
1976] was down the Charles River at MIT and we were
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able to audit his classes, [William Wilson] Wurster was
still at MIT, and Catherine Bauer, his wife, was still
alive and we were similarly able to audit her classes,
both there and at Harvard.11 There was a constant succession of world figures – Leslie Martin [1908–1999],
László Moholy-Nagy [1895–1946], and Georgy Kepes
[1906–2002].12
One of the most vivid and happy memories for me
was a rather clandestine meeting at the Oxford Grill. Le
Corbusier [1887–1965] was on the United Nations Site
Selection Committee and word came out that he was not
only going to visit Boston but that Aalto and Breuer and
Kepes were going to have a little dinner party for him
with a very small group of students. It was indeed a very
small list of students – I was lucky enough to be one of
them. One sad aspect was that the one significant figure
absent that evening was Gropius himself. Gropius had
to leave before the dinner party commenced as he had to
attend the funeral of Moholy-Nagy in Chicago.
We all felt we were participating in terribly exciting days. We were filled with fantastic idealism for we
naively felt we were about to solve most of the problems
of the post-war world. Most of us held an unquestioning loyalty to the Bauhaus ethic, to the idea that there

was a single universally accepted architecture, which, if
disseminated, had a general applicability to all kinds of
problems we were about to face. We felt the Bauhaus
code or ethic was returning, be it to Thailand, Australia,
Canada, or wherever. Most of us soon discovered that
that kind of universality we had hoped for was not really
possible. The idealism we held in the ’40’s was overcome
in the cynicism, of what I regard as the sad decade – both
for the world and for architecture – the 1960s (which
with certain exceptions, such as Expo, was so destructive
and nihilistic).
I had become president of the International Students
Club at Harvard and came to know some of the interesting people there. I always enjoyed the company not only
of the architects but of those from widely differing disciplines and backgrounds. One of the really interesting
people I met, at that time, although I had no inkling of
what he was going to do later in life, was Pierre Elliot
Trudeau. We spent a great deal of time together. We
had lunch and dinner on many occasions. His brother,
Charles, was at Harvard as well and in architecture.
When he returned to Canada he designed some fine
houses for Louis Archambault in St. Lambert, Quebec,
and another for Jacques de Tonnancour.13 With the late

Vincent Rother, he won the competition for the Ottawa
City Hall (fig. 6.3), a landmark building of its time in the
history of contemporary Canadian architecture.14
If I may digress, one of my earliest visits to Montreal
was at the specific invitation of Pierre Trudeau. When
I met him in the front of my fraternity house, he was
wearing a black beret, and riding a motorcycle. We
went speeding up the back of the mountain to see the
University of Montreal. I thought at the time that there
must have been something unusual about this man because he was greeted with a remarkable degree of respect
by those several deans and chairmen of the departments
to whom he introduced me. This was something that I
hadn’t initially detected in Pierre Trudeau. I later discovered that he had been prominent in student affairs and
government, was a brilliant student, and was regarded
by many of the faculty of the University of Montreal as a
man of unusual promise. We lost track of each other for
another ten or fifteen years until he became minister of
justice and then later prime minister.
To return. I think greater detail of those impressionable years might be filled in to better advantage later,
if you wish. After Harvard, I came back to Toronto, and
John B. Parkin and I opened an office at 96 Bloor West.
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Ottawa City
Hall, Ottawa,
Panda
Associates
fonds,
Canadian
Architectural
Archives (PAN
58888-34)

The office was over Gilyana’s fruit store, roughly where
Lothian Mews is today. There were no exotic boutiques
on Bloor Street at that time, needless to say. Mathers
and Haldenby were upstairs. They occupied a full bay,
being one of the largest firms in the city, along with the
Marani firm. We held the lease, but to make ends meet,
we sublet space to John Layng (unfortunately now deceased, but I think one of the best of the early architects
in this city and long unrecognized for his work), Gordon
Adamson, and a structural engineer by the name of Mr.
Perrigo.
It was here, with three or four separate firms all
crowded into one bay, that John and I commenced practice together. As things prospered, we moved to 648
Church, an old semi-detached house, now demolished
for Grace Hospital, and across from what was then the
Carleton Club, now the onshore branch of the Royal
Canadian Yacht Club. We remodelled the house for
drafting offices. About 1951 or so, we built and occupied
a one and a half storey office building at 717 Church
Street, on a difficult triangular site, so awkward in shape
that it was thought incapable of development. We didn’t
then have the audacity to build the third floor we were
subsequently required to add. We soon found we were

growing to such an extent that this space was inadequate
and were required to lease further space in an old warehouse building nearby owned by the Canadian Tire
Corporation.
What caused all this growth? I think a number of
factors. We had agreed that, as an architectural firm, we
would try to do a number of things. Firstly, we would
never take a commission that was even in the remotest
sense traditional. There were at the time a number of
firms who, out of lack of conviction, undertook buildings
that were either neo-traditional or fully traditional. My
namesake, after all, had graduated from the University
of Toronto in 1935 and, by his own personal putdown,
jokingly had said, “well, after all, I was a product of the
Beaux-Arts and out the back door, before you came
along, did do mansard roofs and a few things of that nature.” When we came together, we said however that we
would do only contemporary design even if we had very
little to do. Indeed, there were many occasions when we
did have very little to do; our incomes were very modest
– by that I mean more modest than that which we might
have earned had we worked for someone else.
Some very fortunate things happened to intervene.
Eric Arthur [1898–1982] became Professional Advisor
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for the competition for the Ontario Association of
Architects Headquarters Building.15 As in many projects, I prepared the drawings myself and in 1949 we
won the competition. While the competition was won,
it was far from built for there were some very senior and
very eminent architects in the city who were determined
that what they thought a rather vulgar building, with
an excess of glass, should not represent the architectural
profession in Toronto. Attempts were made to buy an
older building – including one of rather questionable
Georgian design on St. Thomas Street. But the O.A.A.
Building was eventually built through the persistence of
an architect who unfortunately has been largely forgotten, but whose memory I hope will someday be revived,
Earle Shepherd, not a design architect by any claim,
but a man of great organizational capacity and energy.
In the intervening time, there were many changes in
the building. These resulted not only to modifications
in the program but also owed to the fact that my own
attitude to design had changed profoundly from an allegiance to the tenets of the work of Gropius and Breuer
to an admiration for the work of Mies van der Rohe
[1886–1969]. I doubt if a precise date could be placed
on this adjustment in attitude. Certainly, I felt much
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greater personal sympathy and, much more importantly,
philosophic rapport with Mies. For one thing, I felt Mies
fit my own belief that there was a degree of universality
possible; that there should be a generally accepted design
base upon which most architecture could be conceived,
and one that would allow buildings built side by side to
“fit together” with a sense of harmony. Of course, Mies
hadn’t begun to build some of those very large buildings, that more than anything else did injury to Miesian
philosophy. When one took a gentle Miesian building,
one small in scale, and attenuated it sixty storeys then it
became something else. A gentle and reasonable philosophy became a reductio ad absurdum. At that time Mies
was doing the Farnsworth house and Philip Johnson was
completing his own glass house at New Canaan, both of
which I greatly admired. In 1955 I came to know Philip
Johnson through Joseph Hirshhorn [1899–1981].16 Joe
wanted to build a model town in Ontario. With Franc
Jaubin as the geologist, he had found uranium at Lind
River and he needed architects for his town and nearby
estate. We created a joint venture with Philip Johnson.
Of course, when I say “we,” I mean John B. and me,
because we were “as one” and had been, since January
1947 – the commencement of our formal partnership.

