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Introduction

The 1950s to 1970s were exciting years for Canadian 
architecture. This book seeks to convey some of that ex-
citement by examining aspects of the work of a leading ar-
chitectural practice of the time and the ideas of its partner 
in charge of design. At its heart is a transcribed interview 
with that designer, John Cresswell Parkin, supported by 
essays discussing the firm, the production of the work, 
and the photography that was the characteristic expres-
sion of that work in print. As well, in this introduction 
and elsewhere, we consider the wider national context 
that created the conditions for the production of the work 
and its supportive reception.

A brief comment about what the book is not might 
also seem in order here. We are not presenting a com-
prehensive overview and monograph of John C. Parkin’s 
work; rather, we concentrate on a particular moment in 
that architect’s career, when the architect had already 
achieved considerable critical and professional success. 
Around this moment, we construct a contextual study 
that focuses more broadly on the way that architectural 

meaning is conveyed, through photography that con-
tributed to the self-construction of Parkin’s identity. We 
also take some time to discuss the ways in which Parkin’s 
work has been documented and is now preserved, 
through an archival collection.

The period was that of the “postwar consensus” in 
the U.K., the U.S., and Canada.1 The label has been 
contested, and perhaps agreement was not as deep or 
as uniform as it suggests, but there certainly appeared 
to be in Canada broad acceptance of social-democratic 
views and policies. These were supported by sustained 
economic growth and a young, expanding and, with a 
flood of immigrants from previously less-represented 
parts of the globe, increasingly diverse population. A 
representative figure referred to in one interview by John 
C. was the prime minister to be, Pierre Elliot Trudeau, 
who succeeded Lester B. Pearson in 1968.

The mood was strongly internationalist. Canada 
had participated actively in the founding in 1945 of the 
United Nations and its agencies and expected to play a 
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significant role in international affairs. The arts and art-
ists, painters, writers, musicians, and architects drew on 
and aligned themselves with international movements in 
the arts, looking particularly to New York, but also to 
European centres as places to study and work, and to 
exhibit their products. This was particularly so for ambi-
tious architects, with the Harvard Graduate School of 
Design, under the direction of Walter Gropius, a mag-
net for further study. Other figures and other varieties 
of architectural modernism also drew Canadians: Frank 
Lloyd Wright’s Taliesin Fellowship (Roger D’Astous, 
Harold Hanen), Louis Kahn at Philadelphia, the 
Architectural Association School in London, England, 
and Alvar Aalto in Helsinki were among the attractions.

While some of these drew on local traditions and re-
ferred to local settings (notably Wright’s “organic” build-
ings), Gropius at the GSD represented ‘international’ 
modernism, buildings whose form and appearance made 
few concessions to place and tradition. Instead, the model 
was the design and production of such emblematic mod-
ern products as automobiles and airplanes, understood 
to be based on scientific and engineering principles with 
universal application. This approach inspired the work 
of the Parkin firm.

The photographic presentation of that work by 
Hugh Robertson embodied similar principles. Black-
and-white images, taken with large-format view cameras, 
have a formality, precision of detail, and austere character 
that seem to embody abstract principles, independent of 
place and time. However illusory and constrained this 
approach to design and its presentation now seems, it 
had a powerful directness and simplicity. It gave us the 
ideas, buildings, and images presented here.

This book came about as the result of collaboration 
between three scholars with different training and ori-
entation. Different methodologies ranging from archival 
studies to architectural history to architectural practice 
resulted in a book that addresses the work and times of 
John C. Parkin in a multi-sided study.

