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A Brief History of the

Canadian Centre for

Architecture
Under the direction of Mirko Zardini since
2005, the Canadian Centre for Architecture
(CCA) in Montreal, Canada, has been
mounting exhibitions that encourage
an understanding of architecture that is
inherently political.

Despite what its name may evoke at first
hearing, the CCA is not a nation-state-
focused institution; it is the Canadian
Centre for Architecture, and not the Centre
for Canadian Architecture. It was founded
in 1979 by celebrated Canadian public
figure, architect, patron and philanthropist
Phyllis Lambert. Lambertis one of the heirs
of the Bronfman family and was key in the
recruitment, in the late 1950 ig
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moment of founding two decades later,
the CCA, Lambert’s creation and the fruit
of her many years’ of dedication and work,
was part of an international movement to
create specialized, distinctive institutions
for architecture. It is no coincidence that
also in 1979 the International Council of
Architecture Museums (ICAM), of which
the CCA is a member, was founded.

Around those years, at the height of
postmodernism, architectural history
enjoyed a special place in defining
architectural discourse, guiding both
practice and education. And the CCA
was initially focused on collecting,
opening to the public only in 1989. The
building’s architectural design (1985-89)
by Peter Rose and in collaboration with
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work of the CCA, Lambert also encouraged
McGill University to create a graduate
programme option in History and Theory,
at the School of Architecture, which
launched in 1987 under the direction of
Alberto Perez-Gomez. The PhD Program in
Architecture at McGill was the first (1987),
and remained the only one, in Canada until
recently, training specialists in history and
theory. These specialists would become
active users of the CCA’s collection.

Today, the CCA features a collection (with
over 100,000 prints, more than 60,000
photographs, 150 archives, and 215,000
publications), research programmes,
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in the late 1970s and much of the 198os.
How has an institution like the CCA
responded? Recruiting Mirko Zardini,
the CCA found a curator that matched
its evolving ambitions. Notably, Zardini
views exhibitions as a way of exploring
contemporary, and emerging social and
environmental issues.

Back in 2005, Zardini was perhaps

recognized more as a practicing Italian

architect, a professor of architecture (at

ETH, Harvard GSD, the University of

Lausanne), as author (Annahernd perfekte
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1 — How architects, experts,
politicians, international
agencies and citizens
negotiate modern planning:
Casablanca Chandigarh, 2013
Installation Design: Atelier
Bow-Wow. Graphic Design:
FEED. Photograph: © Canadian
Centre for Architecture,
Montréal

2 — Mirko Zardini, 2012

© Canadian Centre for
Architecture, Montréal

3 — Sense of the City, 2005.
Installation Design: In Situ.
Graphic Design: Orange Tango.
Photograph: © Canadian
Centre for Architecture,
Montréal

4 — Actions: What You Can Do
With the City, 2008

Installation Design: Andre
Sala. Graphic Desi
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and entitled Asfalto(Asphalt: The Character
of the Cities, 2003).

Before being appointed to the CCA, as
Director and Chief Curator, Zardini had
been working with the CCA for over two
years and acting as Visiting Curator for
the exhibitions Out of the Box: Price, Rossi,
Stirling + Matta-Clark (2004), Learning
From... Ruscha and Venturi Scott Brown -
1962-1977 (2004), and Sense of the City
(2005). The Out of the Box exhibition
was based on the then recently acquired
archives of these seminal figures of
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according to press statements,
in an “unstable” condition,
open to future arrangements
and changes. This curatorial
strategy, juxtaposing dissimilar
figures, seems to have worked
well with the CCA’s acquisition
policy of collecting multi-
media material and complete
or comprehensive archives.

A distinction that sets the
CCA apart and precedes
the arrival of Zard

This curatorial
strategy,
juxtaposing
dissimilar
figures, seems
to have worked
well with the
CCA’s acquisition
policy of
collecting multi-
media material
and complete or
comprehensive
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5 — ABC:MTL, 2012
Exhibition Design and
Production: Nuria Montblanch,
Sébastien Lariviere. Graphic
Design: FEED.

Photograph: © Canadian
Centre for Architecture,
Montréal

6 — The Other Architect, 2015
Installation Design: MOS
Architects. Graphic Design:
COCCU Christian Lange.
Photograph: © Canadian
Centre for Architecture,
MontréalChiaramonte







open calls, instigating a participatory
approach to curation.

