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L u c  N o p p e n

A d o l p h e  L é v ê q u e  
a n d  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f 
A . W. N .  P u g i n 
o n  t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r e  o f  t h e  R o m a n  C a t h o l i c 

C h u r c h  i n  L o w e r  C a n a d a

I met Malcolm Thurlby at the annual conferences of the Society for the Study of 
Architecture in Canada, which, year after year, have brought us together around 
a subject of common interest: church architecture. In this context, we delivered 

our best “papers” in the friendly pubs of the cities hosting the conference. These meetings 
were also often the occasion for church photography campaigns. This is how I had 
the opportunity to discover the churches of Prince Edward Island, Newfoundland 
and Nova Scotia. During other trips, I had the opportunity to deepen my knowledge 
of the corpus of churches in Ontario, Manitoba and also… Quebec. Yes, it was 
Malcolm Thurlby who opened my eyes to the rich Anglican and Protestant church 
heritage of my home province.
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A number of projects—mainly Malcolm 
Thurlby ’s—have high l ighted t he 
contribution of Brit ish architect 

Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin (1812–1852) 
and the ecclesiological movement to the architec-
ture of the Anglican Church in Canada; Malcolm 
even recognized, in architect Joseph Connolly, “a 
Canadian Pugin.”1 In his wake, three of his fol-
lowers expanded the traceability of the ecclesio-
logical movement in Canada. The first was Peter 
Coffman, who wrote a remarkable thesis on the 
Anglican Church heritage of Newfoundland and 
Labrador,2 and then broadened his perspective 
to the Maritime provinces. Then, Barry Magrill, 
who wrote a thesis on the identity and economic 
influence of ecclesiological architecture in Canada 
through pattern books.3 Finally, Candace Iron, 
who has published on several monuments of the 
Anglican Church of Ontario and completed a 
brilliant thesis on architect Henry Langley.4 If, in 
English Canada, the influence of Pugin and the 
ecclesiological movement was well observed, in 
Quebec, Anglican and Protestant architecture was 
for a long time much less studied, if not ignored.

The fact is that Quebec—which is entirely 
devoted to promoting French heritage—has long 
neglected the heritage of English-speaking com-
munities, which until the 1970s were referred to 

1 . Thurlby, Malcolm, 2016, “The Roman Catholic churches of Joseph Connolly (1840–1904): The adaptation of Pugin’s True principles and aspects of 
Irish identity in Ontario,” in Timothy Brittain-Catlin, Jan De Maeyer, and Martin Bressani (eds.), Gothic Revival worldwide: A.W.N. Pugin’s global 
influence, Leuven, Leuven University Press, p. 76-93. Malcolm Thurlby’s bibliography, published at the end of this book, gives a good idea of the scope 
and excellence of his work on nineteenth-century religious architecture in Canada.
2 . Coffman, Peter, 2008, Newfoundland Gothic, Québec, Éditions Multimondes, 210 p. (Coll. Les Cahiers de l’Institut du patrimoine de l’UQAM, no. 5).
3.Magrill, Barry, 2012, A commerce of taste. Church architecture in Canada, 1867–1914, Montreal, McGill-Queen’s, 216 p.
4 . Iron, Candace, Henry Langley, a man who built churches: Religion and architecture in nineteenth-century Ontario, Toronto, York University, unpub-
lished PhD dissertation, 2016, 746 p.
5 . Bergevin, Hélène, 1981, L’architecture des églises protestantes des Cantons de l’Est et des Bois-Francs au XIXe siècle, Québec, Laval University, 182 p.
6 . Bergevin, Hélène, 1981, Églises protestantes, Montreal, Libre Expression, 205 p.
7 . It took a few years before the Ministère des Affaires culturelles du Québec agreed, in December 1989, to classify this cathedral built in 1799, even 
though it is, objectively, the oldest church located in the Historic District of Québec. This was only obtained after the federal government designated 
the monument a National Historic Site of Canada in January 1989. This work was subsequently continued, notably by the Ministère de la Culture. See: 
Bourque, Hélène, 1994, Étude thématique des églises de confessions autres que catholique sur le territoire de la MRC du Haut-Saint-François, Sherbrooke, 
Ministère de la Culture, 72 p.

as “foreign.” By the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the religious culture of French Canadians 
had instigated a real segregation of non-Roman 
Catholic worship. Then, in the nationalist and 
identity-based circles from which heritage claims 
emanated as early as the 1920s, ignorance of the 
English language was the rule. There was nothing 
there to promote the knowledge and appreciation 
of a heritage “of the English,” as it was said.

However, there has been quite an evolu-
tion. In 1979, for the first time, we undertook, 
at Laval University, an inventory of “Protestant 
churches,”5 the report of which was published by 
Hélène Bergevin. She then undertook a master’s 
thesis on the subject, extended to the whole of 
Quebec, which led to a book published in 1981.6 
Since then, a few Anglican churches, including 
the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity in Quebec City7 
and Christ Church Cathedral in Montreal, have 
been classified as historic monuments; there are 
now eleven of them, which is really not a lot. Many 
more are deserving of such a status of legal protec-
tion and, above all, more serious studies, which 
would make it possible to better defend their con-
servation and provide access to public funds for 
their improvement, especially at a time when we 
are witnessing their closure and disappearance in 
relative indifference.
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As part of a research program supported by 
the SSHRC,8 we are currently conducting research 
on the construction of architectural identities 
in the Roman Catholic dioceses of Quebec in 
the nineteenth century. The Catholic Diocese of 
Montreal, created in 1836 by a dismemberment of 
the immense Diocese of Quebec, is a fascinating 
territory to observe how historical architectural 
styles (Classical Revival, Gothic Revival, Baroque 
Revival, Romanesque Revival, Third Republic, 
and Romano-Byzantine) were put forward to pro-
mote the identity and/or distinction of the Roman 
Catholic Church.9 Indeed, while it has often been 
said that Mgr. Ignace Bourget, Bishop of Montreal, 
was opposed to Gothic architecture, which was 
overly associated with the Anglican and Protestant 
Churches, it appears today that the “pointed style” 
has nonetheless made significant inroads in his 
diocese, notably thanks to the influence of A.W.N. 
Pugin, his writings and his followers. But it was not 
the Anglican churches of Montreal or Quebec that 
served as models, nor were the editions of the jour-
nal The Ecclesiologist. Rather, French Canadians 
were informed, through their newspapers and a 
few books, of the quality of this “pointed” archi-
tecture which, in Great Britain and France, bore 
the image of the “Catholic Reconstruction,” a 
movement of political emancipation and spiritual 
renewal of the Roman Catholic Church. Among 
the followers of Pugin’s ideas, we followed the 
footsteps of architect Adolphe Lévêque who, both 
through his writings—which is very rare for a 
French-Canadian architect of the second half of 

8 . Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC)—Insight Grants Program, 2018–2023, “L’affirmation d’une identité architecturale dans 
les diocèses catholiques romains du Québec: la bataille des styles et le renouveau des pratiques architecturales, 1850-1900,” led by Luc Noppen, UQAM 
(primary investigator) and Marc Grignon, Laval University, (co-researcher).
9 . A doctoral thesis drew up an initial inventory of the churches and convents of this diocese and identified the actors: Gauthier, Raymonde, 1983, Victor 
Bourgeau et l’architecture religieuse et conventuelle dans le diocèse de Montréal (1821-1892), doctoral dissertation, Laval University, 430 p.
10 . Created in 2003, available online at <http://lieuxdeculte.qc.ca/>, consulted August 26, 2020.
11 . The most thorough analysis of religious architecture in the first half of the nineteenth century in Montreal is Clarence Epstein’s masterful work, 
2012, Montreal, Montreal, city of spires. Church architecture during the British Colonial Period, 1760–1860, Quebec, Presses de l’Université du Québec, 
270 p. (Urban Heritage Collection, no. 7).

the nineteenth century—and through his achieve-
ments, helped to establish the Gothic Revival style 
in French-Canadian Roman Catholic circles, 
in the name of its religious symbolism. Initially 
well established in some Montreal monuments 
(churches, schools), the formal Puginesque vocab-
ulary was then inserted into the traditional com-
position of rural churches to establish, there too, 
the relevance of Christian values, promoted by the 
Catholic revival that at that time was sweeping 
from Great Britain to North America.

The aesthetics of A.W.N. Pugin 
and the Anglican churches 
of Quebec

If we look today at l’Inventaire des lieux de 
culte du Québec [Quebec Inventory of Places of 
Worship],10 we see that 58 Anglican churches have 
clear attributes (floor plans, bell towers, choir, 
screen rods, hammer beam vaults or open timber 
roofs) dependent on Pugin’s aesthetic, codified 
and conforming to the precepts of the Cambridge 
Camden Society and its journal The Ecclesiologist. 
It is an impressive corpus but one that is still little 
known and, above all, little studied. In this corpus, 
one can find monuments erected by important 
architects, among whom Frank Wills, Henry 
Dudley, Harry Staveley, William Tutin Thomas, 
Thomas Seaton Scott, Lawford and Nelson, etc.11

In a few cases, scholars have already 
pointed to a direct connection with Pugin’s work, 
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establishing that the British architect, a convert 
to Catholicism, had left his mark on the Anglican 
dioceses of Quebec and Montreal.12 In Quebec City, 
as early as 1978, St. Matthew’s Church was classi-
fied as a historic monument (fig. 1). At the time, 
the Diocese had offered it to the City of Quebec, 
which immediately undertook to house a branch 
of the municipal library there, keeping, however, 
in place the interior architecture and certain orna-
ments (altar, stained-glass windows, fonts, pulpit).13

But in Quebec the most notorious exam-
ple of the ecclesiological Gothic style is Christ 
Church Cathedral in Montreal (fig. 2)—built in 
1857 according to the plans of architects Frank 
Wills and Thomas Seaton Scott (local architect).14 
This cathedral, which was classified as a historic 
monument in 1988, follows in the footsteps of 
the cathedrals of Fredericton, New Brunswick 

12 . A precursory work in this direction is the study by Mathilde Brosseau, 1980, Le style néo-gothique dans l’architecture au Canada, Ottawa, Parks 
Canada, 209 p. (Canadian Historic Sites: Occasional Papers in Archaeology and History, no. 25).
13 . Built in 1848, but extensively rebuilt in 1870 according to the plans of architect William Tutin Thomas; the same architect f lanked the church with 
a very “Puginesque” tower in 1882. In the end, however, it was architect Arthur A. Cox who rebuilt the choir according to the plans put forward by The 
Ecclesiologist in 1899. Mendel, David, 1987, “Un écrin médiéval, l’église St. Matthew,” Cap-aux-Diamants, vol. 3, no. 1, spring, p. 49-52.
14 . Under the title “Montreal Cathedral,” the journal The Ecclesiologist (vol. 113, December 1857, p. 357-360) published a very detailed and laudatory 
description of this building, in Epstein, p. 227-229.

