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“This Is a School
That Maintains Its Own Traditions

MeGall Unaversity school of arvchitecture,
Montreal. By John Pastiey

Quebec is not a grape-growing province, yet
the best comparison for the McGill Univer-
sity school of architecture is a good bottle
of wine. Not an annual vintage, whose qual-
ity may fluctuate from year to year, but a mel-
low cream sherry whose production method
capitalizes on lineage and emphasizes stabil-
ity. Founded in 1896, it is Canada’s second-
oldest architecture school and only a year
younger than Harvard’s. The university itself
has long had the reputation of being the coun-
try’s finest, and for many years was Canada’s
closest equivalent to an Ivy League institu-
tion. And if it is true that the grapes of archi-
tectural education flourish most abundantly
and best in the soil of large cosmopolitan
cities, then the school is ideally situated,
since its tradition-laden graystone campus
lies literally within the shadows of downtown Montreal’s sky-
scrapers.

This relatively small school is subtly different from compara-
ble U.S. institutions, and the distinctions stem largely from a
contrasting national character. For all our sense of cultural and
economic superiority, Canada may well be the more civilized
of the two nations. Canadians seem generally better educated,
more polite and cooperative, and less brash and self-interested.
These qualities help foster a student population that is relatively
unspoiled, open-minded, and academically serious and a faculty
that is secure and genuinely collegial. At the same time, there
is considerable diversity in both groups: while McGill is an
English-language institution, almost half the architecture students
are of French-speaking background, and the faculty, although
small, traces its origins to a dozen nations on four continents.

Drawn by McGill’s location and reputation, students are high
caliber. Last year’s 45 entering undergraduates represented just
15 percent of the applicants, all of whom had completed two
years of college elsewhere under Quebec’'s unusual structure
of higher education. Since tuition fees are set at about $320 per
semester for Canadian citizens (about $260 in U.S. currency)
and since McGill has the best scholarship program of any archi-
tecture school in the country, economic factors do not greatly
impede the meritocratic admission process. The fees are low
because McGill is now a public institution, albeit a privately
administered one. Given the quality of its students, the arch-
itecture school finds no need to enforce a preconceived attrition
rate. (In this respect, ironically, many good schools have much
in common with many bad ones.) And, since the school is part
of the college of engineering, there is considerable rigor in the
the technical courses. Students must have a science background
that includes college math, physics. and chemistry, and they must
take the same structural. surveying, and computer science courses

as engineering Majors.

McGill's alumni demonstrate the success
of the program. The list includes Raymond
Affleck, Moshe Safdie, and Arthur Erickson,
probably the three Canadian practitioners
best known internationally. Graduates now
in academia include Alvin Boyarsky, head
of the Architectural Association in London,
Blanche Lemco van Ginkel, former head of
the University of Toronto architecture
school, and Douglas Shadbolt, organizer of
two new Canadian architecture schools and

head of a third. (McGill alumni or faculty
members have founded nearly half and
headed nearly all of the country’s architec-
ture programs.) Alumni known through their
writings include Jan Rowan, former editor
of Progressive Architecture, Oscar Newman,
author of Defensible Space, and Witold
Rybczynski, author of Home and a current faculty member.
Three Rhodes scholars, the only ones ever produced by any of
Canada’s 10 architecture schools, have graduated from McGill
since 1970.

It is tempting to call the school conservative, and certainly
the term applies in some respect, but this is an incomplete and
potentially misleading description. Perhaps a better term would
be transparent, in the sense of a good computer program that
does its job without getting in the way of the user or exhibiting
any quirks of its own. There is no official dogma or school style.
and comparatively little following of fashion. Student work mani-
fests less rote postmodernism, neoconstructivism, Aldo Rossi-ism.
and deconstructivism than is common in most other schools.
The permanent faculty, all of whom are McGill graduates, were
educated in the modern tradition, yet there is little sign that this
viewpoint is thrust upon students. Rather, students are allowed
to explore their own stylistic inclinations, for better or worse,
within a pedagological framework of problem solving and aware-
ness of context. The result is a great diversity in student work,
sometimes at the price of visual fluency and impact, but one
can usually sense that the designs have grown out of considera-
tions other than purely formal preconceptions. And even the
exceptions are not necessarily predictable; last spring there were
two projects either explicitly or implicitly in the art nouveau
style.

