
P

P

P

P

P

P

P

P

J

J

P

PEACE GARDEN

STAGE

WASHROOMS

STREETCAR STOP

PLAY CITY

STORAGE

CITY HALL

1500

1700

1800

1850

1900195719752007

HISTORIC TIMELINE

Project description

Our vision for Nathan Philip Square is inspired by the vision for downtown Toronto laid out more than 50 years ago, where 
it was described as “a grand collection of  inter-related meeting places, a place of  contrasts and extremes where many of  
the big things and a little of  everything in the City occurs”. In keeping with this vision, it is our aim to put more heart into 
the center of  the city by reaffirming the importance and relevance of  Toronto’s great civic square.

Our approach is four-pronged; first, we aspire to enhance and revitalize the aesthetic vision articulated by Viljo Revell; 
second, we propose to animate the Square by creating movement and excitement within it; third, our design scheme 
seeks to texturize the Square by adding relief, contrast and edges to an otherwise flat area; fourth, the aesthetic 
language we propose for the inside of  the Square is to be used as a way to extend its reach to the 
surrounding streets and beyond.

We purport that Nathan Philip Square can be many things at once and can afford 
more than one use: it can be a landscape to explore, a meeting place, a 
place of  refuge, a place of  protest, a place to play, a place to rest, 
and a landmark. More importantly, it should remain a space 
for everyone, by everyone. That is the hallmark of  a 
great civic square.
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Nathan Phillips Blocks

Green Roof
Collect rainwater for the Square’s water features; a land reserve for the future

The podium of  City Hall will be converted into a large-scale green roof  that will cover most of  what 
is currently bare concrete. This green area will serve to capture rainwater, which will then feed 
into the water curtain along the overhang above the main entrance of  the City Hall building and 
flow through the new stream into the reflective pool. The green roof  can also be conceived of  as a 
“land reserve”, an area left to be developed or programmed by future generations of  designers, 
planners and citizens. 

Block Mounds
Texture and relief; a new way onto the elevated walkway; something to sit on

To give the space more texture and relief  while respecting the existing grid pattern, we propose to extrude some of  the slabs 
covering the surface of  the square.   These extrusions will serve to create a stage in the north-wester corner of  the square.  
The terraced top of  the stage will provide an elevated platform for concerts and other public gatherings.  The large volume 
beneath the stage will accommodate public washrooms and storage space.  The stage and the another tall mound at the north-
eastern corner of  the Square will also provide a new way of  accessing the elevated walkways.  Furthermore, all of  the mounds 
together will provide a wealth of  edges for sitting throughout the square.

Some of  the block mounds will spill out beyond the barrier formed by the elevated walkway, forming a visual connection between 
the inside and outside of  the square.  The intent is to intrigue passers-by, to lure their gaze into the square, and hopefully draw 
them inside.

Stream
Disrupting the monotony of the grid, providing movement

A stream running diagonally across the Square in a narrow, shallow trench will define a new edge 
within the space, adding both movement and disrupting the rigid grid pattern that dominates the 
Square’s surface. Reminiscent of  the many ravines cutting through Toronto’s otherwise flat street 
grid, it will create an inverted relief, augmenting that already provided by the block mounds. The 
stream will be fed by the new water curtains, channeling water towards the reflecting pool, via the 
Peace Garden.

Peace Garden
A viewpoint, a place of refuge

The Peace Garden will remain in the central part of  the Square, in keeping with the spirit of  the original design, but will be 
redesigned to become both a vantage point and a refuge. The new Peace Garden will straddle the stream; its outer edges will 
be defined by two block mounds - one on each side of  the stream.  From the outside, it will appear much like the other block 
mounds throughout the Square - a hard, angular surface punctuated with trees and shrubs.  In contrast, the inside slopes of  
the mounds, on the banks of  the stream, will be have a soft, green, continuously sloping surface, invoking the city’s ravines. 
The top of  the block mounds will be a vantage point from which the Square can be surveyed. The valley between the mounds 
will in contrast offer a place of  refuge, hidden from outside view.

Elevated Walkway
A place to learn about the city’s history; a place to take a break

To become an integral part of  the experience of  the Square, the elevated walkway will be 
programmed and landscaped. It will be made more easily accessible through the Stage and 
another block mound near the Albert Street entrance. The walkway, starting at its north-eastern 
end, will become an interpretive walk of  Toronto’s history; it will act as a timeline, with chronological 
displays on historical events and important personalities. The timeline will begin at Albert Street; 
it would reach the present at the corner at Queen Street and Osgoode Hall; the final segment of  
the walkway along Osgoode Hall would be reserved for the future, being filled in progressively.  
In the meantime, the Osgoode Hall segment could serve as a place to display City Hall’s projects 
- essentially, a forum to display the directions the city will take in the near future.

In addition to the timeline displays, the walkway will also be punctuated at irregular intervals with 
chairs, tables with colourful parasols and planters with different indigenous species.  During the 
warm months, the walkway would be a shady place to have some food or a coffee, to read a book, 
or to gaze into the Square.  Those who come to eat could either purchased their meal from one 
of  the vendors on or around the Square.

Tentacles
Luring people into the Square

If  Nathan Philip Square is to become more animated, it must be successfully connected 
to its surroundings. At present, the Square is virtually invisible from the important 
intersections at Yonge Street and Queen Street and University Street and Queen Street, 
as well as from inside the Eaton Center, which is effectively the most important node 
of  activity in the area. To bring awareness of  the Square to passers-by, tourists, and 
shoppers (at Eaton Centre and elsewhere), we propose to extend visual “tentacles” 
out from the Square towards the important nodes of  activity in the vicinity.

The tentacles could take on different shapes and forms, ranging from special sidewalk 
surface treatment to street furniture design to public art.  The actual design of  these 
tentacles could be the subject of  a local design competition. Whatever the design, 
though, it is essential that the Square be visually and functionally weaved together with 
the surrounding urban fabric. 

We also propose to create a new TTC streetcar stop on Queen street in front, at the 
front end of  the Square.  The stop would be visual from other streetcar stops, letting 
passengers know that they have arrived at an important landmark.   To do this, we 
propose is to place three parallel arches across Queen Street, invoking the arches 
over the reflecting pool.  Not only would they frame the new streetcar stop, but they 
would also draw the attention of  vehicles and pedestrians on Queen Street within 
several blocks of  Nathan Phillips Square.

Play City
Where children run the city!

The western end of  the Square, between Osgoode Hall and 
the walkway, will be converted into a children’s play area, 
bringing to life to this vastly under used marginal space. 
We propose to create a Play City, a miniature city with 
movable buildings and street furniture, where children will 
have to communicate and negotiate with other children in 
deciding how and where to “build”. The intent is to create 
a new center of  activity, as well as to promote playing 
with - as opposed to against, as in many games – others. 
The activities in the Play City invoke the those that are 
happening inside City Hall.  Appropriately, the Play City is 
adjacent to the segment of  the Historic Timeline on the 
walkway that is dedicated to the future.  The children, the 
masters of  the Play City, will someday become the future 
masters of  the real city.

Historic Timeline Display Panels

Chairs, tables, and parasols

Planters with indigenous species

water curtains

peace garden

tentacles

elevated walkway

Lure people from Eaton Centre...

...via Albert Street...

...into Nathan Phillips Square


