Critique
Updating the
Walk-up

The permission to build mixed use and

higher density projects in Toronto

from Queen

ment Area

ind from Bathurst Streel east to Simecoe ha

and tem

faciltated many loft-condominium develo;
ments, but Il ha sulted in very little I archi
by K¢ th Hay tectural merit. it has also led to the Ao
minium conver f industnial bulldings
A new condominium in Toronto's zoning- ptevious! 1 largely by artists. But now
relaxed King/Spadina neighbourhood 1 building 1 the uth
represents a major step forward in multi- e half of the westermn edge of the littk a9
unit housing. known Vigtoria Memonal Park, near Bathurst orlentation, like most double-loaded corridor
ind Front Stree ts. that finally realizes the p bulldings. every unit here has two faces. each
sibifities of this area’'s much -hyped zoning vith a distingt character. The bullding alse
leregulation. At Twenty Niagara, Wallman bacomes more oqual in its distribution of
Clew Bergman Architects have brilliantly imenit Vhile the end and top units d
inipulated some common bullding types into ha fistinctive feature ary dwelling in the
nfiguration that tirely new to Toront building has the same fundamental orientation
Al 3t 1al waht if OunNts the nd shars ity the 1 desirable view ind
partly sunken parking garage and the pent ! to light. The individual units offer a
hou zanine—the building ha jistinctly high de f interior istomization, but the
rha § ould well revolutionize Tore building's greal promise 18 not In its luxury
t pla ng ) I yweater d ty U elaboratior detai 1] o be tound in the
It 1e2eds wvithout wcnhcing the dor i IDSstantial change Hected in the orga 3
feals lo wonians hold fear tion of the plan and the ibordination of it
The bullding's most 19 quality is it ifety measures to architectural values. Ther
insparency. which is due t re than just e only fou ts per | but th the rar
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ontemporary buiding th uid only have

Facing page: Twenty Niagara seen from Victoria
Memorial Park. Top: an evening view of the
west (ane) facade, showing the external
corridor/balconies on each floor. Above: a view
from Niagara Street, showing the parking
access and stairs from the first floor apartment
deck. Above right: the tower form at the build-
ing's north end.

Site plan

been made better by being twice as large
extending acros

Mugct

arises from a profound rethinking o

the park s entire width

of this building s iInnovative character

f
and life '“’»'i""v" The normal daily mode of

elevator towers at the quar

IS by two

of the

acce

ter points east (park) face, On the

ground level. the elevators have lobbies on
two sides, providing walk-in and visitor access
from the ot antry from the

The ele

ind pnvate

garage itor lobbies above grade are

metres and have

no more than two by three

nly two entrance doors. On the west face of

the building is an emergency escape In the

form of a narrow balcony that connects the

two required exit stairs at the north and south

comers. Although the stairwells are fully

enclosed. they are essentially outdoor spaces

and could well be left unheated. In case of

emergency, each lobby is provided with an

electromagnetic control that permits anyone

to automatically unlock the unit doors and
balcony and
ed to
it be

the intrusion

escape through the interior to the

The control is connec

stairs at the back
the bullding-wide fire alarm s0 It cann
used without calling attention tc

thus alleviating concems about security. In

effect. the traditional hre escape has been

reinvented to suit current code requirements

The buillding combines two of the innova

tive bullding forms developed by the moderr

movement-—deck access and double loaded

stairwells—in a way that overcomes the fault

and limits of each. The building forms of Eurr

pean high modemism have never been directly

adaptable to North America because our

codes require that bulldings with vertically
st

stacked dwellings provide twi
f

from every

listinct mean

of egress ommon space. Unfortu

nately, this requirement has prohibited more

aegidential buildings

promising types of larger

and has led to the widespread construction of

double-loaded corridor apartment towers and

slabs. lronically, this has reproduced-—albeit

with improved hygienic means-—the type of

back-to-back dwellings that housing ratormers

originally opposed. Skip-stop schemes with

comdors on avery second floor provide tw

orientations, but require two

stair. De

buillt in

with an intemal

ments

promise, ver » heer Canada

and they remair something of an architect ¢

Stacked townhouse schemes are more

fetish

comman, but they are limited to four storeys
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of which one Is usually half-submerged. The

single loaded balcony-accessed apartment

building common in the UK has many good

qualities, including a dual aspect, but generally
fails to provide adequate privacy because

pe: 2 must walk directly in front of another

unit to get to their own. The uneasiness of this

situation multiplies when vertical circulation i

hat In

minimized, requiring long balconie
crease the exposure to anonymous, distant

neighbours. Open balconies are not suited for
limate, t

ACCEss in our ut at Twenty Niagara

the balcony only serves as an emergency exit

and will be rarely used othe And, even if

this route is taken as an option, one need only

s by one’s iImmediate neighbours to reach

the nearest stairs, Given these conditions the

balcony takes on a different character entirely
becoming the informal back on which services

such as fire hose cabinets, air conditioners

and a very tall service stack are frankly

exposed

In Germany during the nineteen-twenties

the building type with two apartments or

floor sharing

a stairwell was called a 2wel

s often devel

yed 1«

six storeys and extended for greal lengths
simply by adding stair-plus-two-apartment