Another alternative to the conservative label is provided by
McGill’s director, Bruce Anderson, who says that “this is a school
that maintains its own traditions.” McGill’s sense of its own his-
tory is strong because it is old, it is something of an island within
French-speaking Canada, and four of its eight directors over a span
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higher education that reflected the political ascendancy of French-
speaking people and populist values in Quebec. To create a more
unified and democratic school system, the provincial government
instituted a community college network designated as Colleges
d'enseignement general et professionel, or CEGEPs. These col-
leges offered three-year diploma programs for vocational students
and mandatory two-year preparatory courses for those going on
to universities, where degrees would be given after three more
vears of study. For the architecture school, this meant that the
six-year B.Arch. program had to be condensed to four, and an
intermediate nonprofessional degree had to be granted after the
third year.

Naturally, some problems resulted, most notably the loss of
one year of design education. Not everyone considers the
CEGEPs an improvement over the older system; one professor
calls the process “two more years of high school.” (Canadian
high schools end a year sooner than U.S. high schools; thus
university-prep CEGEPs provide the 12th and 13th vears of school-
ing.) Anderson, however, believes the change has been helpful
“now that the system has gone through its growing pains and
reached a level of seriousnhess.” He observes that students now
come to McGill with one more experience under their belts,
and, by coming later, they arrive more mature. And there are
ways to ease the procrustean effects of the accelerated architec-
ture schedule. About 80 percent of the students take longer than
four years to graduate, disposing of their nondesign course require-
mients early to allow more time for their advanced design courses.
The school requires six months’ work experience between the
B.S. and B.Arch. degrees; for students with less than a “B” design
average, the work requirement is raised to a tull year.

Some aspects of the undergraduate program are unusual. The
migor of the engineering classes is reflected in the design sequence,
where all the courses are designated as “design and construc-
Son.” (The student who designed an art nouveau house also pro-
duced a complicated set of working drawings for it.) A course
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by Alberto Perez-Gomez, former head of Carleton Uni-

versity's architecture school, author of Architecture and
the Crisis of Modern Science, and the first Saidye Rosner
Bronfman professor of architectural history. This is probably the
McGill school’s most intense and demanding program, yet its
enthusiastic students seem to thrive on the challenge. The first
two semesters of course work have been completed, and the ini-
tial class of nine (six of whom followed Perez-Gomez from Carle-
ton) will spend this fall semester on thesis projects. I successful,
the somewhat experimental process will support Perez-Gomez’s
contention that history is “the only authentic ground for theory
and practical reason in the making of architecture.”

As it stands, the history and theory program promises to bring
MecGill new intellectual acclaim and alter its reputation for pure
pragmatism. But an even greater potential is now being pursued.
Phyllis Lambert’s Canadian Centre for Architecture will soon
open its new $38-million quarters embodying a conservation lab-
oratory, library, exhibition galleries, bookstore, collections of prints,
drawings, and photography, center for resident scholars, lecture
hall, restaurant, and public park. Employing a staff of 100, this
unmatched scholarly resource singlehandedly will make Mon-
treal a world capital of architectural studies. While the city’s
three architecture schools all will gain from the CCA’s presence,
MecGill is negotiating a formal relationship involving an expanded
history-theory program and cross appointments between its fac-

3 rchitectural history and theory is a new option directed

Right, top, maritime museum for Montreal, located on a pler on
the city’s waterfront, by fourth-year student Mary Leslie, with
Derek Drummond as critic. Middle, structural model for a rang-
ers’ residence and work station in Florida's E verglades National
Park, by first-year student Dominic Bourgeois; bottom, finished
rendering for another design by first-year student Denis Coupal
for the same project, with David Covo and Derek Drummond
as critics.