(Frank Wills, 1849) and St. John’s, Newfoundland 
(George Gilbert Scott, 1850). It is truly an asserted 
manifesto of the ecclesiological movement, which 
established in the Diocese of Montreal (founded 
in 1850) the primacy of a pure “Anglican style,” 
historically grounded and identity-building for 
this religious tradition.

~ �Fig. 1. St. Matthew’s Church, Quebec City, Quebec.  
William Tutin Thomas, architect, 1870.  
PHOTO: MARIANNE CHARLAND

~ �Fig. 2. Christ Church Cathedral, Montreal, Quebec. 
Frank Wills and Thomas Seaton Scott, architects, 1857. 
Engraving by W. H. Bartlett. LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA, 

PETER WINKWORTH COLLECTION OF CANADIANA, R9266-580
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Among the fifty or so Anglican churches 
in Quebec erected between 1850 and 1900, there 
are many other remarkable buildings bearing the 
signatures of “ecclesiological” architects, most 
of which have yet to be revealed through further 
research.15 Among these are the two churches built 
according to the plans of architect Frank Wills,16 
under the supervision of architect Henry Dudley: 
St. Michel de Sillery (fig. 3) (Quebec City, 1854) and 
Saint George de Portage-du-Fort (fig. 4) (Pontiac, 
1856). Both monuments are based on the figure 

15 .  Even if it is getting late to find the local archives, often scattered with the congregations.
16 . “One of the most important Gothic Revival architects in the United States,” according to Peter Coffman.
17 . The determining role of this British model was first established by Mathilde Brosseau in Le style néo-gothique…

of the Church of St. James the Less (Frank Wills, 
Philadelphia, 1846), itself inspired by St. Michael’s 
in Longstanton (Cambridgeshire), a medieval 
church of the thirteenth century proposed by the 
journal The Ecclesiologist as an example to be pro-
moted in the colonies.17 These two small churches 
are true masterpieces of Quebec architecture; we 
have yet to make them known as such.

Pugin’s reputation in the 
Francophone Catholic 
community of Quebec

In the 1840s, the fame of A.W.N. Pugin, already 
well established in the United Kingdom and 
France, spread to Canada. In Quebec in particu-
lar, the architect and his work were discovered 
and offered as an example in Francophone and 
Catholic circles. This is explained by the political 
emancipation of Roman Catholics in the United 
Kingdom from 1829, when they regained their 
citizenship rights and religious freedom. Pugin 
himself converted to Catholicism in 1835 and 
the following year embarked on a prolific career, 
delivering plans for many churches in England 
and Ireland; these monuments would mark the 
“Catholic restoration” in the United Kingdom.

The first contact established between the 
Roman Catholic Church of Quebec and Pugin 
seems to have been a request, in French, sent to 
him in 1842 by Joseph-Vincent Quiblier—superior 
of the Sulpicians and parish priest of Notre-Dame 
of Montreal—to inquire about plans for the future 
church of the Irish national parish, St. Patrick:

We are about to start a Gothic-style church in 
St. Patrick. We would like it to be about 215 feet 

~ �Fig. 3. St. Michael’s Church, Quebec City (Sillery), 
Quebec. Frank Wills and Henry Dudley, architects.  
CPRQ 2003-03-171-01-01

~ �Fig. 4. St. George’s Church, Portage-du-Fort (Pontiac), 
Quebec. Frank Wills and Henry Dudley, architects, 1856. 
CPRQ 2003-07-169-07-01
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long and 108 feet wide; all inside, besides the 
Sacristy, with a single tower, chimneys, and 
a place for the organ. It would be fitting that 
it should be able to hold eight or nine thou-
sand persons, of whom nearly half in pews. 
The severity of the climate and the abun-
dance of snow from our long winters do not 
permit any exterior adornment except for a 
few low protruding cords. Would you have, 
Sir, a plan of such a Church, of its dimensions, 
outbuildings, which you could transmit to us 
without delay …?18

In 1823, the churchwardens of Notre-Dame 
Parish had enlisted the services of James O’Donnell 
(1774–1830), a New York architect of Irish origin 
and Anglican faith, to deliver the plans and over-
see the construction of their new church—at the 
time the largest in North America. It was a Gothic 
church, inspired by the Commissioner’s Churches 
under the British Church Building Act of 1818.19 In 
1842, Joseph-Vincent Quiblier’s project to solicit 
A.W.N. Pugin for a second large Catholic church 
in Montreal, still in the Gothic style, was part of a 
new desire to entrust the architecture of Catholic 
monuments to members of this religious tradition. 
No direct response to his letter has been found in 
the archives.

St. Patrick’s Church was finally erected, from 
1843 to 1847, according to Jesuit Félix Martin’s 
plans (1804–1886), assisted by the French sur-
veyor and draftsman Pierre-Louis Morin (1811–
1886) (fig. 5). Since the project submitted by this 
team proposed a French Gothic style inspired 
by the thirteenth century, one could say, at first 

18 . Univers Saint-Sulpice, Archives of the Séminaire de Montréal, St. Patrick’s Church, vol. 2, drawer 98, letter from Joseph-Vincent Quiblier to Augustus 
Northmore Pugin, May 28, 1842. Document cited by Epstein, appendix D, p. 225.
19 . Which financed the construction of some 600 Anglican churches in the United Kingdom: Port, Michael H., 2006, Six hundred new churches: The 
church building commission, 1818–1856, Reading, Spire Books, 386 p.
20 . Basciano, Jessica, 2016, “Notre-Dame de Bonsecours (1840–1844) and the Catholic context of the French Gothic Revival,” in Timothy Brittain-Catlin, 
Jan de Meyer and Martin Bressani (eds.), A.W.N. Pugin’s global influence. Gothic Revival worldwide, Leuven, Leuven University Press, p. 32-41.

glance, that it is far from a Puginesque project. 
However, upon analysis, it appears today that St. 
Patrick’s Church in Montreal is inspired by the 
basilica church of Notre-Dame-de-Bonsecours 
in Rouen,20 built between 1840 and 1844 (fig. 6). 
This monument was recently identified as the 

~ �Fig. 5. St. Patrick’s Basilica, Montreal, Quebec. Félix 
Martin and Pierre-Louis Morin, architects. Engraving by 
John Henry Walker. MCCORD MUSEUM M930.50.8.252
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first parish church of the French Gothic Revival 
movement. In this regard, it is worth noting that 
it was Félix  Martin’s brother—Father Arthur-
Marie Martin, art historian and Jesuit architect 
(1801–1856)—who guided the parish priest of 
Rouen, Father Victor Godefroy, and helped in the 
choice of its architect, Jacques-Eugène Barthélemy 
(1799–1882). Notre-Dame-de-Bonsecours is the 

21 . Op. cit. The author convincingly reconstructs the environment that gave birth to the basilica church in Rouen, the environment in which A.W.N. 
Pugin lived.
22 . On the subject of Father Felix Martin’s drawings, see Sauvé, Jean-Sébastien, 2014, “Les carnets de croquis du père jésuite Félix Martin (1804-1886),” 
Journal of the Society for the Study of Architecture in Canada, vol. 39, no. 1, p. 35-56.

result of this “Catholic restoration” which, both 
in France—especially in Normandy—and in Great 
Britain, mobilized architects, archaeologists and 
art historians, and of which A.W.N. Pugin and 
his father A. C. Pugin were fervent promoters. 
It is therefore plausible that the advice or draw-
ings given by Father Arthur-Marie Martin to his 
brother for the Irish Church in Montreal are in 
some way very close to the answer that Pugin 
himself could have given to the parish priest of 
Notre-Dame of Montreal, since Pugin’s aesthetics, 
at the time, were also nourished by contact with 
thirteenth-century French architecture.21 But even 
in this way, the first drawings submitted by Jesuit 
Félix Martin for the construction of St. Patrick’s 
Church (fig. 7) are indeed his, as can be seen from 
the typically Quebecois architectural arrange-
ments for the planned church. There is, of course, 
the formal simplification of the French model, due 
to “the severity of our climate” as the superior of 
Saint-Sulpice wrote, but also the abolition of the 
clerestory and the installation of indirect lighting 
of the vault through dormers in the continuous 
roof covering the nave and its aisles.22

~ �Fig. 7. St. Patrick’s Basilica, Montreal, Quebec. Nave 
sections, drawings by Félix Martin. ARCHIVES OF THE JESUITS, 

FÉLIX MARTIN FONDS, BO-0047, 1, 19

~ �Fig. 6. Basilica church Notre-Dame-de-Bonsecours, 
Rouen, France. Jacques-Eugène Barthélemy, architect, 
1840. POSTCARD, PRIVATE COLLECTION
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Beyond the mention of Pugin’s name in 
the case of St. Patrick’s, the work of this architect 
and his contribution to the restoration of Roman 
Catholicism in England and Ireland were the sub-
ject of many articles in Quebec City and Montreal 
at the time. The first article we have listed dates 
from April 11, 1843, when Le Journal de Québec 
published a letter “by the famous architect Welby 
Pugin, which bears witness to the archaeological 
and religious movement that England was cur-
rently undergoing.”23 The correspondent noted 
that Pugin was satisfied that there was also a desire 
in France to restore true Christian art. Dozens of 
texts followed in newspapers and journals, describ-
ing at length the achievements of the architect 
Pugin—in 1844, it is reported in particular that 
he “has already built 34 new churches”—and his 
inestimable contribution to the Roman Catholic 
renewal.24 At the same time, Montreal bookstores 
advertised the titles of Pugin’s books for sale.25

It can therefore be said that while 
A.W.N. Pugin was well known in the Anglican 
dioceses of Quebec City and Montreal, especially 
through the Cambridge Camden Society and the 
journal The Ecclesiologist, the British architect was 
also well known in French-Canadian Catholic 
circles, but in this case through the artisans of the 
Catholic renewal in France and their correspondents 
in Quebec City and Montreal. We shall see how 

23 . 1843, Le Journal de Québec, April 11, p. 2.
24 . The most interesting ones are: 1844, Le Journal de Québec, November 7, p. 1; Henri de Saint-Laurent [count of], 1846, “Apperçu [sic] sur la renaissance 
de l’architecture ogivale en Angleterre et principalement sur les églises sous la direction Welby-Pugin,” Mélanges religieux, scientifiques, politiques et 
littéraires, vol. 9, no. 17, April 3, p. 131-132; 1859, “Mouvement catholique en Angleterre,” Le Courrier du Canada, March 7, p. 1.
25 . 1852, “New books: A treatise on chancel screens and rood lofts by A.W.N. Pugin, Contrasts, The present state of architecture,” Montreal Herald, 
April 4.
26 . In her doctoral thesis on Victor Bourgeau, Raymonde Gauthier mentions: Saint Mark’s Church in Philadelphia (1847), Albany Cathedral (1848), 
Notre-Dame-de-l’Assomption in Windsor (1842), Notre-Dame Cathedral in Ottawa (1844), Saint Michael’s Cathedral in Toronto (1846), the Kingston 
Cathedral (1848).
27 . Gauthier’s doctoral thesis includes an initial list of buildings whose plans are believed to be by Adolphe Lévêque (p. 396-397). In his online Bio-
graphical dictionary of architects in Canada, 1800-1950, Robert Hill further completed this list by identifying several new buildings by Lévêque: see Hill, 
“Levesque, Adolphe,” <http://www.dictionaryofarchitectsincanada.org/node/1446>, consulted August 26, 2020.
28 . At the same time, the diocese of Quebec City had developed an image of identity with the construction of churches, convents, seminaries and schools 
by a single architect: Thomas Baillairgé. See Noppen, Luc, “Thomas Baillairgé,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography, vol. 8, University of Toronto/Université 
Laval, 2003–, <http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/baillairge_thomas_8F.html>, consulted August 26, 2020.