As suggested above, the book’s structure is deliber-
ately diverse, drawing on insights provided from archival 
science, architectural history, and popular culture. In 
Chapter 1, Simmins argues that Parkin created for him-
self an image of the architect as an avatar of modernism 
and progressive attitudes. The firm was very conscious 
of the importance of presenting a consistent image of the 
firm and sought to do this both personally and profes-
sionally. The image was of a particular variety of modern 
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designer – suave, cosmopolitan, self-assured, sophisti-
cated, yet with a machine-like efficiency. The firm went 
to the extent of discouraging beards in the office, as a 
means of reinforcing the image of the architect as a cre-
ation as polished as their brogues, and crisp and clean as 
their immaculate white shirts and ties.

In Chapter 2, Simmins argues that Parkin devel-
oped a problem-solving approach to architecture, one 
in which architecture was demystified and presented as 
essentially functionalist, collaborative, and team-based. 
Drawing on detailed analysis of architectural periodicals 
from the 1950s and ’60s, as well as promotional bro-
chures produced by the firm itself, Simmins shows in 
this chapter that Parkin developed a strong interest in 
collaborating with artists and sculptors and frequently 
called on them as collaborators – provided that the ar-
chitect was the impresario in this process.

In Chapter 3, McMordie examines the structure of 
the firm in more detail, looking particularly at the ways 
in which the Parkin firm may be compared with the 
American firm of Albert Kahn. Pursuing a remark of 
John C. Parkin’s in the interview included in this volume, 
McMordie seeks to understand the style of practice cre-
ated by the Parkins. The organization and conduct of a 

comprehensive practice in a deliberately industrially fla-
voured environment (i.e., the firm’s offices at 1500 Don 
Mills Road) provides more evidence of the presentation 
of the firm in a way that is inseparable from the actual 
day-to-day management of the practice.

In Chapter 4, Simmins and Fraser look at how 
photography contributed to the ways that the firm con-
structed its self-image, particularly through the work of 
Panda Associates. Demonstrating how centrally impor-
tant a tool architectural photography was to creating an 
image of the Parkin firm, Simmins and Fraser argue that 
photography assumed a new role: to promote architec-
ture as a lifestyle and to sell it to a generation enjoying 
unprecedented prosperity. Architectural photographer 
Hugh Robertson, the Parkin firm’s favoured photogra-
pher, emerges as a major contributor to the success of 
the Parkin firm.

Fraser demonstrates in Chapter 5 the importance 
of archival collections and shows that architecture, as a 
significant human endeavour, produces records that are 
essential documentary evidence, not only of the building 
and design process, but of the activities of society as a 
whole. As more and more modern architecture disap-
pears from the Canadian landscape, it will be archives 
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that hold materials that are critical to future study, and, 
as in the case of John C. Parkin, it may be only through 
the archives that his life and work can be fully recovered.

Chapter 6 is devoted to John C. Parkin himself, 
in conversation with Michael McMordie. For readers 
not familiar in detail with the period, the authors have 
provided additional biographical details concerning the 
many architects that Parkin mentions. Documentary 
adjuncts complete the volume in the form of a selected 
bibliography that combines bibliographies on Parkin 
and architectural photography. A contextual study such 
as this accords with recent trends in architectural his-
tory that stress the value of interdisciplinarity. 

Scholarship on Parkin is limited and spotty. This 
book does not attempt to address that lack in all aspects, 
but it does intend to introduce the subject in a manner 
that includes elements that are critical to any future 
study of his work and the milieu in which his work 
took place. It does this by exploring the practice of a 
very modern architectural firm that employed modern 
techniques and philosophies as integral components of 
their practice. The principals in the firm also engaged 
in the very modern adoption of a new form of architec-
tural photography and used that as a tool that became a 

significant factor in their success. But in some ways, it is 
the introduction of the Canadian Architectural Archives 
as an important resource that makes this book unique. 
As much of Parkin’s work has disappeared from the 
landscape and in many cases the buildings are no longer 
left to study, it is the surviving architectural records that 
will provide the basis for future research.

