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A cross between
Star Wars and
a used-car lot

AHHMABIE ADAMS
SPECIAL TO THE GAZETTE

s is the case in many com-
petmons, the ritual has
ended in sacrifice, says ar-
49 chitect Eric Gauthier,
speakmg of the decorative lighting
- 'scheme he designed three years ago
for McGill College Ave.
-Today, only one of Gauthier’s six
gxant sci-fi candles, which punctuate
.* - “the avenue from Sherbrooke St. to
* . -Pldce Ville Marie, is fully illuminat-
" - ‘ed. Electrical cables run between
- ‘candles on the street’s narrow is-
. -land; tiny white llghts in the trees
- .compete for attention with the can-
,; “dles; and aspects of the original
- -scheme — colossal bowls and cut-
;u ? Jg:ry intended to suggest that urban
- - - ‘embellishment is a kind of centre-
: - - piece to the street — have been long
j - forgotten. As a result, McGill Col-
- lege Ave., a showcase street, looks
o Z ;thié season like a cross between a
- -Star Wars film set and a used-car
lot
- ‘The idea was to have winter deco-
! ratlons, rather than lighting just for
“- the Christmas season, explains
- - - ‘Gauthier. Nordi-cité was a competi-
l - _ tion organized by the city in which
& 15 firms — architects, landscape ar-
. - Chitects, industrial designers and in-
- . terior designers — were invited to
- propose winter decorations for three
- sites in the city: McGill College,
- Place Victoria and Place Jacques
* Cartier. The intent of the competi-
. ‘tion was to recall the spirit of winter
- carnivals in Montreal and to reaf-
ﬁrm that this is a northern city.
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Searchllghts proposed

- Gauthier’s winning entry for
Bloum & Associates (the firm is
now Blouin, Faucher, Aubertin,
Brodeur, Gauthier, Plante) pro-
posed the use of vertical search-
lights as a way to enliven McGill
College Ave. during the dark winter
months. The searchlights would:
mark the grand axis of the new
street and — it was believed —
could be easily installed on the
eight-foot centre island of McGill
College, a base too narrow for even

" the leanest of Christmas trees.

The project was plagued with

problems from the beginning. First,

- was. insi /er prosad—
- ‘h%‘thé redevelopment of the street

* to run the three 500-watt spotlights

!
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Small lights compete with last of Gauthier’s illuminated candles.

as specified in the design; the
searchlight concept was thus modi-
fied to the present candle idea: stark
modern forms, capped with blue
neon and a fake flame. According to
Gauthier, the scheme was even fur-
ther modified by city maintenance
crews, who have used less and less
of the original ensemble each year.

In 1988, the project comprised
giant candles, bowls and cutlery, as
mentioned. Today only the candles
remain. Gauthier suspects the shod-
dy condition of the candles is due to
the fact-they are stored without ade-
quate protection during summer.

- Clearly, Gauthier’s scheme was a

poor choice as winner of the compe-
tition. It is far too difficult to main-

tain. Also, the extensive modifica-
tions necessary to power the project
should have been anticipated by the
competition’s nine-member jury,
made up of architects, landscape ar-
chitects, industrial designers as well
as a film-maker and leaders from
the business community.

Eugene Riesman, current presi-
dent of the McGill College Ave.
Property-Owners Association, is
disappointed with the street’s ap-
pearance. He says he wishes those
rocket launchers would just disap-
pear, although he is delighted with
the co-operative use of white lights

-by property-owners-along the street:.-
The association contributes funds to

the improvement of the street, in-

cluding summer planting and winter
lights. Only white lights — inspired
by the Place Ville Marie Christmas
tree — are allowed for decorations
both on the buildings and the side-
walk.

Gauthier admits in retrospect
that his design was naive; he realizes
now the difficulties of designing for
public spaces and hopes others will
benefit from his experience. Public
art is always modified by criticism,
he says now, referring to the harsh
criticism of the project in the Daily
News when it was first installed.
When asked whether he has seen
McGill College Ave. this year, he
says he tries to avoid it. Who can
blame him?