Pugin thus directly inspired the architects of the 
“pointed style” buildings in Montreal and in the 
large Roman Catholic diocese of Montreal. It is 
worth remembering, however, that in the 1840s 
and 1850s, Catholic renewal was also raging in 
the United States and English Canada. Within 
a few years, a good number of imposing Gothic 
Revival churches appeared in the major cities of 
the Catholic dioceses of the eastern United States 
and Ontario.26

Architect Adolphe Lévêque’s 
contribution to the diffusion 
of A.W.N. Pugin’s aesthetics 
in the Roman Catholic 
Diocese of Montreal

One of those who worked to make A.W.N. Pugin 
and his work known in Quebec, even offer-
ing him as an example to architects involved in 
church-building in the Roman Catholic Diocese 
of Montreal, was architect Adolphe Lévêque 
(1829–1913). This architect remains little known 
to architectural historians,27 but there is a grow-
ing sense that he played an important role in the 
search of the Diocese of Montreal for a singular 
and distinctive personality in architecture.28 Very 
early on, the importance of Lévêque was evoked 
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by his contemporaries, who placed him among the 
“greats” of religious architecture in Montreal:

In a more general review, we enumerate other 
religious constructions that do the greatest 
honour to many of our compatriots, first of 
all, Mr. Bourgeau, who has already built more 
than twenty churches, including the cathedral 
of Trois-Rivières, Saint-Jacques in Montreal, 
and many others. Then, Mr. Maurice Perreault, 
known most advantageously by various capital 
works; finally, Mr. Levesque [sic], who com-
bines theory with a science of criticism sure 
and drawn from the best sources.29

Lévêque stands out in the milieu of nine-
teenth-century French-Canadian architects for the 
quality and variety of his writings, which reveal a 
great culture and an in-depth knowledge of the his-
tory of architecture and construction techniques. 
This can be explained by his career path which was 
unusual for his time. Born in 1829 in Saint-Charles-
sur-Richelieu, he learned—according to the bio-
graphical notes that we have traced30—the classical 
teachings of the seminary of Saint-Hyacinthe from 
1841, then, “his classical course completed, he came 
to Montreal to study architecture with Mr. Tait 
[sic].”31 In fact, it was Charles Maitland Tate (active 
1845–1864) who, associated with the engineer 
George Horatio Smith, delivered the plans for  
St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church in Beaver Hall in 
1847 (fig. 8).32 In 1856, Lévêque announced himself 

29 . S.V., 1866, “L’architecture en Canada. Les églises…” Journal de l’instruction publique, vol. 10, no. 5, May, p. 61.
30 . 1913, Le Devoir, July 25, p. 2; 1913, La Presse, July 25, p. 9; 1913, L’Action Sociale, July 31, p. 3.
31 . Counting the five years of the classical course, Lévêque must have arrived in Montreal in 1848. His obituary published in La Presse mentions that 
he studied “architecture and civil engineering.”
32 . See Hill, Robert, “Tate, Charles Maitland,” Biographical Dictionary of Architects in Canada, 1800-1950, <http://dictionaryofarchitectsincanada.org/
node/488>, consulted August 26, 2020. The church was built in 1849–1850 and destroyed by fire in 1869.
33 . 1856, La Minerve, September 18, p. 3.
34 . Lévêque himself filed several patents for inventions, including a “submarine bag used as a f loat” to raise wrecked ships (1864, L’Ordre, March 24, 
p. 3 and 1865, December 18, p. 1). In 1871, the architect presented “valuable work on the ventilation of public establishments, and suggested the most 
practical and least expensive way of ventilating private houses” (1871, L’Ordre, March 4, p. 1).
35 . 1857, “Request for tender by A. Lévêque, Craig Street, for the construction of the Cabinet de lecture paroissial de Montréal,” La Minerve, August 18, 
p. 2. He would have been guided by drawings by M. Faillon, a Sulpician. 

as “architect and measurer,”33 also specify ing that 
“he is still in charge of all drawings for patents;”34 
he then opened his office on Saint Jacques Street 
in 1857.

That year, the young architect obtained his 
first commission: to build, for Notre-Dame parish, 
the new building of the parish reading room.35 It 
was probably his knowledge of architecture—
revealed in a public lecture delivered in March 
1857 in the old reading room—that earned him 

~ �Fig. 8. St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Montreal, 
Quebec. Tate and Smith, architects, 1849. Photo by  
William Notman, c. 1860. MCCORD MUSEUM, N-0000193.24.4
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this commission a few months later. In his presen-
tation on “Architecture,”36 published subsequently 
in La Minerve, Lévêque gave an overview of archi-
tecture “from the Christian period” and demon-
strated a thorough knowledge of the history of 
architecture, while at the same time showing, from 
the outset, his clear preference for the “pointed 
system,” on which he boasted four qualities: solid-
ity, lightness, elegance and majesty. He insisted on 
the picturesque potential of the “pointed genre”: 
“two buildings can be of Gothic architecture, 
of the same capacity, and yet not resemble each 
other in form.”37 At the request of the Sulpician 
Étienne-Michel Faillon, the new reading room 
was nevertheless built in the Italianate style of the 
neighbouring buildings, but Lévêque did not give 
up in his crusade to promote the pointed style and 
the ideas promoted by the “Catholic Restoration” 
movement.38

Indeed, in May 1858, we find him again in 
La Minerve.39 This time, it is the text “État actuel 
de l’Architecture religieuse en Angleterre,” art. 2, 
by  A.  Welby  Pugin, that the Montreal archi-
tect published in several issues.40 It is the French 
translation of “On the present state of ecclesiasti-
cal architecture in England.” This text, written in 
1840 by A.W.N. Pugin, which deals with parish 
churches, was published in 1841 in the Dublin 
Review.41 Since the Montreal architect was unable 

36 . The text of his presentation is published in 1857, La Minerve, March 7, p. 2.
37 . Ibid.
38 . The building was demolished in 1911: see 1911, “Le pic du démolisseur s’attaque au Cabinet de lecture paroissial,” La Patrie, April 17, p. 5.
39 . In this regard, it should be noted that at the time of his death, the obituaries published indicate that “in addition to his profession as an architect, 
the deceased practised … that of journalist at La Minerve,” benefiting from the friendship of Sir Georges-Étienne Cartier. We do not yet know which of 
the numerous columns on architecture, all anonymous, published in La Minerve, are in the hand of Lévêque, but it is certain that it was his assiduous 
collaboration with this newspaper that earned him the right to publish—in five episodes—the translation of a A.W.N. Pugin work.
40 . The translation was published in five issues in La Minerve in 1858: March 16, no. 64, p. 1; March 20, no. 66, p. 2; March 24, no. 67, p. 2; March 31, 
no. 69, p. 1; April 3, no. 70, p. 1-2.
41 . This publication in the Dublin Review is part of the critical reprint (introduction) produced by Roderick O’Donnell: 2004, The present state of eccle-
siastical architecture in England and some remarks relative to ecclesiastical architecture and decoration, London, Gracewing Publishing. Pugin’s text 
in the Dublin Review was well known in Quebec, as a periodical reported, as late as 1866: S.V., 1866, “L’architecture en Canada II. Les églises [suite],” 
Journal de l’instruction publique, vol. 10, no. 6, June, p. 78).
42 . 1858, “Introduction by A. Lévêque,” La Minerve, March 13, no. 63, p. 1-2. This very long text is 4214 words long, which makes it an exceptional article 
for this newspaper at the time.

to use Pugin’s illustrations, it remained unclear 
to the French-Canadian reader, at least as far as 
the architecture of the buildings is concerned. 
But it seems that the defence of “Catholic values,” 
promoted by the British architect, was the main 
purpose of Lévêque’s publication, and he began 
a crusade against classical architecture, which he 
described as “pagan.”

Lévêque inserts a few rare notes to explain to 
his readers of La Minerve devices or uses evoked 
by Pugin that are unknown in Quebec, notably on 
porches, the placement of the baptismal fonts, cas-
kets, choir screen, etc. On the other hand, he was 
careful to publish a long introduction, one week 
before launching the publication of the translation 
itself.42 In this text, he stated the purpose of his 
undertaking:

Mr. Pugin’s avowed aim in his work, the trans-
lation of which follows this foreword, is to 
revive, in churches intended for Catholic wor-
ship, the architecture that played such a great 
role in the Middle Ages and was known as 
pointed or Gothic architecture. No doubt, many 
people will find in his language the tone of a 
somewhat exclusive spirit: but it is difficult to 
argue that the author has expressed unbear-
able opinions when it seems obvious, by the 
detail he gives of the various parts of a church 
built according to the particular rules of the 
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pointed style, that this kind of construction is 
admirably appropriate to our worship, and that 
it fits in perfectly with the spirit of the religion 
itself.43

He went on to say:
The pointed churches, erected and fur-
nished in accordance with the ideas of the 
Middle Ages, are better suited to the celebra-
tion of the holy mysteries than our modern 
churches … arranged so that the people are 
almost domesticated, accustoming those 
who frequent them to treat the ceremonies as 
ordinary things.44

Then Lévêque said: “It is a mistake to believe 
that a church can be properly built by any man,” 
because, quoting “an author”: “when it comes to 
building a church, the real difficulty lies less in the 
choice of style than in that of the architect.”45 He 
thus joined the tenors of Catholic restoration in 
France who proposed that religious art (architec-
ture and decorative arts) should be entrusted to 
believers alone, Catholics inspired by the medieval 
tradition of the Christian Church promoted by the 
Catholic crusade.