modules. The Canadian equivalent is the walk
up, which tends to be built only to three sto

ries, except in the densest of urban condi

tions. The jyreater dispersion of land
ownership here has also meant that walk-ups
us bulldings

were usually bullt as autonome

with a single central staircase. They usually

contain six and sometimes eight units. One of

3 of Toronto's historical dey

the tragec 3

ment is the dearth of this eminently urban
type Twenty Niagara updates the walk-up by
replacing the stair with an elevator, easily per
mitting the development of at least six
storeys, a real breakthrough in this city of

houses. The increased density and the

intemal corridor ¢

redix

e compens:
for increased cost and the reliance on mech

al means. In fact

anic verall efficiency

means that carrying cosls for common space

are considerably reduced. Even the absence

of a conventional lobby seems not miserly, but
a frank recognition of how superfluous those

trite and dreary spaces usually are
A novel and promising aspect of the bulld
ing Is its proximity to the western edge of Vi
toria Memorial Park. This park

smaller than a city block. onginated in the mid

somewhal

eighteenth century as a military burial ground

It connects via Wellington Street to Clarencs
Square on Spadina Avenue in one of the f

il planning ges that distinguish th

alves from Toror homogeneous grid

These space raditional urban scale

and formal or

et the buildings they need

to define them ¢

ither fail to do s« 1t have

vanished. They might well be more suited t

residential than industrial use. and in this case

the 2

oning changes really represent a return to

late nineteenth century intentions. Twenty Nia

the first new bullding in this area

gara It

powerfully f

affirm the desirability of such a site

Itis Howard

egrettable that the developer:

shen and Lloyd Alter, who had an option on

1 large site on the park’'s south side, will not
be continuing their work. Drably traditional
townhouses will be built there instead, just as
they have been throughout the area

The relationship to the park might not have

been quite so succeassiul had It been handled
skill. The building presents
The single
t

s0 that its top

with less a classi

steppe d-back profile ey parking

garage occupies almost the w

but it is only half-submerge

surface forms an elevated terrace that medi

betweaen park and building. The garage

has extensive obscured glass windows to alle

viate the impression of bulk. Instead of assall

ing the park with a conspicuously applied

y/entrance feature, the entrances (there

) separate ones) are along a narrow

it the park s edge, sheltered by ar

i) cantil slab that is simply

This

ed and architecturally inte

ar

ision of the first Hoor tarrace

niguitly compre:

yrated space makes a park-side entrance

without Haunting its presence. The grade sep
aration allows the park and the building to

ome very close together without impinging

n the pubiic. It to be hoped that the resi

jents will invest the decor of their wind
balconies, and terraces with as much grace
1O ense, and discretion as have the archi
e

Twenty Niagara offers a simple, direct

response (o Toronto's need for increased den

sity and alternatives to the suburbs. Dumy

sters filled with soll are once again crowding

the tront yards of downtown dwellers seeking

mortgage relief by digging dungeons under

their Victorian houses. When this last hap

paned in the late 198 Toronto's architects
ind planners responded with the Housing on
Main Street ympetition, a reductio ad absur

um o vacant lottery” infill strategy from

the 1970s. That huge effort did not produce a

single significant bullding. While it might be

omforting to blame this fallure on the

n narrow-minded municipal authori
ies. wh

it it really showed Is that strategies

like main streets densification and the back
lane ses that so fascinate Toronto archi
tect e merely neo-hippie li tyle fantasies

These quaint projects may establish the

arears of a f lesigner-architects

v young

but they do not address the larger problems

f housing

j0ing to b
more acute this Fall with the lifting of Ontario

is. Tor

ppropriately scaled

rent contr nto needs systemati

irban de pment, not

turther idiosyncratic, handcrafted. off-the-grid

micro-alternatives

Iwent

ty Niagara is a crucial development in

Toronto housing because it is a mass-market
Iriven solution that is fundamentally appropri
Condominiums are

ite to a culture of houses

the logical ex on of the tradition of middle

class home ownership in this city and, by

virtue of their scale, have the capacity to
make significant urban form in a way that
houses do not. If Twenty Niagara's customiza
tion was reduced and the ceilings

It could be

made eight

feel high instead of ten substan
tially more affordable without sacrificing any of

walities. The park setting is

its truly valuable

it this

certainly part bullding's appeal, but the

typically

plan could e )y Toronto's

long north/south residential blocks, which
The setbacks that

s0 diffuse are just

have the same orientation

with houses make Taronto
ahout appropriate to this bullding s new scale
and urban quality. Twenty Niagara is not going
1o alleviate homelessness by some trickle

but it offer

fown magic such thoroughly inte

wat
yrat

and substantial advantages for inner

ity residential development that it could wel

redress Toronta’s lack of smaller, urbane

ap.

does

srtment bulldings. Such a breakthrough

not often occur in architecture and urban

planning. It should be widely emulated. »
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Top right: the frankly exposed services on the
west side. Above right: a view of the penthouse,
overlooking the park. Above right: balconies
flanking an elevator tower on the park side.

Right: an evening view from the park.
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