6.4.
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There was a third partner, I hasten to add, John’s younger brother Edmund T. Parkin, a landscape architect who
joined us in March 1947, two months later. Edmund’s
responsibility was Contract Administration.
To come back to Hirshhorn and Johnson. We designed a model community to be called Hirshhorn,
Ontario. It was never built because the Hirshhorn mining interests were sold to Rio Tinto, or Rio Algom, as
it became subsequently. With Philip Johnson, we did,
however, build an estate at Bootleggers Bay, as well as
some smaller buildings, for Mr. Hirshhorn (fig. 6.4).
I have digressed greatly. While winning the competition for the Headquarters Building of the Ontario
Association of Architects was exceedingly important,
nothing was more important to us, than our success in
the initial and subsequent competitions for the Medals
in Architecture of the Massey Foundation. In association with the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada,
the Massey Foundation and the Right Honourable
Vincent Massey had just established Medals to reward
architectural excellence in Canada. In the first competition in 1950, we won five of ten medals. For a relatively
unknown firm to win such design recognition in so short

a period of time was worthy of headlines in newspapers
otherwise indifferent to architects and to architecture.
Nevertheless, we had no large commission until
the Salvation Army National Headquarters was commissioned in 1952 (fig. 6.5). It was built for $1.4 million
on a most difficult site – 100´ × 110´ – at the corner of
Alberta and James Street, Toronto. It was a great departure from the Miesian and designed in a somewhat naïve
sort of Corbusian way with all of the elements but none
of the holistic approach. Since it was to be built in an
entirely brick environment, I felt that Mies had to “give
way” to a matter of higher concern – that of the immediate environment itself. Somewhat earlier, in 1950, the
George Harvey Vocational School in the then Township
of York, now the Borough of York, was designed. It was
strictly Miesian, very pure, and with exposed steel. It’s
been since very badly hurt, by subsequent additions, so
much so that one can scarcely recognize it. Photographs
of it reveal it to be the first of the larger Miesian buildings in Toronto (figs. 6.6–11).
In 1956, I had a phone call from the then chief architect of the Department of Transport. He asked if we
were busy, and then asked if we had adequate staffing for
a larger project. I said, yes, we had some staff – by then
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we were perhaps seventy people. He called me back later
and said that his department would like us to design a
new airport. He suggested that the additions proposed
were likely to amount to $12 million. The Master Plan
as it evolved would include a terminal building and a
control tower (figs. 6.12–15). As a greatly expanded program emerged, so did their recognition of an increased
budget. Through the process, we kept the Government
completely informed, and, the Government, as a result,
was greatly pleased to keep within an adjusted budget
of $34 million. That was the great breakthrough which
gave us the resources to create a comprehensive firm.
As I have already said, by 1953, we had run out of
space; we occupied three separate floors in one building at 717 Church, and, some space about two or three
blocks away in a Canadian Tire Company warehouse.
We were badly scattered. One Sunday evening, I received
a telephone call from the late Karl Fraser (at the time
president of the Don Mills Development Company). He
asked if I would drop everything and come out to the old
farmhouse on the corner of Lawrence Avenue and Don
Mills Road. They wished to talk to me about the development of a town centre for Don Mills. I hadn’t met
Mr. Fraser but I went to see him at the old farmhouse.
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As a result of that first meeting in 1954, we started the
shopping centre in Don Mills (again badly hurt by subsequent additions). Our relationship with the Don Mills
Development Company became a very close one. It not
only caused us to move into the area, purchasing property at the southwest corner of York Mills Road and Don
Mills Road, it resulted in commissions from a variety of
companies who contemplated building there. BarberGreen, now the Global Television headquarters, Ortho
Pharmaceutical, in fact, some ten or twelve buildings all
within a relatively short period of time eventuated from
that call from the development company. We were at
one point administrative architects interpreting deed
restrictions on the behalf of the Development Company.
Owing to John B.’s persuasiveness with school boards
and the Development Company, we had now a variety
of continuing clients, which allowed us to retain a highly
competent group of professionals. What heretofore I
have neglected to say, and which may be of fundamental
importance, was the fact that – in 1945, and in 1947 –
we could not find engineering firms that could fully integrate engineering with architecture. We couldn’t find
contemporary hardware, and we wouldn’t find any of the
variety of materials that are taken for granted today. The

6.12.

Tr a n s c r i b e d b y J u l i e S r i b n e y w i t h b i o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l s p r o v i d e d b y G e o f f r e y S i m m i n s

Toronto
International
Airport,
Malton, Panda
Associates
fonds,
Canadian
Architectural
Archives (PAN
58312-3).

107

6.13.

108

Toronto
International
Airport
Aeroquay,
Malton, Panda
Associates
fonds,
Canadian
Architectural
Archives (PAN
64040-12).

6 . J O H N C . PA R K I N I N CO N V ER SAT I O N WI T H M I CH A EL M C M O R D I E

6.14.

Tr a n s c r i b e d b y J u l i e S r i b n e y w i t h b i o g r a p h i c a l d e t a i l s p r o v i d e d b y G e o f f r e y S i m m i n s

Toronto
International
Airport
Aeroquay,
Malton, Panda
Associates
fonds,
Canadian
Architectural
Archives (PAN
64040-96).

109

6.15.