With regard to the appearance of Gothic 
Revival architecture in French Canada, the 
Montreal architect continued his plea:

If the enlightened partisans of the pointed 
style are not happy to see it, in this country, 
applied, in all its perfection, to religious monu-
ments, there is, however, for them reason for 
rejoicing: first of all, for several years, there 
has been progress in this art; then the genre 
itself takes root; it is adopted quite generally, 

43 . Op. cit., p. 1.
44 . Ibid.
45 . Ibid.
46 . Ibid.
47 . Ibid.

not, all the time, that it is reasoned in a very 
clear manner, but because it pleases, because 
it is recognized as having a religious character.

Beyond the symbolic value of the Gothic 
Revival architecture used to build churches, 
Lévêque developed a climatic argument:

In fact, the ogive in Canada is in good soil; it 
must necessarily grow, because frost is its 
element, and faith is its food: the climate and 
the Catholic faith favour it in our country. A 
pointed church, with its slender roofs, its 
mouldings where the vertical line dominates, 
its bows leaning against each other, its but-
tresses and flying buttresses, its pinnacles 
and spires, has all the conditions of a building 
subjected to a harsh climate.46

The architect countered arguments against 
those who spread the idea “that the art of the 
Middle Ages would not be suitable for our coun-
try because of the harshness of the climate,” noting 
that “the regions where the ogive was most in 
vogue were those of northern France, Germany, 
and England, where, as we know, the temperature 
is really harsh.”

A third argument in favour of medieval 
architecture concerns construction costs. Lévêque 
points out that, apart from the great cathedrals, 
“pompous models …, there is an architecture of a 
frank Gothic style, which, without being so daz-
zling to the eye, has no less a character of gran-
deur that commands, takes away admiration,”47 
always from the point of view of faith, of course. 
Moreover, he went on to say, “daily experience 
shows that with our materials it is possible to 
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make Gothic, primitive at least, without incurring 
enormous expense.”

The Montreal architect completed his dem-
onstration of the superiority of Gothic art by 
insisting on the coherence of forms, practices, and 
uses that characterize these works, imbued and 
animated by a living faith. To which, he argued, the 
opponents of this art have no argument to oppose. 
It is a fact that, at the time, A.W.N. Pugin’s doc-
trine—propelled throughout the Anglican world—
offered itself as a coherent artistic and architectural 
theory, in the face of which the Roman Catholic 
Church struggled to define a unified and recog-
nizable image. However, for the early followers of 
the French and British Gothic Revival, Lévêque 
echoed, “Gothic art is, par excellence, Catholic 
art.”48 But in Montreal, the architect found him-
self in the uncomfortable position of promoting a 
Gothic Revival at a time when the local Catholic 
hierarchy was condemning the style, which was 
too “English” and associated with Anglicans and 
Protestants.49 We will come back to this.

48 . Idem, p. 2.
49 . The Roman Catholic Bishop of Montreal, Mgr. Ignace Bourget, opposed the Gothic style on many occasions. He seemed to tolerate it until 1857, when 
the Anglican Christ Church Cathedral appeared on the scene; he then declared on several occasions that “there is already enough or too much Gothic 
in Montreal.” See Sauvé, Jean-Sébastien, 2016, “L’église du Gesù de Montréal : histoire d’un bâtiment singulier,” Le Gesù, 150 ans d’histoire, Montreal, 
Le Gesù. Centre de créativité, p. 27.
50 . This fact can be found in a biographical note on architect L.R. Montbriand: “L. R. Montbriand took his architecture course in 1876 at the office of 
Messrs. Adolphe Lévêque and W.T. Thomas, with whom he later practiced architecture.” See 1906, Canada. Expansion de Montréal [Greater Montreal] : 
sa suprématie et son développement : finance, commerce, industrie, navigation, trafic extérieur, Montreal, p. 106.
51 . In a text signed “S.V.” (probably a pseudonym used by Lévêque himself), there is a very enthusiastic note on the appearance of Gothic Revival Anglican 
churches in Montreal: “… one need only consider, particularly in Montreal, in the midst of a multitude of recently built temples, two masterpieces in 
imitation of pointed constructions, the Anglican Cathedral and the Presbyterian Church at the entrance to Beaver Hall. What do we notice? It is that 
all these buildings are from the ages of faith, and that for both of them it was difficult to develop the intelligence of art ….” in S.V., 1866, “L’architecture 
en Canada II. Les églises [suite],” Journal de l’instruction Publique, no. 5, May, p. 61.
52 . See Gauthier, p. 396-397, and Hill, http://dictionaryofarchitectsincanada.org/node/1446>, consulted August 26, 2020.

Adolphe Lévêque and the Gothic 
Revival churches of Montreal

With his knowledge of “pointed art,” acquired 
during his training with Charles Maitland Tate, and 
a brief association with William Tutin Thomas—
principal architect of the Anglican Diocese of 
Montreal—,50 his involvement in the Catholic 
renewal of Montreal and his deep faith, revealed 
in his writings, it would have been surprising 
had Adolphe Lévêque not obtained commissions 
for the construction of churches.51 Actually, we 
know today that he personally signed the plans 
for more than twenty churches and the work of 
identification has only just begun.52 The fact that 
his name has not yet been mentioned as one of 
the most important architects in religious archi-
tecture in the Diocese of Montreal is due to two 
factors. First, his career, which really began in the 
1860s, delivered many buildings that have since 
been enlarged, destroyed or replaced. Pictures of 
many of these buildings, which have now disap-
peared from the landscape, have not even been 
recorded yet. But second, and above all, Lévêque 
worked in an environment dominated by the figure  
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of the architect-builder53 and diocesan emissary 
Victor Bourgeau (1809–1888). Bourgeau—who 
could neither read nor write, but was protected by 
Bishop Ignace Bourget—made a career by submit-
ting, with the bishop’s insistent approval, plans and 
specifications that he obtained from collaborators, 
architects and draftsmen. Among these were John 
Ostell, Félix Martin, Joseph Michaud, Etienne-
Alcibiade  Leprohon and, of course, Adolphe 
Lévêque. I have already, in other places, explored 
this architectural practice developed around the 
mythical figure of Victor Bourgeau.54 I will there-
fore limit myself here to exploring the influence 
that A.W.N. Pugin’s models and ideas had on the 
construction of churches in the Catholic Diocese 
of Montreal. And, in this regard, the interven-
tion of Lévêque is crucial if we are to understand 
how the Gothic Revival style was inserted into the 
ecclesial landscape of the immense diocese, despite 
the disdain of this style expressed by its bishop, 
Mgr. Bourget.

From the beginning of his career, Lévêque 
sought to establish himself in the field of ecclesias-
tical architecture, proposing an assertive renewal. 
We see him proposing plans for a cathedral in 
La Minerve in April 1857:

We commend to the attention of our readers, 
and to the public in general, the plans of a 
cathedral exhibited at the home of Mr. Prince, 
a music merchant, on Notre-Dame Street. The 

53 . On this distinction between architect-designer and architect-builder, see Noppen, Luc, 2014, “Thomas Baillairgé and Victor Bourgeau: Architects, 
architectural practice, and the 19th-century French-Canadian church in Quebec,” in Matthew M. Reeve (ed.), Tributes du Pierre du Prey: Architecture 
and the Classical Tradition, from Pliny to Posterity, London, Harvey Miller Publishers, p. 229-245. Bourgeau never entered into any construction contracts 
in his own name; he sold plans and, on occasion, was paid to produce a builder’s appraisal in the event of a dispute between client and builder. In this 
case, it was then a witness who wrote the report of the oral presentation.
54 . Noppen, Luc, 2019, “Exploring the formal typologies of the churches constructed by Victor Bourgeau, ‘Architect’ of the Montreal Catholic Diocese, 
from 1850 to 1888,” conference paper, Annual Conference of the Society for the Study of Architecture in Canada, Halifax, May 28-31.
55 . 1857, La Minerve, April 11, p. 2.
56 . It is known, however, that the architect Lévêque delivered the plans for the cathedrals of Antigonish, Nova Scotia in 1867 and Saint-Hyacinthe in 
1877.
57 . BAnQ, Inventory of works of art in Quebec, Artisans file, A. Lévêque record, notes taken in the archives of Notre-Dame of Montreal, July 28, 1860: 
“paid A. Lévêque for a plan of the naves of St. Patrick’s Church, 2 books.”

architecture is by Mr. A. Lévêque, architect 
of the house of Laurent and Lévêque, and the 
ornaments are due to the skillful and graceful 
pencil of Mr. A.T. Michelot ….
The first and second floors of the tower 
are quadrangular. The third floor is hexa-
gonal and is crowned by a coiled circular iron 
spire. A spiral staircase leads to the top of the 
build ing whose total height from the base to 
the top of the spire will be 300 feet. The attic 
of the building will be 96 feet. In short, with 
the exception of a few changes, necessitated 
by the difference in worship, this plan would 
be admirably suitable for any kind of cathe-
dral, both Catholic and Protestant. When we 
see such fine works, such conscientious work, 
we deeply regret that the plans of our buil-
dings and monuments, both religious and civil, 
are not put out to tender. Then at least the 
legitimate self-esteem of our artists would no 
longer be hurt. There would be a noble emula-
tion between them, and Canada would see the 
birth of masterpieces.55

There is no evidence that this impressive 
project has found an echo in any diocese.56 In 
Montreal, Lévêque submitted plans in 1860 to 
complete the interior decoration of St. Patrick’s 
Church,57 a building modelled on Notre-Dame-
de-Bonsecours in Rouen, as mentioned above. A 
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description, published in 1866, presents this work, 
produced in 1861–1862:58

The vaults of the church are painted blue with 
gold stars on a blue background; they are of 
good effect and give a beautiful appearance to 
the whole interior of the building. Moreover, 
this church has not yet received all the orna-
mentation it is capable of; but except for a few 
details that are easy to repair, everything that 
is done is well done and is on the right track, 
according to the true traditional data of the 
decoration.59

58 . Largely disappeared during the repair campaign that began in 1893. Noppen, Luc, 1991, “Église St. Patrick,” Les chemins de la mémoire, vol. 2, Quebec, 
Les Publications du Québec, p. 72-74.
59 . 1866, Le Journal de l’instruction publique, no. 4, March-April, p. 38.