More than a decade and many exhibitions
later under the directorship of Zardini,
the current exhibition The Other Architect
curated by Giovanna Borasi brings
together a large number (23 to be precise)
of different case studies from the 1960s
to today, to show how architects, often
working collectively, have invented ways
of working outside the conventional
design practice, and as explained in the
press release by the curatorial team,
cases that “emphasize[d] the potential
for architecture to identify the urgent
issues of our time.” Central is the idea is
that architecture is “more than building,”
that it is the production of ideas. The
exhibition material, ranging from books,
posters, manifestoes, letters, reports,
surveys, meeting notes, to TV shows, is
presented on tables, evoking a working
(atelier/research) environment without
any directionality or chronology. The
viewer temporarily assumes the subject
position of the researcher looking at the
bits or “first looks” “out of the box” and
can potentially form his/her narrative,
and decide to dig deeper by going into the
archival collections.

Choosing Exhibition Themes

“We don’t do an exhibition because we
want people to come to the CCA,” Zardini
declares. “We do an exhibition because we
think an exhibition is really a tool to think
in a different way, to develop a certain kind
of discourse.” Zardini emphasizes that the
CCA has abandoned the monographic
shows of architecture or architects in
favour of exhibitions about architec

“To do a monographi i

in residential designs. Similarly paired
architects were featured in Some Ideas
on Living in London and Tokyo by Stephen
Taylor and Ryue Nishizawa (2008), and
Environment: Approaches for Tomorrow —
Gilles Clément, Phillipe Rahm (2006).

To explain the uniqueness of this curatorial
vision by comparison, for example, North
America’s other prominent establishment
in the realm of architecture, the Museum
of Modern Art (MoMA) tends to do shows
that present exemplary buildings in their
absence. Indeed MoMA'’s Latin American
Architecturein Construction(2015) refers back
to MoMA'’s 1955 survey exhibition Latin
American Architecture since 1945 promoting
not only Latin American Architecture but
also MoMA'’s visionary history in having
mounted the former exhibition 60 years
ago. The main difference between more
established institutions which focus
on the work of seminal architects and
their experimental, exemplary designs,
and the much younger CCA is that the
latter tends to explore how architecture
is imbricated in societal, cultural and
political issues. The names of some of the
past CCA exhibitions that do not focus on
architects are especially telling: Journeys:
How travelling fruit, ideas and buildings
rearrange our environment (2011), 1973:
Sorry, Out of Gas (2007-8), Imperfect Health:
The Medicalization of Architecture (2011-2).
These relate and respond to contemporary,
immediate public debates.

7 — Rooms You May Have
Missed: Bijoy Jain, Umberto
Riva, 2015. Design: Bijoy Jain
with Mitul Desai; Umberto Riva
with Emilio Scarano. Graphic
Design: Common Name.
Photograph by Giovanni
Chiaramonte © Giovanni
Chiaramonte

8 — Some Ideas on Living in
London and Tokyo by Stephen
Taylor and Ryue Nishizawa,
2008. Concept: Ryue
Nishizawa, Stephen Taylor.
Graphic Design: Studio FEED.
Photograph: © Canadian
Centre for Architecture,
Montréal

9 — Journeys: How travelling
fruit, ideas and buildings
rearrange our environment,
2010. Design Concept: Martin
Beck. Graphic Design: Alex
DeArmond. Photograph:

© Canadian Centre for
Architecture, Montréal

"We don’t do an

The emphasis on topicality
must bring added pressure to
the curatorial team in terms of

exhibition because we
want people to come
to the CCA,” Zardini
declar.eg. “We do an
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format is adapted with limited use of
conventional wall-mounted frames and
infrequent audiovisual displays. While
the CCA pays attention to its web portal,
and while Zardini emphasizes in various
interviews the importance of digital
presence, technological innovations, such
as augmented reality, interactive gaming
and mobile apps, eagerly adopted in other
museums of international stature, are not
a strategic priority i i
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the hospital. It questioned
the environmentally
deterministic tendency to
propose to cure health issues
with design solutions in
architecture and planning
disciplines and practices,
and instead, sought to
unravel the complexity of
the problem. The most well-

At the CCA, there is
a fluid relationship
between the
archive/collections,
print and online
publications,
exhibitions,

and events. The
particular approach
varies greatly



positive way, the negative critique that
we have today towards immigration and
cultural differences; a way to say that the
migration of ideas, objects, situations is
inevitable ... producing more interesting
result in some cases.” It was possibly too
early, Zardini ruminates: Had our current
mediatized awareness of the global refugee
crisis existed back five years ago, that
exhibition could have enjoyed better or
more extensive reception.