110

Toronto
International
Airport
Power Plant,
Malton, Panda
Associates
fonds,
Canadian
Architectural
Archives (PAN
64812)

6 . J O H N C . PA R K I N I N CO N V ER SAT I O N WI T H M I CH A EL M C M O R D I E

components we wanted either had to be custom built
and were expensive or we had to import them. We found
it impossible to find engineers who were wholly sympathetic to what we were doing. We looked very carefully
at the engineering firms who were then in existence,
and found them unaware of the most elemental of architectural criteria, certainly as we saw them. Therefore,
we started our own engineering departments, within a
year or two, and by 1949, we were a fully integrated firm
consisting of architects, structural engineers, mechanical engineers, electrical and interior designers. Later we
were to add landscape architects and urban planners.
We were the first firm to open a Specifications
Department. Specifications was not then thought to be
a full-time occupation or vocation for an architect. We
hired a young Englishman, Denis Brough, who became
intensely interested in specification writing. Denis became so interested in fact that he went on to become the
founder and first president of the Specifications Writers
Association of Canada. Specifications until then were
something an architect did on a part-time basis, pasting
things together out of an old specification. Specifications
became a full-time sub-discipline in itself, and important
to the whole process.

Most importantly, we became integrated (figs. 6.16–
17). The idea for that integration came from a book I had
read in 1944. On one occasion since, I have reminded the
author, George Nelson of New York, of just how important his book was to our practice. The book was, in fact,
as George readily admits, a kind of promotional brochure on behalf of Alberta Kahn Associated Architects
and Engineers of Detroit. However, when I was 21 or
22 years old, it was the first organizational chart of an
architectural firm I had seen. It also caused me to select
firms to work for between semesters, some of which were
organizationally minded firms as well as those which
professed a concern for design. I remember that I was
disturbed greatly by the very uneven quality of design of
the Kahn organization. Albert Kahn could design the
Chrysler Body Plant, which I thought superb, but when
it came to designing the administration building, there
was a total contradiction: architecture was apparently
thought to be something divided and not consistent. I
was soon dissuaded of this thought through the emerging importance of the work of Skidmore and Owing,
later Skidmore, Owing and Merrill. They demonstrated
to me that there was nothing mutually exclusive about
good design and good organization, nor between scale
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and quality in the complexity of contemporary architecture. I found this greatly reassuring for it became
clear to me that if we, as younger men, were to prevail
in contemporary architecture then we had to have a superlative organization. We had to have at our disposal
an organization that would emphasize absolute cost
control and absolute commitment to the completion of
drawings on time, an absolute commitment to outstandingly professional and responsible people. In effect, the
often-repeated canard that our firm was modelled on
Skidmore, Owings and Merrill is entirely wrong. It was
modelled on the organization of Albert Kahn. The Kahn
monograph is rather sentimental to me because that was
where it really started, together with the supplementary
reinforcement of SOM’s early work.
Now, you might well ask, did I really set out to create a large firm at that particular point? I would have
to say no. Our main concern was quite frankly, survival,
because our incomes were modest and because we were
returning whatever we made to the firm. The firm grew
through these reinvested funds. We knew perfectly well
that if we were going to practice contemporary architecture in what was at that time an extremely conservative
city, “a red-brick Midland city,” then we had to be, in
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effect, much more efficient than anyone else and have
more versatile resources. We had to reject the notion
that contemporary architecture was more expensive,
wilful, capricious, and somehow not functional. In effect, we had to be just a little bit better, just a bit more efficient, and our buildings had to be, above all, completely
and consistently contemporary in every detail. We had
to have clean and orderly premises, in effect to get rid of
the idea that, well, “they’re a bunch of arty, young men
more concerned with design and not at all concerned
with the hard realities of building.” We had no notion
that we would ultimately become one of the large firms
in the country, let alone the largest. I have to say in truth
– certainly for my part and I think for John’s part too
– that we had no wish to be the largest. That was a somewhat inexorable thing. When you add one man a month
over ten or fifteen years, then it begins to add up. As
the months slipped by we weren’t particularly aware of
growth because we were busy and terribly preoccupied
and working extraordinarily long hours.
I’ve mentioned the role of Eric Arthur, who was
always there at significant points, writing in his very
incisive way, influencing those who occupied senior executive posts in Toronto, and insisting that the “proper”

route was the competition route – through the O.A.A.
competition, the Queen Elizabeth Theatre competition, the Fathers of Confederation competition in
Charlottetown, and, most importantly, at least so far as
we were concerned, the Toronto City Hall competition.
The Toronto City Hall competition was won by
Viljo Revell. I was called by John Bassett, an old friend
and then publisher of the Toronto Telegram, in fact, I was
routed out of bed at about 4:00 or 5:00 in the morning by
the Telegram to come down to the old City Hall attic, to
see the models and to describe what I thought of the new
building. Need I add that, I was not mindful of the fact
that an associate architect had yet to be picked (no doubt
because of the hour)! I came out with a statement in defence of what was decried by many as an impracticable
design and one which would be too costly to build. The
competition had been held, the sanction had been given
to contemporary architecture through an international
competition and most people were intensely interested
in seeing the new building built. The previous design was
rejected out of hand, and the earlier consortium of architects paid off. Shortly thereafter, Viljo Revell walked
into our offices and asked us to become his joint-venture
partners in the building of the New City Hall. A new