~ �Fig. 10. Centre hospitalier de l’Université de Montréal, 
Montreal, Quebec. Bell tower of the former Trinity 
Church, destroyed in 2011 and rebuilt as an ornament at 
the CHUM. PHOTO: MARIO PARENT

~ �Fig. 9. Trinity Church, Montreal, Quebec. Lawford and 
Nelson, architects, 1864. Photo: William Notman, 1864. 
MCCORD MUSEUM, I-13915.1
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It is this interior that would inspire the 
“French-style” renovation of the interior archi-
tecture of Notre-Dame de Montreal a few years 
later. It was also around this construction site that 
Lévêque met Victor Bourgeau.

Following this success, architect Lévêque 
pursued a fruitful career; he was very busy with 
the many schools that the school board commis-
sioned him to design, as we will see later. However, 
between 1865 and 1873, debates over the division 
of Notre-Dame parish delayed plans to build new 
Roman Catholic churches in Montreal.60 With 
the appointment as coadjutor of the diocese of 
Mgr. Édouard-Charles Fabre—called to replace 
Mgr. Bourget who, disavowed by the Pope, resigned 
in 1876—the creation of parishes resumed and new 
churches were built. Lévêque obtained two impor-
tant commissions in 1875. The first was that of the 
brand-new parish of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, in 
downtown east Montreal, on Ontario Street, where 
construction began in 1876. La Minerve noted its 
originality:

At the corner of Ontario and Durham Streets 
[Alexandre De-Sève] has risen this year, as 
if by magic, a new church whose exterior, 
although still unfinished, heralds much and 
seems to be of a new type.61

For the Sacred Heart of Jesus Church, 
the architect opted for a “pointed style”; he was 
inspired by the very Puginesque Holy Trinity 
Church that architects Lawford & Nelson had just 
erected (1864) at the bottom of Saint-Denis Street 
for an Anglican parish (figs. 9, 10).62 But Lévêque’s 
project includeed a façade with two imposing 
towers topped by very elegant spires, inspired by 

60 . This debate and its implication on church building has been extensively developed in Noppen, Luc, 2008, L’église Sainte-Brigide-de-Kildare : étude 
historique, analyse architecturale, évaluation patrimoniale, Montreal, UQAM, 2008, p. 43-51.
61 . 1876, La Minerve, December 22, p. 3.
62 . This church then adopted the patronage of The Saviour (Saint-Sauveur) and its bell tower was destroyed by fire in 1923; it was demolished in 2011 
and its bell tower rebuilt in its original state (1864), as an ornament to the CHUM.

those of newly erected Catholic churches in Great 
Britain. The diocese was not very enthusiastic 
about this “Anglican” choice (Puginesque, in fact) 
and divested Lévêque of the building site, citing 
the high cost of the work and the financial crisis of 
the diocese of Montreal; the church was completed 
according to plans modified by the architect Joseph 

~ �Fig. 11. Saint-Vincent-de-Paul Church, Montreal, 
Quebec. Adolphe Lévêque, architect, 1875. Church 
destroyed by fire in 1924. Postcard c. 1910. BANQ. P547, S1, 

SS1, SSS1, D2, P3403



278

A  M E D I E V A L  L E G A C Y

Venne in 1886–1887; it was later destroyed by fire 
and rebuilt in 1922.63

That same year, 1875, Lévêque was given the 
commission to draw up the plans for Saint-Vincent-
de-Paul Church, also for a new parish in down-
town east Montreal, on Sainte-Catherine Street 
(fig. 11). For this monument, he opted instead for 
a Romanesque Revival architecture, whose value 
he had already, on several occasions, also been 
affirmed as “Christian art.”64 Mgr. Bourget having 
vigorously opposed the proliferation of Gothic 
churches, which he considered “English” and 
“Protestant,” Mgr. Fabre imposed Romanesque 
Revival architecture (which he described as 
“Norman”) as the diocesan style. Lévêque had 
already resorted to these forms: in 1867, for St. 
Ninian’s Church (later to become a cathedral) in 
Antigonish, Nova Scotia (fig. 12).65 In Montreal, 
he had collaborated with Victor Bourgeau and 

63 . Charlebois-Dumais, Hélène and Marthe Beaudoin, 1987, L’église Sacré-Cœur-de-Jésus, Montreal, Building and Sacred Art Committee of the Arch-
diocese of Montreal/Sacred Heart Parish, 24 p.
64 . In a very detailed text, an author with the pseudonym “S.V.” (probably Lévêque himself) praised the Romanesque style: “… Christian artists trans-
formed the ancient style into what is called the Romanesque style, where the soffit is still used but with a thousand new details; then they arrived at a 
new transformation, where the soffit is definitively excluded and replaced by the pointed arch. The Romanesque period produced, for centuries, true 
masterpieces, from St. Sophia in Constantinople to St. Mark’s in Venice, and in the meantime, it must be attributed with everything that bears these 
different names. According to the different countries: the Byzantine in the East; the Lombard in Italy; the Anglo-Saxon and Norman in England; the 
Carolingian, in the north of France, and, in the south, the Romanesque proper.” S.V., 1866, “L’architecture en Canada, II. Les églises.” Journal de l’ins-
truction publique, no. 4, March-April, p. 36.
65 . Pacey, Elizabeth, George Rogers, and Allan Duffus, 1981, More stately homes: Churches of Nova Scotia, 1830–1910, Hantsport (N.S.), Lancelot Press, 
p. 89-93.

~ �Fig. 12. St. Ninian’s Cathedral Church, Antigonish, 
Nova Scotia. Adolphe Lévêque and Owen Hammill,  
architects, 1867. PHOTO: PETER COFFMAN

~ �Fig. 13. Chapel of the Grey Nuns Hospital, Montreal, 
Quebec. Façade submitted by Victor Bourgeau in 1868. 
ARCHIVES OF THE GREY NUNS OF MONTREAL
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Alcibiade Leprohon in the development of a 
Romanesque Revival project for the Motherhouse 
and chapel of the Grey Nuns of Montreal in 1868 
(fig. 13).66 He took over this project for the façade 
of the chapel with two towers for Saint-Vincent-de-
Paul, while taking care to replace the Puginesque 
bell towers with high Romano-Byzantine ones.67 
Then, from 1871 to 1876, Lévêque was associated 
with artist Napoléon Bourassa (1827–1916) for the 
preparation of the plans and the construction of 

66 . On this project, see Noppen, Luc, 2009, “La maison-mère des Sœurs Grises de Montréal. Genèse d’un haut lieu du paysage construit montréalais,” 
Journal of the Society for the Study of Architecture in Canada, vol. 34, no. 2, p. 3-42.
67 . This church was destroyed by fire in 1924 and rebuilt according to the plans of architect Ludger Lemieux.
68 . Chapel built from 1873 to 1882. Lévêque was very close to Napoléon Bourassa, who also evolved in the Sulpician milieu of Montreal. Like Lévêque, 
Bourassa was deeply convinced that religion has always been and must remain “the main source of inspiration for artists and the main object of their 
production.” Vézina, Raymond, “Napoléon Bourassa,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography, vol. 14, University of Toronto/Université Laval, 2003–, <http://
www.biographi.ca/en/bio/bourassa_napoleon_14F.html>, consulted August 26, 2020.
69 . This monument was largely rebuilt in 1902, after it was discovered that the clay soil could not support the weight of the heavy façade.

the Notre-Dame-de-Lourdes Chapel on Sainte-
Catherine Street in Montreal (fig. 14).68 Here, it 
was Bourassa’s Italianizing taste that imposed the 
Romano-Byzantine style, described as “Byzantine 
Renaissance” at the time. Architect Lévêque would 
exploit this Romanesque Revival style one last 
time, in 1877, when he drew up the plans for the 
cathedral of Saint-Hyacinthe using this formal 
vocabulary (fig. 15).69

Adolphe Lévêque’s inf luence 
on the development of a 
pointed architecture in 
the rural parishes of the 
Diocese of Montreal

Closer to the diffusion of A.W.N. Pugin’s ideas and 
his “pointed style,” we can identify some churches, 
built in rural areas during the episcopate of 
Mgr. Bourget, where Adolphe Lévêque’s influence 

~ �Fig. 15. Saint-Hyacinthe Cathedral, Saint-Hyacinthe, 
Quebec. Adolphe Lévêque, architect, 1877, c. 1905. 
MCCORD MUSEUM, MP-0000.1133.9 

~ �Fig. 14. Notre-Dame-de-Lourdes Chapel, Montreal, 
Quebec. Napoléon Bourassa and Adolphe Lévêque, 
architects, 1873. Photo: Notman & Sandham, c. 1878–
1880. MCCORD MUSEUM, VIEW-971.1 
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can be detected.70 So far, almost all of these have 
been attributed to Victor Bourgeau, because it is 
often this architect-builder who presented himself 
in the parishes as the bishop’s envoy with a few 
sheets of general plans in hand to illustrate a type 
of church that he and the bishop judged to be suit-
able for the local circumstances, while respecting 
the diocesan identity in matters of construction. Let 
us remember that Bourgeau was a tradesman who 
never designed a building or drew a plan. He did, 
however, develop a real competence as an architect-
builder by proposing monuments (churches and 

70 . I explored this subject in Noppen, Luc, 2017, “Pugin’s influence on religious architecture in Montréal’s Catholic Diocese (1850–1875). Exploration of 
the architectural practice of Victor Bourgeau,” Annual Conference of the Society for the Study of Architecture in Canada, May 26, Niagara-on-the-Lake, 
Ontario.

convents) that local contractors were able to build 
because of their traditional form, using the draw-
ings of various architects to propose variants of 
façades and interior architecture, whether Baroque 
Revival or Gothic Revival.

In the Diocese of Montreal as it was delim-
ited at the time of Mgr. Bourget, we have therefore 
listed a few churches with which, in the archives, 
the name of Adolphe Lévêque is associated and 
others where the obvious inf luence of Pugin’s 
models suggests that he was involved in drawing 
up the plans. Let us see how.