The John B. Parkin Associates fonds is the Canadian 
Architectural Archives’ largest collection. As exemplar 
of its practice, the modern firm stripped away all but 
the essential ingredients and only the working draw-
ings remain. All preliminary drawings were destroyed 
by the firm. Fortunately, the textual records, which 
include correspondence with clients, contractors, and 
associate trades, design notes, meeting minutes, office 
files, memos, and much more evidence of the firm’s ac-
tivities and the building process still exist. In addition, 
the Panda Associates fonds provides rich evidence of the 
post-World War II period, as well as the work of Parkin. 
Beyond that, the archives holds the record of conversa-
tions of people involved in the events of the time, largely 
untapped. One major example is the interview with 
Parkin. These materials provide layers of meaning, 



xixI n tr o du c t i o n

content, and context so that history can be written and 
interpreted and re-written and re-interpreted.

We are also mindful that these events played out in 
the context of significant changes in the larger pattern 
of world architecture. Even before the close of the pe-
riod documented here, the world of design appeared to 
move in a radically different direction. Robert Venturi’s 
Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture (1966) 
specifically rejected the single-mindedness of much 
modernist architecture. He argued for design that rec-
ognized the diversity of functions that most buildings 
serve and that acknowledged the different ways in which 
it might be approached and occupied. While Venturi 
saw his work as a contribution to an enriched modern-
ism, it was quickly recruited into the broader movement 
called “postmodernism.” Other deviations appeared: 
Thomas Gordon Smith in California employed themes 
from ancient Greek buildings and vase painting; Peter 
Eisenman in New York developed complex systems of 
interacting grids in order to “deconstruct” a building’s 
program; Michael Graves and others on both sides of the 
Atlantic sought to reintroduce themes and details from 
historic buildings and traditions that modernism had 
eliminated. Ricardo Bofil in Spain and France pursued 

somewhat grotesque renderings of traditional forms in 
contemporary materials, while Rob and Léon Krier in 
Germany and England used earlier traditions for both 
new buildings and town planning and urban design. 
A notable Canadian example is Jones and Kirkland’s 
Mississauga City Hall (1987). The designers drew on 
forms and images from rural Ontario for different ele-
ments of the building, while its disposition and orien-
tation to Lake Ontario recalls the siting of many early 
farmhouses in the area.

A new emphasis on the specifics of time and place 
appeared in architectural photography as well with the 
immediacy of colour 35-mm images, often hand-held, 
preferred for a less abstract presentation: buildings as 
they really are. Both approaches co-existed, depending 
on the designer, the client and the subject until the onset 
of digital photography, with a nearly infinite capacity for 
manipulation and even synthesis of images. A parallel 
in design, seen for instance in the work of Frank Gehry, 
was a new complexity of forms and structures made pos-
sible by computer-aided design techniques.

Some of the postmodern confusion was resolved 
when it became apparent that twentieth century needs 
and building technologies could not be summarily 
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abandoned. These were at the heart of modernist think-
ing; their continued requirements and the opportunities 
they presented demanded expression in building forms 
and materials. At the same time, modernism proved 
sufficiently open and flexible to absorb and benefit from 
much of the new thinking (and rediscovered older tra-
ditions) about building form and its relation to use and 
context. This persistence of the modern suggests that it 
is more firmly grounded than the postmodern reaction 
would suggest. For this reason alone, the accomplish-
ments of the Parkin firm and its design leader, John C. 
Parkin, deserve this re-examination. They stand near the 
beginning of a design movement that continues to evolve, 
as it continues to inform most current architecture.

N O T E

	 1	 See Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe since 1945 
(London: Penguin, 2006) [first published 2005]. Chapter XI, 
“The Social Democratic Moment,” discusses the complexity 
of the “general post-war European consensus,” p. 363. For 
discussion of the idea, see Anthony Butler, “The end of post-war 
consensus: Reflections on the scholarly use of political rhetoric,” 
Political Quarterly 64, no. 4 (October 1993): pp. 435, 446 [first 
published online: 24 Aug. 2005].


