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Diverse perspectives on public space emerge in three prize-winning redevelopment schemes.
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Projects: An Urbane Prospectus for Montreal

The City of Montreal re-
cently held an international
“ideas” competition for the de-
sign of an important but poorly
developed area in its center.
The first-prize winner, Steven
Peterson of Peterson/Littenberg
Architects in New York, submit-
ted a proposal that takes as its
departure point the public
square; second-prize winners
Martin Liefhebber of Toronto
and Hiroshi Hara of Tokyo both
took the opposite approach,
with submissions dominated by
powerful conglomerate struc-
tures. The contrasting ap-
proaches as well as the organiza-
tion of the competition provide
interesting lessons for the saving
of our contemporary cities.

Over the last couple of dec-
ades, the site designated for the
competition suffered badly:
Montreal perpetrated sins upon
its own flesh. The site, part of
the city’s Financial District,
forms a link between the retail
core of the city and the historic
waterfront district. It has a few
important properties, such as
the Nervi-designed Stock Ex-
change tower and a historic
Bank of Canada building. The
area is also the primary south-
ern entrance to Montreal.

In the past the city gave de-
velopers little guidance for the
area; it mandated few design
controls, and allowed traffic en-
gineers to scar it deeply. On the
area’s east border, a wide as-
phalt surface lies open, patiently
accepting the onslaught of traffic
entering the city from the above-
ground highways to the south.
And across the middle of the
site, east to west, a partially-cov-
ered underground highway has
left an unattractive scar on a po-
tentially valuable spot.

To stop the district’s erosion
and to maximize its good quali-
ties, the city decided to seek a
vision before it was too late.
Taking on major local develop-
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ers as partners — who were only
too happy to conform to im-
posed limits if they would en-
hance property values — the city
came up with a marketable
theme for the area and orga-
nized a design competition to
give it shape. Montreal desig-
nated the site “The Interna-
tional City.” To attract addi-
tional users to a region with
the lowest birth rate in the
Western world, the leaders de-
cided to promote the city as a
seat for international organiza-
tions. As part of the design, the
94 entrants were expected to
use the air rights over the ex-
pressway to reconstitute the ur-
ban fabric. They were to pre-
serve specified landmark
buildings and to integrate with
them an International Confer-
ence Center to provide offices
and meeting facilities for inter-
national organizations.

The Premiated Schemes

Peterson/Littenberg Archi-
tects, one of five winners in the
1980 Les Halles site competi-
tion, and designers of other
large urban projects, (including
New York’s Clinton Community
Master Plan, P/A Award, Jan.
1990, p. 110) proposed a
scheme that carves out formal
parks, squares, and boulevards
at key locations throughout the
district. They maintain historic
buildings while retaining or in-
creasing the buildable potential
of every developer’s property.

The two second-prize win-
ners took a less holistic ap-
proach to the redesign of the
site and its relationships with
the surrounding city. Liefhebber
and Hara prescribed large build-
ings and Modernist plazas to be
built over the painful scar - the
expressway — at the center. The
megastructure designed by Hara
is especially beautiful, and
would provide, graphically, a
striking marketing tool for the
city. But instead of mending the
urban parts, it would provide yet
another wall to divide it. The
Liefhebber scheme has similar
problems, and obscures the re-
spective responsiblities of the
public and private domains.
Both schemes fail to take into
account the realities of diverse
real estate ownership, the need
for incremental development,
and the local demand for build-
ings with moderately-sized floor-
plates.
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AXONOMETRIC, SECOND PRIZE SCHEME BY
MARTIN LIEFHEBBER ARCHITECTS

Martin Liefhebber Architects

PERSPECTIVE ALONG INTERNATIONAL AXIS
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Architecturally, the first-place
scheme is not as strong as
Hara’s second-place design:
Peterson’s buildings are unexcit-
ing, and his strategy of sur-
rounding existing towers with
low masses to provide a street
wall (shown in the axonometric
of the cruciform “Place du Can-
ada”) will be difficult to accom-
plish gracefully. Still, Peterson
demonstrates an important
point: that new buildings can —
indeed should - be built over
time by different architects, as
long as height and materials
guidelines are respected.

Peterson’s concept of the city
bespeaks his acquaintance with
Colin Rowe at Cornell as well as
his own 20 years of experience.
Peterson believes that the role of
the public garden is dominant in
the city. But his garden is dif-
ferent from Olmsted’s: It is gar-
den-as-structure, a public room
around which buildings can be
assembled over time. At the west
edge of the site, the major en-
trance to the city, Peterson sets
off a new formal park with a wall
of buildings. Here he proposes
broader setbacks for new con-
struction and a taller building-
height limit, thereby defining a
bolder city facade. To give form
to the gardens in his plan,
Peterson collages examples from
famous architects and cities —
the Spanish Steps of Rome, Pari-
sian squares, and pieces from
Serlio — adapted to Montreal:
His urban gardens link residen-
tial and commercial districts that
surround the site.

The City of Montreal has
signed a contract with Peterson/
Littenberg to develop these
ideas further. Certain details —
bridging over a major street and
the location of the International
Conference Center — may be
problematic, but the basic de-
sign rings a positive note as a
method to remake the city.
Susan Doubilet m

The author, a former Senior Editor
of P/A, works as a freelance jour-
nalist and architect in New Jersey.
She is a native of Montreal and a
graduate of McGill University’s
School of Architecture.
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