~ �Fig. 16. Saint-Janvier, Mirabel, Quebec. Plans proposed 
by Victor Bourgeau in 1861. CPRQ 2003-15-054-01-01

~ �Fig. 17. St. Joseph’s Church, Montreal, Quebec. 
Plans proposed by Victor Bourgeau in 1861. 
PHOTO: GUILLAUME ST-JEAN
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In 1861, Victor Bourgeau presented plans for 
a new church for Saint-Janvier (Mirabel) (fig. 16).71 
There he took over the elevation of St. Joseph’s 
Church in Montreal (fig. 17), the construction 
site for which he supervised that same year and 
for which the Gothic Revival façade was inspired 
by the Methodist church of Saint James (1841) on 
Saint-Jacques Street in Montreal, by the architect 
George L. Dickinson, a work now disappeared 
(fig. 18). Two years later, in 1863, Victor Bourgeau 
proposed the same model of church for the new 
parish of Saint-Étienne-de-Beauharnois (fig. 19).72 
In both cases, the Gothic vocabulary and compo-
sition are the result of projects developed for the 
British Church Building Commission (1818–1856), 

71 . Quebec Religious Heritage Council, Inventaire des lieux de culte du Québec [Quebec Inventory of Places of Worship], file 2003-15-054, Saint-Janvier 
Parish (Mirabel).
72 . Noppen, Luc, 2015, L’église Saint-Étienne-de-Beauharnois, Étude historique, analyse architecturale, énoncé des valeurs patrimoniales, Montreal, 
Chaire de recherche du Canada en patrimoine urbain, 22 p.
73 . Notably the projects of architect Francis Goodwin. See Port, p. 161-168.
74 . Victor Bourgeau was associated with Étienne-Alcibiade Leprohon, first from 1869 to 1877; then to his death in 1888.

with, as we shall see, components influenced by 
Pugin’s art.73 In Saint-Janvier and Saint-Étienne-
de-Beauharnois, the plans for the two very similar 
interiors were submitted in 1881, signed Bourgeau 
& Leprohon;74  they were inspired by the ideas 
promoted by Lévêque (figs. 20, 21).

Lévêque can be associated with the interior 
architecture of the churches of Saint-Janvier and 
Saint-Étienne-de-Beauharnois in various ways. 
First of all, the follower of the “pointed style” 
regularly collaborated with Bourgeau and his asso-
ciate Étienne-Alcibiade Leprohon, notably for the 
plans for the Motherhouse of the Grey Nuns of 

~ �Fig. 18. St. James Church, Montreal, Quebec. George 
Dickinson, architect, 1841, c. 1870. MCCORD MUSEUM. 

MP-0000.2864
~ �Fig. 19. Church of Saint-Étienne-de-Beauharnois,  

Saint-Étienne-de-Beauharnois, Quebec. Plans proposed 
by Victor Bourgeau in 1863. PHOTO: LUC NOPPEN
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Montreal in 1868. Lévêque was then omnipresent 
in the Beauharnois region; he delivered the plans 
for the church of Saint-Joseph de Huntingdon in 
1866 (fig. 22).75 Then, in 1870, Lévêque delivered 
the plans for the presbytery of Saint-Étienne-de-
Beauharnois.76 Finally, in 1871, he produced the 
plans for the towers to be built to flank the façade 
of the church of Saint-Clément de Beauharnois; he 
delivered the plans for the two spires of these bell 
towers in 1881 (fig. 23).

75 . It is a traditional type of church but with pointed openings. Both the building and its bell tower show how a local contractor understood “pointed art” 
as an ornamental system applied to a traditional structure, but nothing more. The same type of church was erected in 1865 at St. Elizabeth of Newton. 
However, only the name of the contractor (Édouard Martineau) is mentioned in the archives.
76 . Plans first drawn for the presbytery of the neighbouring parish, Saint-Louis-de-Gonzague.

The influence of the “Puginesque” architec-
tural forms promoted by Lévêque can be grasped 
by observing their penetration into a world of 
traditional practice on various components of the 
churches: the interior architecture and the bell 
towers seem to be particularly strong indicators of 
this influence, leaving the floor plan and the shell 

~ �Fig. 20. Interior of the church of Saint-Janvier, Mirabel, 
Quebec. Plans proposed by Bourgeau and Leprohon in 
1881. CPRQ 2003-15-054-01-01

~ �Fig. 22. St. Joseph’s Church, Huntingdon (Haut-Saint-
Laurent), Quebec. Adolphe Lévêque, architect, 1866. 
PHOTO: LUCIE K. MORISSET

~ �Fig. 23. Saint-Clément Catholic Church, Beauharnois, 
Quebec. Plans of the towers (1871) and bell 
towers (1881) by Adolphe Lévêque, architect. 
CPRQ, 2003-16-322-02-01

~ �Fig. 21. Interior of the Church of Saint-Étienne-de- 
Beauharnois, Saint-Étienne-de-Beauharnois, Quebec. 
Plans proposed by Bourgeau and Leprohon in 1881.  
PHOTO: MARIANNE CHARLAND
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of the buildings in the hands of the builders and 
their traditional expertise.

The bell tower of the Saint-Étienne 
de  Beauharnois Church (1863) is an object in 
which  Puginesque origins are clearly observable,77 
even if the entire structure, including the belfry, is 
built in a wood frame and covered with tinplate, a 
very Quebecois custom (fig. 24). In Saint-Clément 
de Beauharnois, Lévêque completed the two bell 
towers in the same spirit (1881) (fig. 25). But instead 
of placing a very high spire on the first floor of the 

77 . Notably through the example of St. Oswald’s Church in Liverpool (Pugin, 1840) and its replica, Holy Trinity in Montreal (Lawford and Nelson, 1865).
78 . The spire was blown down by the wind in 1950 and later recovered shorter than before.

belfry, built in stone, he doubled this square base 
with structural work to then establish lower spires 
and cover the whole with sheet-metal cladding. 
The bell tower of Saint-Joseph des Cèdres Church, 
completed in 1881, also reveals, like the façade, 
the influence of Pugin’s aesthetics (fig. 26). But in 
the latter case, Victor Bourgeau, first a carpenter 
by trade, inserted an octagonal floor and a heavy, 
very French spire on a spire base borrowed from 
Pugin,78 which Lévêque, more concerned with 
architectural orthodoxy, would never have done. 

~ �Fig. 25. Saint-Clément Catholic Church, Beauharnois, 
Quebec. Tower and bell tower, plans by Adolphe 
Lévêque, 1871 and 1881. PHOTO: MARIO PARENT

~ �Fig. 24. Church of Saint-Etienne, Saint-Étienne-de-
Beauharnois, Quebec. Bell tower by Adolphe Lévêque, 
architect, 1863. PHOTO: LUC NOPPEN
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Victor Bourgeau, for his part, would often treat 
his bell towers in such a way, making a synthesis 
between the architecture of the Catholic restora-
tion and the French tradition of Quebec; it is, in a 
way, his signature as a carpenter affixed to Church 
art in the Diocese of Montreal (fig. 27).79

79 . He had done so in 1863 for the bell tower of Saint-Jacques-de-Montréal and in 1874 with the bell tower of the Church of Saint-Pierre-Apôtre. Noppen, 
“Exploring the formal typologies of the churches constructed by Victor Bourgeau…”

The Gothic Revival interiors of the churches 
of Saint-Janvier (fig. 20) and Saint-Étienne-de-
Beauharnois (fig. 21) are very similar and, espe-
cially of a very particular kind in the Diocese of 
Montreal. The naves open on the aisles through 
very large pointed arches, above which a band of 
blind arches appears, suggesting the intermediate 

~ �Fig. 26. Saint-Joseph-de-Soulanges Church, Les Cèdres, 
Quebec. Church completed according to plans proposed 
by Victor Bourgeau in 1879, c. 1910. MCCORD MUSEUM, 

MP-0000.938.1

~ �Fig. 27. Church of Saint-Pierre-Apôtre, Montreal, 
Quebec. Tower and bell tower, plans submitted by Victor 
Bourgeau in 1874. PHOTO: LUC NOPPEN
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elevation of the Gothic triforium. Instead of being 
arched, the false vaults are polygonal, formed by 
flat panels, each cut into six caissons. The panels 
placed at the top of the false vaults form a straight 
line that even towards the sanctuary, are inter-
sected by the double arches that define the bays. 
Thus, instead of the usual false pointed or arched 
vaults (imitating stone or brick coverings), pre-
cisely described by Pugin as “false and unworthy of 
a Christian monument,”80 we find here the “timber 
and panelled roof,” a variant of the “open timber 
roof,”81 promoted by the British architect (fig. 28).

80 . Magrill, Barry, 2013, “Open timber roofs: New thoughts on nineteenth-century architectural literature,” Journal of the Society for the Study of 
Architecture in Canada, vol. 38, no. 1, p. 59-66.
81 . Brandon, Raphael and J. Arthur Brandon, 1849, The open timber roofs of the Middle Ages: Illustrations by perspective and working drawings of some 
of the best varieties of church roofs, London, D. Bogue.
82 . Quebec Religious Heritage Council, Inventaire des lieux de culte du Québec [Quebec Inventory of Places of Worship], file 2003-16-088, Saint-Joseph-
of-Soulanges Parish (Les Cèdres).

Saint-Joseph des Cèdres Church, across 
from Beauharnois, begun in 1879 and completed 
in 1881, uses this type of interior, with more scope 
(fig. 29).82 Obviously, this type of interior archi-
tecture was revealed in Montreal in 1856 with the 
construction of the Christ Church Cathedral. But 
this model of roofing must have found favour with 

~ �Fig. 28. “Roof over nave of Brinton Church, Norfolk,” in 
Raphael and J. Arthur Brandon, The open timber roofs of 
the Middle Ages, London, 1847.

~ �Fig. 29. Saint-Joseph-de-Soulanges Church, Les Cèdres, 
Quebec. Plans submitted by Bourgeau and Leprohon, 
1879. View from the nave toward the choir. CPRQ, 

2003-16-088-30-01

~ �Fig. 30. Saint-George’s Southwark Catholic Cathedral, 
London, UK. A.W.N. Pugin, architect, 1849. PHOTO: KITAMRA 

SAE, WIKIPEDIA
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Canadian Catholics because it had previously been 
implemented by Pugin in several of his Roman 
Catholic churches in Great Britain, including St. 
George’s Catholic Cathedral (Southwark, London, 
1848; fig. 30). It is this great model, widely publi-
cized in North America, that undoubtedly con-
tributed to establishing the acceptability of the 
“pointed style” in Quebec, by establishing beyond 
any doubt that “Gothic art is, par excellence, 
Catholic art,” as Lévêque wrote after Pugin.