firm was created called Viljo Revell, John B. and John C.
Parkin Architects and Engineers and a contract entered
into with the city. Viljo brought his principal associates
with him from Helsinki: Bengt Lundsten (1928– ),
Heikki Castrén (1929– ), and Seppo Valjus (1928– ).17
They moved into Don Mills with their families, and
Viljo bought a house. He in fact designed a house for
himself, in Toronto, but it proved too expensive to build.
To our chagrin, our initial estimates for the New City
Hall appeared to be in the order of $30–40 million.
The initial design presented serious technical problems,
as well as serious capital cost problems. We had been
told by the Mayor of Toronto, Nathan Phillips, that if
it cost a penny over $25 million, it would be politically
impossible to contemplate construction; it simply would
not pass City Council. So we took that as a constraint
against which to control our estimates. Viljo’s associates
moved in with us and Viljo became a friend, colleague,
and partner. The problem of cost control was a vexing
one through the whole process. We had begun to hear
rumblings from Sydney, Australia, about what was just
possibly likely to happen; and indeed did happen some
years later, in Utzon’s design for the Opera House.
There were some of the same jurors, of course. The very
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dominant, persuasive personality of Eero Saarinen was a
member of both competition juries. The most challenging issue was the question of how we could maintain the
integrity of the design while achieving the wish of the
Mayor and of Viljo Revel that the building be built. Are
we getting into too much detail?
McM I don’t think so, having got up to City Hall
you’ve done a wonderfully well-structured chronological
thing up to …
JCP A matter of further interest on the City Hall
might be the fact that, in its original form, the inner
curves of the two main towers had all of the characteristics of an airfoil with the negative forces that one finds
on the underside of an airplane wing. Theoretically, and
perhaps actually, the curtain wall might have been taken
right off the edge of the individual floors. We also had
huge deflection at the edge of the cantilevered floors. The
theory, of course, of the original design was that the typical floors in the office towers would be cantilevered from
the service cores of the two towers. Our own structural
engineers were aided by Severud Elstad Kruger of New
York with Dr. Bandel in charge. We had a very eminent
structural team at work. Wind tunnel tests were made at
the Institute of Aerophysics at the University of Toronto.
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We had other aerodynamic tests, wind tunnel tests in
the United States undertaken in order to establish formula since no arithmetic formula for computation of all
of the various stresses were readily available to us. As I
say, that was point one. Point two was the great problem
of the deflection of the floors. Point three was the configuration of the inner face of the curtain wall on both
towers. So what had to happen? Firstly, we had to adjust
as subtly as possible, the compound curves of the curtain
wall so that they no longer had the characteristics of an
airfoil. In addition, we were well over capital cost but had
no cost consultant truly capable of verifying this. John B.
and I, at a personal cost of $90,000 in changes, and with
Viljo’s permission, redrew a very substantial number of
drawings. We had the complete concurrence, of course,
of Viljo. The only other person privy to this whole process was the mayor himself. If we had priced the project
at that time it was conceivable that it would have cost
$30 million or more and, therefore, would not have been
built nor would it have been politically acceptable.
Of course, all manner of rumours were beginning to
suggest that the City Hall would “blow down.” The matter became an election issue on the part of one man who
gathered about three hundred votes and who claimed

that we were setting up vortex currents around the
council chamber that would cause it to lift-off. The headlines of those days, which I have in my files, make very
amusing reading. The building stands. One compromise
which Viljo and we had to initiate was the introduction
of columns at roughly the midpoint and down the full
length of both the east and west towers. We maintained
the visual expression of the individual beams on the
various ceilings in so doing. I think it interesting to note
that there was apparently a great difference in personality and in their sense of the possible between a man like
Viljo Revell, whom I came to know so well, and a man
whom I do not know but have read a great deal about,
Jørn Utzon (1918–2008). This difference is seen in their
respective attitudes to the buildings for which they were
the principal or the originating authors – the Toronto
City Hall and the Sydney Opera House. Utzon would
apparently not relent in any way. Revell was quite unlike
Utzon. We found that when presented with hard fact,
Viljo Revell saw the immediate reality of the issue. He so
much wanted his building to be built that the columns
went in. The resultant height of each tower decreased, in
one case by some fifty feet, with great savings in capital
cost. Deflection was minimized and the airfoil problem

was eliminated; we could now fasten the curtain wall
properly to the leading edge of the individual floors.
An anecdote that may be of interest was the only
real “controversy” Viljo Revell and I ever had, oddly
enough with the way water behaved on the surface of
the building. At luncheon some fifteen years ago, I questioned Viljo on the absence of drips on the building to
shed water. There were none under any of the windows,
nor elsewhere for that matter. Did he fully realize that
North Americans have a deep commitment to cleanliness (an impertinent question to a Finn, I suppose!) and
that when buildings become dirty, they are immediately
scrubbed? Had he watched television and seen the detergent and soap commercials? Viljo replied that he
thought that, in that respect at least, the building should
be European; that it should age gracefully like a beautiful
woman. Constant change is part of the aging process, he
said, and he hoped that Canadians would become used
to that and to aging buildings. In so charming a simile I
found myself unable to debate the point. The building
does have a play of water on its surface.
There were a number of problems with the podium.
Firstly, monies were never made available to finish its
upper roof. The podium has always been a desert; it
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makes a very marvellous viewing place, however. We
had an unhappy incident with the fire chief at the time
who once asked that we be certain a fire truck of large
dimension could go up the ramp and allow access to
the towers in case of fire or disaster. What, of course,
wasn’t recognized was that the ladder trucks of Toronto
then would only reach half the height of the building. A
demonstration was made, however, and a large vehicle
punctured the membrane of the roof. Ever since, we have
had a problem with leaks in the podium roof. The podium was intended to be paved on the upper level and
on the lower Nathan Phillips Square level. In fact, the
podium was even conceived to be extended northerly.
You’ll notice how precariously the two towers sit on the
podium’s extreme north edge. The podium was designed
to provide an inexpensive solution for deep space – the
Land titles and the Registry Office, and to compensate
for the very expensive space in the two towers and for
the Council Chamber itself. Contrary to other sources,
the podium was designed to expand in a northerly direction and to take into account the inevitable expansion
of various departments of the Metropolitan and City
corporations. In fact, we all felt that, in the latter part of
the century, expansion could conceivably go to Dundas
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Street. The upper podium could then become, by virtue of size and the variety of other elements on it, fully
as interesting as the lower square, and to attract larger
numbers of people.
No one has fully understood the intent of the ramp
from the lower square to the upper podium. It was Viljo’s
wish that there be a much greater connection between
the Metropolitan Court House (then not yet designed)
and the City Hall and that the ramp would go up and
across the face of the podium, cross the Chestnut Street
right-of-way and provide an elevated ramp system to the
Metropolitan Courts building. The ramp would then
continue across University Avenue, and terminate between the United States Consulate and the Canada Life
Building, to give much-needed pedestrian access from
the west side of University Avenue, across University
Avenue, past the Metropolitan Court House and past
– and to the upper plaza. To integrate the design of the
Court House and the City Hall, a committee of Benchers
of the Law Society of Upper Canada was established.
Mr. Robinette and I met with Mr. Lawson, then the
Planning Commissioner. Mr. Robinette remained or
had just concluded his term as Treasurer of the Upper
Canada Law Society; and Mr. Lawson was still Planning