The tradition of decorating cities
for Christmas has not always been
so gloomy, nor have the results been
so unsightly.

Long history of lighting

In fact, the special lighting of
cities for the holidays has been a
source of great pride among city-

of coal for Christmas lighting

cuses on certain features of a build-
ing, leaving the rest in darkness,
Rossell explains. This visual editing,
as he calls it, can have spectacular ef-
fects, highlighting particular features
of buildings to animate the street and
entice pedestrians to enter.

The Chrysler Building (1928-30)
and Empire State Building (1931)
in New York, for example, are lit by
concealed spotlights in their upper
reaches, emphasizing the buildings’
unusual shapes from the dark
streets below. Flood lighting tends
to make small buildings seem hero-
ic; the McTavish Pumping Station
(1928) on Dr. Penfield Ave. is illu-
minated this way throughout the
year, highlighting its romantic,
fortress-like appearance.

Downtown Montreal shows plen-
ty of electrical know-how this sea-
son; particularly impressive from a
distance is the illuminated crane
above the Eaton Centre tower. In
the last few years there typically
have been several cranes dotted with

dwellers for centuries. Daves [

Rossell, a doctoral student in archi- §

tectural history at the University of
California at Berkeley, is complet-
ing his dissertation on the introduc-

tion and influence of electricity in |
North American cities in the late {
19th century. He says the elaborate §

use of exterior lighting at world’s

fairs, particularly Chicago’s World § &
Columbian Exposition of 1893, im- §
mediately inspired a greater use of § |

exterior lights for both commercial
and decorative purposes, especially
at Christmas.

Visitors to the Chicago fair saw §

more artificial light than existed in

any American city at the time, ex- §

plains Rossell. Like today, however,
it didn’t come cheap. Buildings at

the Chicago fair were outlined with |

more than 90,000 incandescent | "

lamps, each at a cost of $5.20.
Decorative electric lighting was
immediately appropriated for

Christmas decorations because of §

the religious connotations of light

— inspired, presumably, by its roots |§

in the tradition of decorating with

candles as well as the starry sky of |

Bethlehem. Electric light was festive

and delightful, Rossell says of 19th- |

century illumination. Reinforced by
its association with fairs and festi-

vals, it was exactly what Christmas §

was supposed to be. Merchants and

city officials in the early years of this §

century realized elaborate Christ-
mas lighting would attract people to

the city centre, improving the use of

city streets at night as well as busi-
ness.

lighting, of course, is well-known
among architects. Electric light fo-

The potential to change the ap-
pearance of buildings with dramatic - §

Ranmiak UL Bawlltaw

Jean-Paul

RIOPELLE

November 26, 1991 - January 19, 1992

Jean-Noé Desmarais Pavilion

130 works and fifty years of creation : the inventive

itinerary of a great

shimmering show replefe with masterpieces, a show
: that makes a good call for Riopelle’s inclusion in art

history as a world<lass pcur;ter if not as an alHime great.” (The Gazette)
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December 13, 1991 - March 22, 1992
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Christmas lights. This year, howev
er, the lone crane is especially stnk
ing against the otherwise undecorat
ed skyline of the city, a poten;
reminder of the season, as well a
the impact of the current recession.
The same characteristic tha
makes good streets — co—operatloﬁ
— ensures good street decoration
McGill College Ave. should turt
down the background lights and re
pair its rockets or launch them, and
continue a spirit of co-operation be:
tween property owners on the street,
In either case, the avenue should act
as a simple connection — rathet
than as an independent space — be-;
tween the elegant tree at Place Ville
Marie and the cross on Mouns
Royal. In its present condition, the
street appears more like an electric
battleground pitting public interests
against private ones more than it
does a celebration of Christmas. |
B Annmarie Adams is an assxstanj

professor at McGill University’,
school of architecture.

anadian artist. “A fascinating,