Several churches were then built in the 
rural parishes of the Diocese of Montreal, further 

83 . On this subject, see Noppen, Luc, 2017, “Essai sur la patrimonialité de la cathédrale Saint-Germain de Rimouski,” in Jean-René Thuot, Kurt Vignola 
and Nicolas Beaudry (eds.), La cathédrale de Rimouski. Parcours, mémoires, récits, Rimouski, Les Éditions de l’Estuaire, p. 319-382.
84 . Noppen, Luc, 1992, Évaluation du potentiel monumental de l’église Saint-Joachim de Pointe-Claire, Montreal, Ministère des Affaires culturelles, 36 p.

exploring this pointed style, certified “Roman 
Catholic.” This style also became more acceptable to 
Bishop Bourget and his successor Mgr. Fabre when 
it was adopted and assimilated— “Canadianized” in 
a way—through traditional practice, thus contribut-
ing to the identity of the diocese in a territory where 
Catholic worship reigns unchallenged. It must be 
said, however, that the Gothic Revival architecture 
of the rural parishes of the Diocese of Montreal 
is not exclusively dependent on Pugin’s influence. 
Several Gothic Revival churches, also attributed to 
Victor Bourgeau, adopt a Gothic style inspired by 
thireteenth-century France; they are part of the con-
tinuation of projects originally conceived, as we have 
seen, by Jesuit Félix Martin but carried out under 
the direction of Victor Bourgeau (Saint-Germain de 
Rimouski, 1858 ; Saint-Jacques de Montréal, 1859; 
fig. 31).83 The most eloquent example of the spread of 
this “French-style” Gothic Revival in rural areas is 
illustrated by the interior architecture of the Saint-
Joachim de Pointe-Claire Church, the first plans of 
which, submitted by Bourgeau and Leprohon, were 
prepared in 1879 (fig. 32).84

There were therefore, in the second half of 
the nineteenth century (more precisely in the years 
1860–1880), two currents that fuelled the construc-
tion of Gothic Revival churches in the Catholic 
Diocese of Montreal: one inspired by the work 
(built and published) of Pugin in Great Britain and 
promoted by Lévêque, and the other, inspired by 
thirteenth-century French Gothic architecture ini-
tiated by Father Félix Martin and developed from 
St. Patrick’s Church in Montreal. But as we can see, 
the use of Gothic architecture is based on the ideol-
ogy of Catholic restoration, which put forward the 
symbolic values of this formal medieval repertoire, 
sometimes French, sometimes British.

~ �Fig. 31. Saint-Germain Cathedral, Rimouski, Quebec. 
Elevation of the nave. Plan submitted by Victor Bourgeau 
in 1858. ARCHIVES OF THE ARCHDIOCESE OF RIMOUSKI

~ �Fig. 32. Saint-Joachim Church, Pointe-Claire, Quebec. 
Plans submitted by Bourgeau and Leprohon, 1879.  
CPRQ, 32.2003-06-146-30-01
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Adolphe Lévêque’s f irst 
picturesque “pointed” schools

The Sulpicians, whose taste for the symbolic values 
of Gothic architecture is already well known 
(Notre-Dame of Montreal, 1824; St. Patrick's, 1843; 
Saint-Pierre-Apôtre, 1851; and St. Joseph's, 1861), 
were behind the founding of the Bureau des com-
missaires d’écoles catholiques de Montreal [Office 
of the Montreal Catholic School Commissioners] 
in 1846 (the Office became the Montréal Catholic 
School Commission). They felt it was impor-
tant to educate the city’s Catholic children, both 
Anglophone and Francophone, in the same way 
that the Anglican and Protestant churches were 
already doing.

After the new provincial government 
passed a law to force the Corporation municipale 
de Montréal to impose a tax to support the school 
system and enable it to build schools worthy of 
this, the Council of Commissioners launched 
an ambitious construction program.85 Between 
1869 and 1878, it built ten schools and adopted a 
corporate architectural identity, choosing for all 
these buildings, the pointed style, which architect 
Adolphe Lévêque assiduously promoted, notably 
with the publication in 1858 of his translations 
of Pugin’s texts. The architect obtained these 
commissions thanks to his ties to the Sulpicians, 
particularly to the parish priest of Notre-Dame 
of Montreal, Benjamin-Victor Rousselot (1823–
1889),86 president of the Council of Commissioners, 
and to his protectors of Conservative allegiance, 

85 . Desrosiers, L.-A., 1946, “Chronique de la Commission des Écoles Catholiques de Montréal,” 100ième Anniversaire de la Commission des écoles catho-
liques de Montréal, Special issue of the periodical L’École Canadienne, p. 6-30.
86 . B.-V. Rousselot was also a parish priest for Notre-Dame of Montreal from 1866 to 1882. An adept of the pointed style, he initiated and presided over 
the renovation of the interior decor of Notre-Dame, carried out under the supervision of Victor Bourgeau according to the plans of architect Théophile 
Fahrland and inspired by the Sainte-Chapelle de Paris; the work was completed in 1874 (notes by Gérard Morisset in the records of his Dictionnaire des 
artisans, Théophile Fahrland’s record, BAnQ, Quebec).
87 . Prime Minister at the time of the Province of Quebec and Minister of Public Education.
88 . George-Étienne Cartier, co-Prime Minister of Canada (1857–1862), Father of Confederation and reformer of the education system and sponsor of 
the laws that created the teacher training colleges, including Jacques Cartier Normal School.

Pierre-Joseph-Olivier Chauveau87 and George-
Étienne Cartier,88 with whom he had become 
friends at the newspaper La Minerve.

In 1869, Lévêque simultaneously delivered 
the plans for two of these pointed schools: one, 
Sarsfield School, in the west of the city, on Grand 

~ �Fig. 34. Champlain School, Montreal, Quebec. Adolphe 
Lévêque, architect, 1869. Photo: by J. G. Parks. 
MUSÉE DE LA CIVILISATION, SÉMINAIRE DE QUÉBEC FONDS, PH1986-297

~ �Fig. 33. Sarsfield School, Montreal, Quebec. Adolphe 
Lévêque, architect, 1869. Photo: J. G. Parks. 
MUSÉE DE LA CIVILISATION, SÉMINAIRE DE QUÉBEC FONDS, PH1986-300
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Trunk Street (fig. 33);89 the second, Champlain 
School, in the east, on Fullum Street (fig. 34).90 
The goal was to adopt a “Catholic” model in a new 
architectural typology that asserted the image of a 
public education offered to all, in both French and 
English. This new typology broke with the tradi-
tional idea of the “school house,” essentially a type 
of building adapted from residential architecture 
used by most small private schools with only one 
class and under the direction of a lay teacher. This 
new typology was also intended to supplant the 
convent school, a building in which both clerics 
and their pupils, as boarders, would reside.

The choice of sites and architectural model 
illustrates the new ideology guiding the School 
Commission, as noted in an article published the 
day after the opening of the first two schools: 

Today we offer the reader an engraving of one 
of the school houses erected by the commis-
sioners of the Catholic schools of Montreal 
[Champlain School], since the city imposed a 
tax on itself in favour of its children’s educa-
tion.… Although this building is the least impor-
tant of those built, it nevertheless indicates 
the breadth of views and the happy alliance 
of well-understood interest with the artistic 
tastes which have, to this day, presided over 
the work of the commission under the opera-
tion of the law passed in 1868–1869. We should 
also note here, to the Commission’s credit, 
that its first efforts were directed towards a 
poor district where the need was most keenly 

89 . Sarsfield School, first erected in 1870, was demolished and rebuilt in 1894. See 1900, Le diocèse de Montréal à la fin du XIXe siècle, Montreal, Eusèbe 
Senécal & Cie, p. 317-318.
90 . Too cramped, Champlain School was demolished in 1890 and rebuilt “to meet the needs of a population that had doubled in the last ten years.” The 
new school is a classic vernacular building. 1893, Hommage des Commissaires d’écoles catholiques de Montréal. Notice sur les écoles relevant du Bureau 
des Commissaires catholiques romains de la Cité de Montréal, Montreal, p. 62-63.
91 . 1873, “Écoles des commissaires à Montréal,” Journal de l’instruction publique, vol. 17, nos. 1 and 2, January and February, p. 8-9.
92 . It was Father Verreau who kept a series of photographs of all the schools commissioned by the Council of Commisioners and designed by Adolphe 
Lévêque. They are now kept in the Viger-Verreau fonds from the collection of the Séminaire de Québec, held at the Musée de la civilisation in Quebec 
City. An album containing the photographs and plans of nine schools and a small publication (1893, Hommage des Commissaires d’écoles catholiques 
de Montréal. Notice sur les écoles relevant du Bureau des Commissaires catholiques romains de la Cité de Montréal, Montreal, 102 p.) were exhibited at 
the Chicago World's Fair in 1893.

felt, and which was recommended to its atten-
tion above all by the sort of oblivion in which it 
had hitherto vegetated.
The stamp of elegance and sound architecture 
which the commissioners have impressed 
upon this establishment does not stop at the 
exterior lines; it is still to be found in the inte-
rior, whose walls are covered with wood-
work up to the height of the sills, and in the 
furnishings of the classrooms, which consist 
of hardwood desks. The divisions are made 
of glass and arranged in such a way as to be 
able to convert all the classrooms on the first 
floor into a room on the day of the examina-
tions and other public competitions. All inte-
rior woodwork and furnishings are stained 
and varnished.91

The text presenting the two schools is 
accompanied by floor plans (fig. 35), making it easy 
to understand the characteristics of the interior 
spaces, which were designed to accommodate up 
to 550 pupils in seven classrooms on two floors—
the ground floor containing the indoor recreation 
room. Inspired by British Grammar Schools, the 
models of which were suggested to him by Father 
Hospice-Anthelme Verreau, Sulpician and direc-
tor of Jacques Cartier Normal School,92 Lévêque 
proposed the first school architecture inspired 
by the pedagogical renewal promoted by the 
Département de l’instruction publique of the new 
Province of Quebec. His technical expertise was 
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also put to work to promote school life through 
modern sanitary facilities and adequate ventilation 
of the premises. And as if to properly justify the 
choice of a style that suited the country without 
being exorbitantly expensive—as was the credo 
of architect Lévêque, the author of the text signed 
“S.V.”, probably Lévêque himself—,also specified 
that “the total cost of the construction, including 
the beautification of the land, the heating system, 
fences, etc., is $15,000.”93

Of the two buildings, Sarsfield School is 
the more ornate: its Gothic vocabulary is more 
detailed than that applied to Champlain School; 
it must be said that the popular reaction to the 
levying of school taxes was stronger in the eastern 
quarters and the Commission certainly sought to 
avoid ostentation in this area.