Commissioner for the city and was instrumental in setting criteria for the City Hall. Mr. Robinette was entirely sympathetic to our aspirations for an interconnection
between City Hall and the Court House. Why was none
achieved? Frederick G. Gardiner was Chairman of the
Metropolitan Corporation at the time, and the Bank of
Canada Building on University Avenue had been recently completed. Mr. Gardiner much admired that particular building and thought that the Metropolitan Court
House should be of similar architecture. Thus the architects for the Bank of Canada building were appointed
architects for the Metropolitan Court House. We were
never invited to meet together, with the result that the
two buildings have only a nominal association, through
an interesting vista and an interesting fountain. I recall
feeling that this was a great tragedy in urban planning,
and moreover, a lost opportunity for Revell to enliven
University Avenue, as well as to design a great square.
The colonnade around the City Hall has been often criticized. It is less controversial today than it was
when first built. Many people wondered why they were
“unable to see the new City Hall” – meaning “why can’t
we see it from our automobile as we drive by?” That was
Revell’s very point. Viljo wanted people to leave their car,

to walk into the square, to participate and to celebrate in
the square, rather than simply to perceive the City Hall
from a moving car. The elevated walkway on the colonnades was intended to be the beginning of a system of
elevated pedestrian walks, which would extend throughout the downtown area, and, in favourable weather
provide an alternative to a subterranean concourse. This
was the genesis of an idea that has found only modest
extensions, to the Holiday Inn north of the City Hall
and to the Four Seasons Sheraton in the south. If the
colonnades don’t work as they were intended, then the
authors of the adjoining buildings should be questioned
– not the theory. There is another important implication
to the City Hall colonnade. Revell was quite uncertain if
the old City Hall would long survive. Further, there was
only a vague commitment to the redevelopment of the
south side of Queen Street. Therefore, he wished to contain the square as a single composition. He also held the
generally accepted theory that a square is but a very large
room without a roof. A sense of consistent enclosure is
essential if a square is to visually “read” as one. To that
extent, the colonnade is terribly important.
Some have questioned whether or not a building
of any sort should have been built on the south side of
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Queen Street. Viljo certainly felt a sense of real enclosure was necessary. In fact, one of the design consultants
for the Four Seasons Sheraton was, in fact, his colleague,
Seppo Valius. I was involved, also with him, in the concept design of the Four Seasons Sheraton but, owing to
the later change in my professional firm, did not see the
development of the working drawings. If any redevelopment were to take place on Queen Street South, Viljo
felt it should be in the form of a building in order to give
a sense of enclosure to Nathan Phillips Square. We felt
that any monies saved by the building (after all, the south
side cost something like $7 million to acquire), should be
spent in building parkettes elsewhere throughout downtown Toronto. I think these are very important things
to remember.
One final question was how important it was to
retain the old City Hall by virtue of its “relation to the
arches over the skating rink” in the square. That’s pure
accident, I assure you. There is simply no intended geometric relationship of any consequence between the west
elevation of the old City Hall and the arches. The old
City Hall does show on the original competition drawings but there was no conviction either on Viljo’s part
on mine as to whether or not there was an implied and
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a continuing relationship between the old and new. The
retention of the old City Hall should have been debated
on historic grounds but certainly not upon any formal
intent. Since many have said that there was a formal intent on the part of Revell, it is important to record that
such was not the case.
McM Yes, I didn’t realize that, because the sweep of
the ramp on that side having been described by some of
them, I can’t remember who, as part of the design which
was paying its respects, so to speak, to the old City Hall.
JCP Not in the least. The ramp was to have allowed
the visiting dignitary to be admitted directly into the
Council Chamber area, to go up to the aldermen’s lounge
and thence to pass the Metropolitan Court House building and over and across University Avenue. Revell’s concept would have joined Bay Street to University Avenue,
and particularly to the west side of University Avenue
which suffered from neglect for so many years.
There are a great many personal anecdotes about
our relationship with Revell and his associates which we
could discuss on a later occasion. I think we have covered most of the principal planning, architectural and
structural issues, save one final matter – the cost. The
bids came in at roughly $22.5 million. As a result, we

recommended – and the mayor and Council immediately accepted – that the curtain wall on the exterior
and inner faces of the two towers which was to have
been aluminum, be redetailed in stainless steel, and that
the rear of both towers which were to have been simply
raw concrete for economic reasons, be redetailed into
an interesting texture of marble and concrete. At the
same time, we developed a system whereby those precast
elements were, in effect, used as the outer face of the
pouring system as the building went vertically during
construction.
McM Did this just come at that stage or had this
been something you’d worked on earlier and put to one
side because of cost?
JCP The original notion was to place marble on the
exterior of the building but the specificity of the detail
was not, to my recollection, really established. You know
that the pattern of the floor of the Hall of Memory
relates, in rough form, to the pattern of the marble on
the exterior of the towers. The rear walls were really
“woven” into the building at a somewhat later date, and
when we had more time to consider consistency of the
detailing: the consistency between the lineal nature of
the floor, the back of the towers, and the lineal nature

of the ceiling. The ceiling, incidentally, has some of the
attributes of its ultimate origin, as a Scandinavian wood
ceiling. The City Hall ceiling system has evolved into a
North American system of aluminum channels, which
in modification has been used in countless buildings
throughout this continent and throughout the world.18
One thing did not happen, to my eternal regret, but
had an interesting side effect. Viljo had always hoped a
major piece of sculpture would be located in the square.
He had already initiated, on his own volition, a series
of discussions with Henry Moore at Much Hadham,
Hertfordshire. Revell and Moore had developed a small
maquette showing a major piece of sculpture and its relationship to the main body of the City Hall, to the very
tall flagpole, to the skating rink, and to the water. One
hundred thousand dollars in the original budget was appropriated for a sculpture, and we had further monies
appropriated for a mural in the main lobby. In our zeal
to have the building built, these all-important elements
were momentarily neglected. Eventually we recommended that the Moore sculpture be placed back into
the program and that Henry Moore be commissioned.
Somehow or other the view became prevalent that this
sculpture was intended to be a cenotaph. Letters of
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protest to the Toronto newspapers deplored the use of
a “human figure with a hole in it” as inappropriate for a
cenotaph. There was no intention that any major sculpture in the square be a cenotaph; the cenotaph was to remain at the foot of Bay Street. In due course, our recommendation came before City Council. It was voted down.
The following morning I had a phone call from a close
friend who asked then that he remain anonymous – and
to this day remains anonymous – who said, “I don’t want
to be the only damn fool in Toronto but my family and
I are prepared to give $20,000 if you will mount a campaign, John, or ask the Mayor to mount one to save the
Henry Moore.” I immediately phoned the mayor, Philip
Givens. He said he was delighted, and, said further that
he would organize a committee. Within a relatively short
time we raised $100,000. Moore’s asking price was, I
recall, $120,000 but by allowing a second casting the
asking price (of a no longer unique piece) dropped from
$120,000 to $100,000. The second casting is in front
of Mies van der Rohe’s West Berlin Museum where it
literally drowns in space. Moore is not very happy with
the result there. I have elsewhere a total transcript of the
events leading from the point at which the Archer was
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saved. A reception was held for Henry Moore, but by
then Viljo Revell had died.
He did live long enough to see his building substantially completed. On his last visit, he said that he was
extremely pleased. Every detail, whether Viljo was in
Toronto or in Helsinki, was subject to his personal review. Revell analyzed every drawing. When he was away,
transatlantic post kept him fully informed; everything
was done to maintain the spirit of his intent.
The sequence of events that resulted from the meetings of Revell and Moore led eventually to the arrival
of the Henry Moore collection at the Art Gallery of
Ontario. Henry Moore had come to Canada for a reception in his honour. At that time, a prominent businessman, Allan Ross, suggested that Toronto might acquire
more of his work. (The transcript of events subsequent
to this will be given to you. The transcript was done with
Henry Seldis, the art critic of the Los Angeles Times,
who then went on to write a book Henry Moore in
America, a copy of which I must provide you. My notes
record faithfully both through transcript and book, how
Toronto and how Canada became the recipients of the
magnificent gift benefactions of Henry Moore.)19

