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N he For Sale sign in front of
the Notman House suggests
that the protection prom-

& ised by its classification as a
historic monument will be put to
the test.

The 1845 edifice, one of Mont-
real’s most important residential
landmarks, fronts on Sherbrooke
St. just west of St. Laurent Blvd. Its
large lot also contains a three-storey
rear‘annex, a small western exten-
sion, a garage with living quarters
above and a lovely garden. The en-
tire property is selling for a modest
$2.5 million.

According to the Cultural Proper-
ty-Act the conditions of its sale in-
clude a number of obligations as
well ‘as some benefits. The act,
which is administered by the Min-
istry of Cultural Affairs, was passed
in 1973 with the aim of promoting
the *“safe-keeping and development
of the most representative and best
preserved elements of our heri-

tage.” It protects some 2,500 places,”

buildings, objects of art and ethnog-
raphy, archaeological remains and
archival documents in Quebec.

The Notman House (as it is now

officially called) was classified as a
historic monument in 1979. What
does this status mean, and what are
the implications for the future of
the property?

A historic monument, according
'to the Cultural Property Act, is “‘an
“inimovable which has historic in-

terest because of its use or archi-
tecture.” Both criteria apply in the
case of the Notman House.

Named for photographer

The building is named after its
most prominent resident, the pho-
tographer William Notman, who
lived there from 1876 until 1891.
Shortly after his arrival from Scot-
land in 1856, Notman set up what
soon became one of the most suc-
cessful photographic studios in
North America, with branches
across Canada and the United
States. The 400,000 photographic
images belonging to the Montreal
studio, now the McCord Museum’s
Notman Photographic Archives,
provide an illuminating record of
all the important events and per-
sonalities in Montreal’s and Can-
ada’s history between the late 1850s
and 1935, when his son Charles
sold the business.
 Notman was not the only influen-
tial resident of the house. It was

originally: built. for William. . Collis. .,
Meredith; ran eminent--Montreal--

lawyer-and Quebec Superior; Court

Jjudge. After living there only a few
years, Meredith leased the home to
notable members of 19th-century
Montreal society, and, in 1866, the
property was sold to Alexander
Molson, son of John Molson (foun-
der of the Montreal brewery).

Notman bought it a decade
later. |

Following Notman’s death, the
estate was purchased ‘by George
(later Sir George) Alexander Drum-
mond, who had come to Montreal
to manage the Redpath Sugar facto-
ry. Drummond had just built a
magnificent brownstone mansion
further west on Sherbrooke, and he
turned the Notman House over to
the Anglican sisters of the Society of
St. Margaret for use as a residence
for the terminally ill. The 1845
building, along with an annex
which was constructed behind it,
was soon known as *‘St. Margaret’s
Home for the Incurables.” It later
became a residence for elderly wo-
men. In March of this year, St. Mar-
garet’s Home amalgamated with
the Good Shepherd Home for el-
derly men and relocated to West-
mount.

Such is the historical significance
of the Notman House. But the
building also merits attention for its
architectural interest. The hand-
some edifice with its limestone por-
tico, was designed by John Wells, a
British architect who was active in
this city during the 1840s. Among
the other important buildings that
bore his signature were the Bank of
Montreal on Place d’Armes, and St.
Ann’s Market on Place d’Youville,
which housed the Parliament of
Upper and Lower Canada until it
burned in 1849,

Like these classically-inspired
landmarks, the residence that Wells
designed for Meredith is character-
ized by formal simplicity, refined ele-

gance, and the highest quality of con-’

struction. The central hall plan of the
house —'symmetrically-placed grand

»1700ms off a generous corridor — fol-
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The Notman House on Sherbrooke St. as it appears today, and an interior view of the main floor corridor.

lowed the tradition of aristocratic do-
mestic architecture in both Britain
and the United States. In his specifi-
cations for the building, which was
constructed almost entirely out of lo-
cal materials by Montreal contrac-
tors, Wells required “all the stone
used to be the best greystone and the
mortar to be made with river sand
and no other.”