“Collection is not an
Objective; It is a Tool.”
At the CCA, there is a fluid relationship
between the archive/collections, print
and online publications, exhibitions, and
events. The particular approach varies
greatly according to a project’s theme.
Some exhibitions are based on loans, others
on material already held in the CCA’s
collection, and others still on material that
may be acquired during the design of the
exhibition (as was the case with work from
Bijoy Jain and Umberto Riva following
Rooms You May Have Missed: Bijoy Jain,
Umberto Riva). Material is also occasionally
produced by the CCA or other authors for
a specific project, or simply purchased on
eBay. Once an exhibition is over, selected
objects, case studies collected for the
exhibition, events and activities organized
around the exhibition become part of the
permanent collection. In parallel, a wide

range curatorial opportunities, including
the emerging curator programme, enables
architects and architectural historians
to use the collection and the exhibition
format to pursue new ideas.

Aninventive practice is the involvement of
architects in the design and even curation
of exhibitions. To give some examples,
1973: Sorry, Out of Gas was designed by
Montréal-based architect Gilles Saucier
of Saucier + Perrotte Architectes; The
Other Architect was designed by MOS
Architects (principals Hilary Sample and
Michael Meredith); How architects, experts,
politicians, international agencies and citizens
negotiate modern planning: Casablanca
Chandigarh (2013-4) curated by Maristella
Casciato and Tom Avermaete was designed
by Japan-based Atelier Bow-Wow—rather
than using, in-house staff specializing in
exhibition design.

More remarkable than architects designing
exhibitions perhaps is that they are
invited to curate and reflect on their own
trajectory and work. The 2013 exhibition
Archaeology of the Digital and its follow-
up in 2014, Media and Machines, were
guest-curated by Greg Lynn whose own
work was at the forefront of the digital
turn from the 1980s; hence the show had
an autobiographic element. After this,
three exhibitions were organized in the

10 — Environment:
Approaches for Tomorrow,
2006. Concept: Gilles
Clément & Philippe Rahm.
Graphic Design: Zab Design
& Typography. Photograph:
© Canadian Centre for
Architecture, Montréal

11 — 71973: Sorry, Out of Gas,
2008. Installation Design:
Saucier + Perrotte Architectes.
Graphic Design: Zab Design
& Typography. Photograph:
© Canadian Centre for
Architecture, Montréal

12 — Imperfect Health: The
Medicalization of Architecture,
2011. Installation Design:
OFFICE. Graphic Design:
Jonathan Hares. Photograph:
© Canadian Centre for
Architecture, Montréal
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13 — Archaeology of the
Digital: Media and Machines,
2014. Design and Graphic
Conception: Jonathan Hares.
Photograph: © Canadian
Centre for Architecture,
Montréal

14 — Industrial Architecture:
Abalos & Herreros selected by
OFFICE Kersten Geers David
Van Severen, 20156
Installation Design: OFFICE.
Graphic Design: Jonathan
Hares. Photograph: ©
Canadian Centre for
Architecture, Montréal

Octagonal Gallery based on the Abalos anintellectual,ratherthanamember The institution itself
& Herreros archives; specificially, former ~ ofaprofessionorpartofanindustry.  is also in a process
apprentices—OFFICE Kersten GeersDavid  Involving practitioners is thus of perpetual self-

Van Severen (Brussels), Juan José Castellén an effort, to re-invigorate critique. The CCA
Gonzdlez (Zurich) and SO-IL (principals intellectual debate. has deliberately tried
Florian Idenburg and Jing Liu, New to combine all the
York)—were asked to go in the recently ~The institution itself is also in a different pa

acquired archive, to open boxes, select the  process of perpetual self- cr1t1q e instituti

material they would exhibit,and todesign The CCA has deliberate
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