A series of other events occurred causing John
Robarts, then premier of Ontario, to acknowledge the
acquisition of the Moore collection and the impending
receipt of the Zacks collection, through a gift of $12.5
million from the Province of Ontario, in order to build
a major new extension to the Art Gallery of Ontario.
Tomorrow morning (Saturday, March 1, 1975), the
Honourable Hugh Faulkner, Secretary of State of the
Government of Canada, will announce that the federal
government will give the AGO $4 million towards the
building of yet further galleries. This gift, with additional monies, will complete the total building program
of the Art Gallery and allow us, we hope, to build a mall
from the Art Gallery to University Avenue. Possibly
then, University Avenue will cease to be a “façade-like
arrangement,” without depth. Just as one sees a vista
from University Avenue to the Archer when looking east
as one walks or drives north on the University Avenue,
another vista will be available as one looks west along
Dundas Street. It will be a similar mall, or a linear park
lined, I hope, with the sculpture of either Moore or another major sculptor.
The building of City Hall was that mark of public faith, that major gesture, which seems to be always

required of government, if the private sector is to respond.
The consequence of the building of the City Hall was
a renewed interest in downtown Toronto. Downtown
renewal was enormously assisted further through the
creation of the Redevelopment Advisory Council, clearly
modelled on the Allegheny Conference in Pittsburgh.
Virtually every member of the original Redevelopment
Advisory Council caused a building to be built. For
example, it was Allan Burton, president of Simpsons
Ltd. (who himself had taken three years of architecture
at the University of Toronto), and his brother, the then
chairman of the board, the late Edgar Burton, who
made certain that Simpson Tower, which is so essential
to the southeast corner of Nathan Phillips Square, was
built. Since we had a long relationship with the Simpson
Company, dating from 1952, we were asked to design the
Simpson Tower. Our ties with Simpson’s were important since they were our first major commercial client,
and certainly our first national one. Allan Lambert was
also a member of the Redevelopment Advisory Council.
As head of the Toronto Dominion Bank he intended
to build a relatively modest headquarters for the bank.
He was persuaded by CEMP, the Bronfman Investment
Company, to enter into a joint venture in order to
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create a much larger complex. There are now three towers, the Toronto Dominion, the Royal Trust, and now
the Commercial Union, all done in association with
Bregman and Hamman. This urban concentration has
been extended with the completion of Commerce Court,
and the Royal Bank Plaza now under construction just
to the south and to the east, to the south of Toronto
Dominion and to the east of the Royal York Hotel.
The First Canadian Tower, headquarters of the Bank
of Montreal in Ontario, designed by Edward Durrell
Stone of New York with Bregman and Hamman as the
Canadian architects, is now being occupied. We have a
complex now of what was once a very sordid, blighted
downtown. This new complex is, of course, open to some
criticism: it is windy, and it is sunless on many occasions.
But no matter how much criticism the complex may receive, for those of us who knew Toronto in the 1950s, it
is an infinitely more attractive, lively spirited place, lined
with throngs of people winter and summer. An article,
“Toronto the Dreary,” was written prior to the building of the City Hall, in which I described Toronto as a
city of corridors without a living room. I felt then that
we were developing living rooms for people in Toronto.
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Now some of these open spaces exit, with some squares
attractive, others not.
The design collaboration of the Toronto Dominion
is another story. The first associate design consultants
were the New York office of Skidmore, Owings and
Merrill, and the designer in charge, with whom we
worked closely, was Gordon Bunshaft. I told Gordon
of my concern, which I later expressed to Mies van
der Rohe, that the six-foot fall from King Street to
Wellington Street would result in a hostile and unfriendly wall along Wellington Street. People in urban
spaces are, I believe, attracted to walls but only if there’s
a sense of something behind, something of intrigue,
something that causes you to wonder what really is going on behind that wall. That doesn’t pertain at Toronto
Dominion. We had also hoped that a very large Picasso
would be placed in the Toronto Dominion Plaza. I had
wanted a piece I had seen with the late Martin Baldwin
one night at Allan Lambert’s house. I hoped that we
would be able to obtain a casting of this sculpture of a
lamb and shepherd. It is a major piece and would have
immeasurably helped the Toronto Dominion Plaza. In
hindsight, however, I think it probably would have been
too small for that environment. One would really need a

Picasso very much like the one Bill Hartman secured for
the Murphy and Mies complex of buildings in Chicago.
That would have been perhaps more apt.
I think that the elements that were woven into
the Nathan Phillips Square, as contrasted to Toronto
Dominion, were the very things that have caused that
square to be filled with people. Nathan Phillips Square,
for example, contains many benches which encourage
visitors to linger. There are admittedly not enough and
those that are there are simply street furniture provided
by the Parks Department. But perhaps soon they will be
replaced by benches that are consistent with what Viljo
hoped for. The Toronto Dominion, on the other hand, is
devoid of benches, as it is devoid of water, of fountains, of
sculpture, and of all the things that would cause people
to linger and to find an open space in an urban context
attractive and inviting (fig. 6.17).
McM I’ve always regretted the loss of the old banking
building. I remember there was a lot of argument about it
at the time but looking back it would have been, it seems
to me, fitting if there had been the interplay between the
new buildings which so clearly derived from the same
tradition, ultimately, as the old building …

