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Douglas Rlchardson's history of the cen4 

tral buildin!! of Un;vrrsity Collrge at the 
University of Toronro rakes as Ir5 5ub)r<[ 
what may well ~ rhr mOSt s ignificanr 
univerSity budding sull sranding from 
ninrtrenth.century Canada_ I would 
gut'ss, howevrr. that I am not the only 
readrr to ~ perplexed by this publica­

tion. For one thing. thr authors seem to 
havr little thought 10. possible rcaders~ 
hip outsidr their own cicy: Ihe world 

contains many OIher buildings called 
MUnlversity college," after all. I wonder if 

the parochial ticlr A. "'61 UlIJighll, BMi/­
dlllg' U"IIJWuty CDlltgr ,,"" /IS HUlory will 
not puzzle C'Ven a million or so of thr re­
sidrnu of Totonto_ It is nOI clear for 

which aud irnce the book was craftrd, ei­
ther. From its size and from the mclusion 
of a dozen handsome colour views, rh is 
appears (0 be a standard coffee-table 
book, marketed for University of Toronto 
alumni. But It is far lrs! interesting in a 
nostalgic way than those books trnd to 
bc, and much more dau,-fillcd with ar­
chltCx:{Ural questIOns. 

On the other hand, A Not UnSIghtly 
BMi/d"'g does nor by any means COntam 
allrha( is c-xpecu:d of a standard archirt'C­
rural monograph. Nowhere 10 the book 
can onc find a Single modem plan of the 

ufUcrurcs under diSCUSSion Also missing 
IS a modern SHe plan; Its closest cquiva-
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_ ..... 
lent, fig . 6.32. is an old plan of 1906, 
whose modern capl/on negleelS to POlOt 
our the building that is (he subJt'Ct of the 
book. There ou.ght re havr hr-rn an aet/al 
phOt:ograph and a modrrn city plan. sho­
wing where (he University College buil­
dings fit in the urban scheme. The book 
has 10 be dttmrd parochial m the extre­
me in that it pays only the most cunory 
arrrntion, scarcely more than a phO(04 
graph or tWO, 10 the Significant other 
buildings of the Unlyrrsity of Toronto 
campus. Only a Unlyersity College aJum~ 

nus - and a highly knowledgeable onr at 

that - could figure OUt the Byzantine 
SWitches of title and institutional confi­
guration With which the first two chap-­
ters arc largely concerned. 

There arc in addition strange deci­
sions made In thr compilation of this 
monograph. Chaptrr 1 is a standard m­
SUfUtlOnal history, though particularly 
narrow in itS mduslveness. Chapter 2, by 
anomer of Richardson's collabontton:. cov­
ers much of the same territory, though 

wnh a slightly wider humaniSllc interest . 
It is peculiar that Ihis chapter rhen givrs 



the reader great detail about the 1890 
fire that consumed the main University 
College building, more than 30 pages 
before Richardson gets to adduce its 
construction! 

In Chapter 3, Richard~on discusses in 
considerable detail an interesting Greek 
Revival scheme for a predecessor college. 
This discussion concerns an institution 
somewhat different from that which Uni­
versity College finally became, and it do­
cuments a project of which only a frag­
ment was built and of which today no­
thing whatever remains. This earlier 
"University of King's College" project 
certainly merits close e;'amination, and 
(to this reader, at least) is a real "find," 
but its introduction here only adds to the 
confusion of the reader. Then, the undisci­
plined mix of data pertaining to the in­
stitution and of data pertaining to the 
buildings tends to satisfy neither type of 
reader. Only in Chapter 4 does Richard­
son finally get to the construction of the 
building whose destruction was chroni­
cled two chapters before. 

The delayed account of the existing 
college building is not entirely satisfacto­
ry. There is, first of all, an unfortunate 
clash between the text and the visual in­
formation throughout the volume. Uni­
versity College is heir to a group of high­
ly interesting architectural designs that 
many other institutions might well envy. 
This does not mean that so many of them 
ought to have to be set before the reader, 
particularly as they are here thrown into 
a hodgepodge of designs for other com­
parable buildings, such as the University 
Museum at Oxford or the Smithsonian 
Institution in Washington. The co nfu-

sion is only compounded by a strange 
editorial decision that each caption 
should emphasize most prominently the 
source of the illustrated material, and 
only secondarily give the name of the 
material itself. Thus fig. 4.14 is promi­
nently captioned UNIVERSITY OF TO­
RONTO LIBRARY but only in rather 
small letters does the reader learn the 
structure viewed stands in Oxford. The 
proofing of the volume was less than ri­
gorous also, since an illustration intended 
for page 116 enigmatically appears on 
page 48 instead. 

Ecological activists work under the 
motto: "Think globally, act locally." Ar­
chitectural historians should be guided 
by the same philosophy when they write, 
since the act of publication is by nature a 
"global" act, and there ought to be no 
bounds to the audience to which a book 
should aspire; A Not Unsightly Building 
does the reverse: it acts globally and 
thinks locally. Such a handsome and even 
lavish book anticipates a wide if not glo­
bal distribution. But the thinking is lo­
cal. It treats of a building that has major 
significance ~ Canada's Smithsonian In­
stitution, let us say. But it does a disser­
vice to its subject to treat it with such 
methodological casualness. If University 
College is as good as this book claims it 
is, why not make this claim in the most 
convincing manner possible? 
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