According to the cultural affairs
ministry, the Notman House con-
stitutes one of Quebec’s finest do-
mestic buildings of the 1840s. Its
front fagade, considered “‘a master-
piece of classical motifs,” repre-

sents one of the province’s few resi-

dential examples of Greek Revival
architecture, a popular style in Brit-
ain and the U.S. at the time.

Thanks to the sisters

Due mostly to careful mainte-
nance by the sisters, the Notman
House is in remarkably good condi-
tion today. Although its masonry re-
quires restoration, its exterior sur-
faces are relatively intact. Inside, the
original layout is legible, despite the
addition of a few partitions; the plas-
ter and wood surfaces seem to be pro-
tected under numerous coats of
paint; the wood floors are probably in
fine shape under layers of linoleum.
Over the years, sprinkler pipes and
electrical wiring have been intro-
duced in a rather indiscreet manner,
but thankfully such surface-mounted
installations minimize the damage to
the building’s original finishes and
structure. )

Both the rear annex and the west
extension provide striking con-
trasts to the original house, as well
as noteworthy testimonies to the
architectural preoccupations of
their day. The rear annex, which
was apparently constructed in the
early 1890s, possesses architectural
interest in its own right; its red
brick walls, steeply sloping roof
and elegantly proportioned win-
dows were inspired by the English

Domestic Revival, which was pop-

ular at that time for buildings relat-
ed to health. The west addition,
which dates to the 1930s, is a care-
fully balanced composition clad in
pale yellow brick, respectfully set
back from the front fagade of the
original building. And the garden
still provides a wonderful shade-
filled setting; its old trees and the
remains of its early plantings sug-
gest its former allure.

Although only the 1845 building

is classified, its status affects the
rest of the property, as well as all
properties within a 152-metre radi-
us. All exterior modifications with-
in this “protected area,” which was

established in 1984, are subject to~

review by a multidisciplinary team
of experts. According to Jacques
Robert of the cultural affairs min-
istry, projects reviewed range in
scope from minor alterations (such
as the replacement of windows on
the houses on nearby houses), to
major developments, like
mixed-use project proposed a few
years ago for the site of the fire-ra-
vaged church and the neighboring
apartment building across Sher-
brooke St. Normally, such reviews
are conducted in collaboration
with the city, which maintains the
responsibility for issuing permits.
The same conditions apply to the
buildings and gardens on the Not-
man property. Of course, the exte-
rior and interior of the original
house will receive particular atten-
tion. While the province will en-
courage its restoration to a state
that reflects as closely as possible
the spirit of its original design, it is
acknowledged that certain changes
are imminent given the building’s
current condition, its future voca-
tion, and contemporary require-
ments for safety and accessibility.
So much for the obligations im-
posed by the Cultural Property Act.
As for its benefits, the cultural af-
fairs ministry offers technical ex-

pertise, as well as an attractive fi-.

the -

nancial assistance program cover-
“ing up to 40 per cent of the cost of
construction work that is directly
linked to the protection and res-
toration of the monument’s histor-
ic features.

But the promise to restore the
Notman House does not imply the
right to demolish and replace. or to
drastically alter, its various ap-
pendages. It will take both intelli-
gent thinking and creative insight
to find a use for the property that
will not only allow its respectful re-
habilitation, but also offer its
owner some return in dollars or so-
cial and cultural benefits.

Although it is no longer as easy as
it used to be to demolish once-pres-
tigious buildings with the object of
replacing them by nondescript
highrises — a fate that has befallen
too many of Montreal’s old man-
sions — the currently popular use

of historic buildings (or, worse, se-
lected parts of their skins) as heri-
tage frontispieces for insensitive de-
velopment projects has become a
profitable marketing tactic under
the guise of preservation.

It will be interesting to see if the
classification of the Notman House
as a historic monument will protect
it from such . 'mistreatment.
Much will depend on the collabora-
tion of the new owner and archi-
tect, who must work together to in-
terpret and extend the historical
and architectural significance of
the property, and the city and the
cultural affairs ministry, which will
have the final say in approval of the
project.

B Susan Bronson is a Montreal ar-
chiteet and Annmarie Adams
teaches at the McGill School of
Architecture.

Selection of works exhibited in November: Muveszeteck Haza, Pecs, Hungary.
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