JCP Fortunately, as you know, there’s an exquisite

scale model of the original bank building on permanent
display in the new banking pavilion designed by Mies. I
do agree with you; it was a tragedy, as was the loss of the
Cawthra Mansion on the northeast corner. I would have
thought that with relatively little expense, it could have
been moved stone by stone and re-erected elsewhere.
In my article, “Toronto the Dreary,” I had suggested
that we should have rural Upper Canada villages. Then
when our historic buildings are threatened with demolition, they could be placed in some kind of downtown
enclave, preferably close to St. Lawrence Hall and St.
James Cathedral, on a street paved with cobbles. The
original location could easily be marked by a plaque.
Rather than isolated buildings, it would be preferable to
relocate these historic buildings and place them in proximity with other similar buildings, thus recreating the
ambience of early York, early Toronto, and preserving
the scale of the original. How much better, for example,
to have the Chief Justice’s house in proximity to William
Lyon Mackenzie’s house and St. Lawrence Hall than to
have it wedged between the Canada Life Building and
the Bank of Canada Building! In this way we could create a lively tourist centre rather than having a series of
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isolated buildings that are of unique merit but are not
used as intensively as they should be.
Restoration is a difficult problem. I’ve never been
skilled in the design of traditional buildings, never
having really detailed anything of a classical nature, although I did catch the end of the Beaux-Arts period at
the University of Manitoba. Thus, when I was asked if
we would undertake the redevelopment of the Grange
House, as well as the Art Gallery, I said that I felt that
someone who was in full sympathy with the style should
be involved. I recommended that Peter John Stokes
be retained, simply because he would do it expertly.
Fortunately, the Art Gallery accepted our recommendation. I think this kind of referral is a very important
part of professional practice. The general notion that all
architects are equally adept and skilful at everything is
a form of self-delusion. Of course, many attempt to get
away with it. You can always hire a consultant and bury
him in an office but I do not agree with this practice. I
prefer to do what those in other professions do and refer
clients to people who have a demonstrable competence
in a specialized area, rather than assuming that we’re
specialists in everything.

There is much more to be said about the Toronto
Dominion Centre. (figs. 6.18–23.) When Gordon
Bunshaft developed the scheme, the building was to be a
very tall one. There was no anticipation at that time that
the Commerce Court or any other building might be
built across the street, or that other large, tall buildings
might be coming. There was no notion, certainly, that
the Bank of Montreal would be torn down and replaced
by a seventy-two-storey building. Gordon Bunshaft
evolved a remarkably handsome design for the Toronto
Dominion. It was in concrete, some sixty storeys tall.
The concrete piers, which protruded from the face of the
building, were, in my recollection, some fifteen feet by
five feet. They tapered in a long shallow curve to the top
of the building and were held together by an ingenious
structural design evolved by Paul Weidlinger of New
York. Paul had developed a truss system to stabilize the
building at the top, but there were a number of inherent
defects. Firstly, Gordon Bunshaft’s intent was to have
columns with very large aggregate of, say, two or three
inches across. The aggregate would be used in the mix
and then the matrix would be sand-blasted, so that the
aggregate would have a very rough, strong system of expression. Aside from the cost, this plan posed all kids
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of technical problems – “bathtub rings,” the problem
of pouring concrete five hundred feet in the air – four
hundred feet in the air during winter months – and not
least of all, the problem of stabilizing the building in a
very real way. Clare Carruthers, of Carruthers Wallace,
in Toronto, was the engineer who ultimately had to bear
legal responsibility for the building. He could not accept
the structural claims advanced by Paul Weidlinger. Here
was an honest difference between two eminent professionals. What ensued is perhaps of a very private nature.
About this point, Phyllis Lambert came into the picture
as she had done earlier at 375 Park Avenue. I had known
Mrs. Lambert for some time. She is the daughter of Mr.
Bronfman and one of the beneficial owners of half of
Toronto Dominion Centre. She expressed in very clear
terms that the design architect for Toronto Dominion
Centre should be Mies van der Rohe.
The interview ends abruptly here, but with the
expectation that further conversations would
ensue. Although this did take place, in the views
of the authors, the interview as reproduced here
provides the gist of his comments on modern
architecture.

NOTES
1

Suanne Kelman, “There goes the neighbourhood,” Globe and
Mail, August 25, 1989, p. 38

2

The original tapes of all three interviews are available in the
Canadian Architectural Archives.

3

The Cadillac Fairview website provides a useful summary of the
process leading up to the design of the building: “In partnership
with Fairview Corporation (now Cadillac Fairview), [Allen
Lambert, Chairman of TD Bank] first considered a single
modern tower at the corner of King and Bay Streets. But an
opportunity to assemble an even bigger site presented itself
and the partnership agreed, bigger would be better. They made
a decision to be bold and take a chance. The near full block
project now required an architect. Nothing of this size had ever
been built in Canada, so it was decided that an international
search was required. After numerous potentials and one
unpleasant firing, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe was retained. It
became the perfect partnership.

		 His initial design for the site was a bold, two tower design plus
Banking Pavilion. Only one major design change was demanded
by the partnership. The complex needed an underground retail
mall. After passionate debate, Mies came around, agreeing to
revise his original design. Eventually, the original black tower
design was expanded to five Towers, with the addition of 95
Wellington Street in 1995 bringing the complex to a total of
six Towers.” As cited at: http://www.tdcentre.com/en/About/
Pages/MoreHistory.aspx (accessed 7 February 2012).
4

For general information on Canadian architecture of this
period, see Michael McMordie, “Canadian Architecture since
1900,” Journal of Architectural Education 29, no. 3 (1976): 6–7.

5

John C. Parkin provided some dates in his hand-written review
of the interview. Square brackets are provided by the authors.

