North by Northwest:
Manitoba Modernism, c. 1950
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]n 1953, the National Gallery of Canada announced a
competition to design a new gallery to be built on a
spectacular site on Sussex Street overlooking the Ottawa River.
The jury consisted of Alfred Barr, Jr., Eero Saarinen, John
Bland, and Eric Arthur. When the results were announced a
few months later the outcome was something of surprise,
since. Winnipeg firms dominated the competition: Green,
Blankstein, and Russell (GBR) placed first (figure 1), and
Smith, Carter, Munn, Katelnikof and lan M. Brown finished
third. Second place was awarded to Vincent Rother Associates
of Montreal. During the next few years it became clear that
this result was no one-time fluke. Manitoba architectural
firms consistently ranked among the best in the country, while
Manitoba graduates made important contributions across
Canada and abroad.’

One might say that during the early 1950s Winnipeg
played a significant role as an early centre of architectural
modernism in Canada. On the whole, this contribution has
been recognised, at least in passing, in standard accounts
describing the rise of architectural modernism in Canada. For
instance, illustrations of the University of Manitoba's John A.
Russell Architecture Building of 1956-57 by Smith, Carter,
Searle with Jim Donahue are often reproduced.” However,
current efforts to deepen our understanding of the accom-
plishments and legacy of high-modernism provide an opportunity
to take a second look at the architectural climate of Winnipeg
during this period. And the historical evidence suggests that
certain aspects of that scene have been overlooked. In par-
ticular, there is reason to think that by 1950 Winnipeg architects
had already begun to produce a regionally based modernism
independent of developments in Toronto and Vancouver, one
based on a local reading of a formal language and the aesthetic
principles of the Chicago School.

There are certain aspects of the National Gallery competi-
tion that encourage us to reconsider Winnipeg. Quite apart
from the results — who would expect not one but two firms
from a provincial city in the western flatlands to produce
designs among the most advanced in the country in 19537 —
the published comments of the jury contain passages that still
seem notable, even provocative. For instance, it is surprising
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that the jury awarded GBR first prize in the competition in
spite of, rather than because of, the Miesian character of their
design. There is no doubt they saw this character as a draw-
back: in their report they noted that, on first seeing the
design, they thought so obvious an approach was necessarily
facile. And there is reason to think that National Gallery
director Allan Jarvis was not convinced about the suitability
of a glass pavilion as an art gallery.” It may well be that this
hesitation was an important factor in the design never being
carried out.* It is also intriguing to read that, despite the
submission’s Miesian vocabulary, the design was considered
remarkable by the jury for its rigour and skill, and that it
demonstrated a “more positive aesthetic confidence that was
indicated by any of the others.”

This kind of remark suggests that there was more to the
1953-54 National Gallery of Canada competition than first
meets the eye — and there are reasons to conclude that this
was indeed the case. In light of the generally provincial state
of architecture in Canada at the time, the obvious first question
about the competition result is, how could a Winnipeg firm
emulate the evolving manner of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe,
arguably the greatest architect of his day, in a way that would
impress so knowledgeable a jury? There is, in fact, one very
good explanation: the designers of that impressive Miesian
gallery, two young Winnipeggers named Morley Blankstein
and Isadore (lzzie) Coop, had just returned from postgraduate
studies with Mies himself, at the Illinois Institute of Technology.’
They had studied with the master, and it showed. This does
not, however, account for Smith, Carter, Munn, and Katelnikof's
third-place gallery submission, or the architectural successes
achieved by all the other Manitoba graduates. A more com-
plete explanation of GBR's success in the National Gallery
competition can be found in the facts and the background to
the competition results. These paint a picture of a remarkably
vital, plugged-in, and sophisticated architectural scene in
Winnipeg in 1953.

While it is not yet possible to give a comprehensive
account of the main trends, projects, and personalities that
led to the birth of Manitoba modernism in the late 1940s and
early 1950s, one can offer the beginnings of an explanation of
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