6

Sic. Despite Parkin’s corrections on this sentence, its meaning is
elusive.
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According to Andrea Kristof, writing in The Canadian
Encyclopedia, “Ferdinand Herbert Marani, architect (b. at
Vancouver 8 Aug 1893; d. at Toronto 18 July 1971). Marani
graduated from the University of Toronto in 1920 and
shortly thereafter established a practice in Toronto. His
partnerships include Marani and Morris (1947–59) and
Marani, Rounthwaite and Dick (1964–71). His designs, which
are noted for his contemporary translation of the Georgian
tradition, include the original Bank of Canada building
in Ottawa, the Medical Arts Building in Toronto and the
Canadian Forces Headquarters in Washington, DC. Marani
served in WWI and WWII and was a chairman of the Ontario
Association of Architects and of the Ontario College of Art.”
As cited at http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/articles/
ferdinand-herbert-marani (accessed 7 February 2012). See also
Geoffrey Simmins, “Rounthwaite, Dick & Hadley Architects &
Engineers (RDH),” http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/
articles/rounthwaite-dick-hadley-architects-engineers (accessed
7 February 2012).
Harry Seidler was an Austrian-born Australian architect and
proponent of modernism in architecture. With respect to
William Somerville, Jean Coutu, in “Vehicles of nationalism:
Defining Canada in the 1930s,” Journal of Canadian Studies
37, no. 1 (2002): 180–203, provides many details regarding
Somerville’s prolific career. She remarks that during the
1930s in Toronto, “Hamilton-born, Toronto-based architect
William Lyon Somerville was awarded nearly every contract
that required an architect” (quote on p. 183). The partnership
of Somerville, McMurrich & Oxley was formed in 1953. It
became McMurrich & Oxley in 1976. In 1992, the University
of Calgary’s Faculty of Environmental Design received an
endowment by the late Mrs. A.G. Burton of Calgary in memory
of her father, William Lyon Somerville, ARCA, FRAIC,
FRIBA. The William Lyon Somerville Visiting Lectureship
is designed to fund a visit and public lecture by a practitioner,
academic, or critic.
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9

10

Hugh Stubbins, Jr., in addition to being a long-time faculty
member at Harvard, designed a number of high-profile
buildings around the world, including the 1991 design for the
Ronald Reagan Presidential Library.
Parkin was keeping excellent company. Each of these
individuals became distinguished architects and educators
known for modernist practice. In 1959, Victor Lundy (with
Walter Bird) designed the United States Atomic Energy
Commission Portable Theatre. German-born Ulrich Franzen
(1921– ) graduated from the GSD in 1948 and went on to
a notable career. According to the University of California
(Berkeley), where Martin Meyerson (1922–2007) was
Professor of City and Regional Planning, Emeritus as well
as Acting Chancellor, “Martin Meyerson, a brilliant scholar,
creative institution builder, and formidable administrator, left
his mark on the field of urban planning and on three major
American universities. He died on June 2, 2007 of prostate
cancer. Born in 1922 in New York City, Meyerson grew up
there and received his B.A. from Columbia University in 1942.
In 1949, he was awarded the Master of City Planning degree
from Harvard University. He began his academic career as
an assistant professor of the social sciences at the University
of Chicago in 1948, whence he moved to the Department of
City and Regional Planning at the University of Pennsylvania
in 1952. In 1957, he left Pennsylvania for Harvard University,
where he headed the Joint Center for Urban Studies and served
as acting dean of the Harvard Graduate School of Design. In
1963, Meyerson was appointed as the second dean of the newly
formed College of Environmental Design at Berkeley, replacing
William Wurster, who served only for a brief time. Martin
Meyerson excelled both as a scholar and as an administrator
and institution builder. He came to urban planning after
World War II, when the field was first beginning to develop
within universities and there was a need for strong theoretical
foundations. His book, Politics, Planning, and the Public Interest
[1952], coauthored with Edward C. Banfield, provided a key
part of that foundation.” Lloyd Rodwin (1919–1999) was a

noted urban planner. In 1956, he published British New Towns
Policy (1956), which critiqued Ebenezer Howard’s Garden
Cities. He eventually became the Ford International Professor
Emeritus of Urban Studies at the Massachusetts Institute
Technology and co-founder of the MIT–Harvard Joint Center
for Urban Studies.
11

12

13

William Wilson Wurster (1895–1973) was an architect as well
as a major figure in American architectural education. See:
Richard C. Peters, “W.W. Wurster,” Journal of Architectural
Education 33, no. 2 (1979): 36–41.
English architect, educator, and proponent of the International
Style Sir Leslie Martin, winner of the RIBA Gold Medal in
1973, designed among many other buildings, the Royal Festival
Hall in London (1949–51), and Harvey Court, Gonville &
Caius College (1960–62), in Cambridge, England. MoholyNagy was a noted artist and teacher, particularly known for his
work with the Bauhaus, both in Germany and, after 1937, at the
“New Bauhaus” in Chicago, which he directed. Hungarian-born
Georgy Kepes was a noted artist with a diverse practice and a
strong interest in science. According to a 2002 Boston Globe
obituary, he “spent much of his career at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, where he was a professor of visual
design from 1946 until retiring in 1974. He founded the Center
for Advanced Visual Studies in 1964 and was its head until
1974.”
Louis Archambault (1915–2003) was a Quebec figurative
sculptor. In addition to freestanding sculptures, Archambault
executed some works with architectural scale, such as: Canada
from Sea to Sea, 1956–1958, which consisted of 191 tiles and

37 heads of terracotta and aggregates, with slip and glaze,
with 21 perforated metal sheets, 49 aluminum struts and 48
aluminum rods (Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada). He was
made a member of the Order of Canada in 1998. Jacques de
Tonnancour (1917–2005) was a noted Québec painter, known
both for figurative work and for landscapes. Possibly his best
known work is Two Seated Women (light version), 1945 (Ottawa:
National Gallery of Canada).
14

Architect Vincent Rother’s most noted building (designed
with John Bland and Charles Trudeau) was the International
style Ottawa City Hall, opened in 1958. In 2000, the City
Hall functions moved to another building, designed by Moshe
Safdie, and the old city hall is now known as 111 Sussex Drive
and is owned by the federal government of Canada.

15

For an overview of Eric Arthur’s career, see: http://
www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/index.
cfm?PgNm=TCE&Params=A1ARTA0000337 (accessed 7
February 2012).

16

The entrepreneur and art collector Joseph Hirshhorn is best
known for having founded the Joseph H. Hirshhorn Museum
and Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C.

17

The City of Toronto Archives holds a photo of Viljo Revell
with Bengt Lundsten, Seppo Valjus, and Heikki Castrén.
Date:1958, Photographer unknown, City of Toronto Archives
RG 32 A2 Box 12.

18

“Its happy conclusion,” according to Parkin.

19

We are unaware of the location of this transcript.
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