By their picturesque silhouette and orna-
mentation, the two schools are very Puginesque, 
particularly in their perspective views (in photo-
graphs, engravings) in a neatly landscaped envi-
ronment. However, the layout of the buildings 
remained very classical. Indeed, unlike Pugin’s 
schools and convents, which added up pavilions 
of varying volumes to clearly distinguish the uses 

93 . 1873, “Écoles des commissaires à Montréal,” Journal de l’instruction publique, vol. 17, nos. 1 and 2, January and February, p. 9.

of the parts of the building and suggest that they 
appeared in an evolutionary manner over time, the 
schools of architect Lévêque are still bound to the 
constructed forms typical of the classical tradition. 
Thus, the architect composed a kind of ecclesial 
form with a vestibule, a transept and a nave; there 
is a compositional effect in these schools that 
remained essentially symmetrical, as the French-
Canadian Gothic Revival would always be. And 
this persistence did not fade, despite a few arti-
fices, such as the corner location of the entrance 
to Champlain School (fig. 36). It is understand-
able that, for Lévêque, this first school architec-
ture illustrates this “…frank, evident Gothic, felt 

~ �Fig. 35. Sarsfield and Champlain Schools, Montreal, 
Quebec. Adolphe Lévêque, architect, 1869. Ground plan, 
JOURNAL DE L’INSTRUCTION PUBLIQUE, VOL. 17, NOS. 1 AND 2, JANUARY 

AND FEBRUARY, 1873

~ �Fig. 36. Champlain School, Montreal. Adolphe Lévêque, 
architect, 1869. JOURNAL DE L’INSTRUCTION PUBLIQUE, VOL. 17, 

NOS. 1 AND 2, JANUARY AND FEBRUARY 1873
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in its general forms, and whose effect, without 
being so dazzling to the eye, has not less a char-
acter of greatness which commands, takes away 
the admiration.”94 The next two school buildings 
he erected in Montreal further emphasized the 
“grandeur” of which the architect spoke.

Two great “Victorian” 
schools: Iconic monuments

In 1867, the Montreal Catholic School Commission 
decided to relocate and enlarge the Académie 
commerciale catholique de Montréal [Montreal 
Catholic Commercial Academy], a bilingual insti-
tution of higher learning established in 1853; it 

94 . Ibid.
95 . 1874, “L’Académie commerciale catholique de Montréal,” Journal de l’instruction publique, vol. 18, nos. 11 and 12, November and December, p. 180-
184. The Polytechnic School was also founded within its walls in 1873; it remained there until 1894.
96 . 1867, La Minerve, September 16, p. 3.
97 . 1872, La Minerve, June 20, p. 1.
98 . Le Plateau School was decommissioned in 1931 and demolished shortly afterwards. A new pavilion was built in Lafontaine Park in 1930. See 1947, 
Nos écoles laïques, 1846-1946. Album souvenir, un siècle d’apostolat, Montreal, p. 29-39.

wished to make it a “business school,” that would 
allow students, “to acquire a distinguished rank in 
either commerce or industry.”95 Architect Adolphe 
Lévêque was chosen to draw up the plans and over-
see the construction of the building.96 The school, 
which was located on the present site of Place 
des Arts, between Sainte-Catherine and Ontario 
streets, was inaugurated in June 1872.97 Known 
as “Le Plateau School,” it instantly acquired great 
renown for its training program, its prestigious 
site, an artificially levelled plateau on the hill, and 
its architecture.98

~ �Fig. 37. Catholic Commercial Academy (École Le Pla-
teau), Montreal, Quebec. Adolphe Lévêque, architect, 
1870. JOURNAL DE L’INSTRUCTION PUBLIQUE, VOL. 18, NOS. 11 AND 12, 

NOVEMBER AND DECEMBER 1874, P. 180

~ �Fig. 38. Catholic Commercial Academy (École Le 
Plateau), Montreal, Quebec. Adolphe Lévêque, archi-
tect, 1870. Ground plan of the upper floors. JOURNAL DE 

L’INSTRUCTION PUBLIQUE, VOL. 18, NOS. 11 AND 12, NOVEMBER AND 

DECEMBER 1874, P. 183
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In the text presenting the building, illus-
trated with engravings by John Henry Walker 
and reproductions of the floor plans (figs. 37, 38), 
Lévêque resumed his discourse in favour of the 
pointed style:

The architecture is borrowed from the 16th cen-
tury, so rich in civil and municipal buildings, 
a period that proves so well that pointed art 
knows how to bend to the demands of modern 
life, as can be seen in town halls, castles and 
simple residences of the bourgeoisie in which 
one can see the qualities of elegance and dis-
tinction combined with the strictest conditions 
of solidity and usefulness.
The commercial academy has a well-arranged 
ensemble of main buildings, pavilions and 
high towers of a beautiful variety. The centre 
is occupied by an 80-foot-high tower which, 
at its base, offers a high entrance with sev-
eral steps, crowned by two storeys of elegant 
arcades: the top of the tower is occupied by a 
dial that can be seen from a great distance. To 
the right and left are two main buildings built 
on a basement and topped by dormer windows 
whose ornamentation highlights the elegance 
of the roof, which is crowned by wrought iron 
and gilded cresting, to the best effect.
Finally, this vast edifice, so remarkable for 
the solidity and nobility of its style, the chas-
tity of its ornaments, its carved stone cov-
erings, its carved frames, its mosaic paving 
stones, the improvements that were intro-
duced as a guarantee of its durability and 
the comfort of those who live in it, cost only 
a relatively modest sum, and is the greatest 

99 . 1874, “L’Académie commerciale catholique de Montréal,” Journal de l’instruction publique, vol. 18, nos. 11 and 12, November and December, p. 180.
100. 1886, L’Exposition des Colonies et des Indes. Notice sur les écoles relevant du Bureau des Commissaires catholiques romains de la Cité de Montréal, 
Montreal, C. G. Beauchemin & Fils, p. 57. Text later reproduced in 1887, L’Enseignement Primaire : journal d’éducation et d’instruction, January 15, p. 19.
101. 1893, Hommage des Commissaires d’écoles catholiques de Montréal. Notice sur les écoles relevant du Bureau des Commissaires catholiques romains 
de la Cité de Montréal, Montreal, p. 48.

honour for the Catholic population of the City 
of Montreal.99

The description goes on and into great detail 
about the quality and ornamentation of the inte-
rior spaces. Several years later, in two brochures 
published by the Council of Commissioners, one 
for the Colonial and Indian Exhibition in London 
(1886),100 and the other for the Chicago World’s 
Fair (1893), the large hall on the top floor of the 
Commercial Academy was again praised by chron-
iclers: “the architect was able to make excellent use 
of the roof structure to form a richly decorated 
vaulted ceiling.”101

Le Plateau School is a pioneering building 
in Montreal. Its cut-out silhouette, its tripartite 
composition on the façade, its high roofs pierced 
with large, ornate chimney stacks, and its ridged 
cresting are all elements that the architect observed 
on the new Parliament Buildings in Ottawa (nota-
bly the two departmental buildings) while he was  
 

~ �Fig. 39. Catholic Commercial Academy (École Le Plateau), 
Montreal, Quebec. Adolphe Lévêque, architect, 1870. 
MUSÉE DE LA CIVILISATION, SÉMINAIRE DE QUÉBEC FONDS, PH1986-295
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involved in this major project as an architect and 
site supervisor.102 The pointed style adopted bor-
rows from sixteenth-century European civil con-
struction, although the masonry of the walls, the 
absence of carved and profiled ashlar, the small 
size of the openings, and the uncertain profile of 
the pointed arches of these openings demonstrate 
the difficult adaptation of a new formal vocabula ry 

102. Quoted in the obituaries in 1913, Le Devoir, July 25, p. 2; 1913, L’Action Sociale, July 31, p. 3.
103. 1876, La Minerve, September 6, p. 3.
104. Johnston, John A., 1951, The Presbyterian College, Montreal 1865–1915, master’s thesis, McGill University. The old building was demolished in 
1962. 1873, “Presbyterian College Montreal” British American Presbyterian (Toronto), January 17, p. 5.

in the traditional milieu of Montreal’s French-
speaking craftsmen.

In 1876, Lévêque delivered the plans for 
the Jacques Cartier Normal School (fig. 40), his 
second monumental school building.103 To carry 
out this project, the government of the new 
Province of Quebec had purchased land from the 
former Logan Farm in what is now La Fontaine 
Park. Georges-Étienne Cartier and Pierre-Joseph-
Olivier Chauveau, Lévêque’s political protectors, 
entrusted him with this commission on behalf of 
the Department of Public Education. The architect 
was advised in his design work by Abbot Hospice-
Anthelme Verreau, director of the institution from 
1857 to 1901 and a personal friend of the architect.

For this building, Lévêque was inspired by 
the composition of the New Presbyterian College, 
erected three years earlier on the campus of McGill 
University, according to the plans of Alexander 
Cowper Hutchison, in the “Scottish baronial style” 
(fig. 41).104 The two buildings are quite similar in 
their general lines: a two-storey building with two 
side wings; a massive central tower dominates the 

~ �Fig. 40. Jacques Cartier Normal School, Montreal, 
Quebec. Adolphe Lévêque architect, 1876. Postcard c. 
1910. MCCORD MUSEUM, MP-0000.824.3

~ �Fig. 41. New Presbyterian College, McGill University, 
Montreal, Quebec. Alexander Cowper Hutchison, archi-
tect, 1873. CANADIAN ILLUSTRATED NEWS, JANUARY 8, 1976

~ �Fig. 42. Belmont School, Montreal, Quebec. Adolphe 
Lévêque, architect, 1876. MUSÉE DE LA CIVILISATION, SÉMINAIRE 

DE QUÉBEC FONDS, PH1986-293
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main body, and two polygonal turrets mark the 
side wings. In detail, the ornamental treatment of 
the Jacques Cartier Normal School is more sober. 
Here again, the traditional construction milieus of 
French Canada are struggle to integrate this formal 
renewal into their practices.105

Neighbourhood schools: 
Towards a French-Canadian 
vernacular Gothic Revival

In 1877, at the same time that he worked on the 
construction of Jacques Cartier Normal School, 
Lévêque developed a new type of school for 
Montreal in a vernacular Gothic Revival style. 
These buildings were larger than the first pictu-
resque Gothic schools, and for that reason, were 

105. The original plan could not be fully realized: the model school, chapel and library had yet to be built. The building soon ran into serious problems 
due to unstable ground. As early as 1881, the tower had to be rebuilt as it was lighter and lower. Destroyed by fire in 1948. Pinard, Guy, 1989, “Les écoles 
normales Jacques-Cartier et Notre-Dame,” La Presse, Sunday, May 7, p. E-8.
106. The “convent” is a school run by clerics. It was traditionally a rectangular pavilion with a hipped roof until about 1870, when a mansard roof (known 
as a “French roof” at the time) was added to it, generally used as a student dormitory. This type of architecture is still located in a French-speaking 
environment.
107. 1900, “L’école Belmont,” Le diocèse de Montréal à la fin du XIXe siècle, Montreal, Eusèbe Senécal & Cie, p. 270-271.
108. Originally known as Saint-Denis Model School, it became Olier School when it moved into its new building in 1879 on a lot at the corner of Roy, 
Drolet, Sanguinet and Pine Avenue. The building was significantly enlarged in 1909 and destroyed by fire in 1966. See 1947, Nos écoles laïques, 1846-
1946. Album souvenir, Montreal, p. 44-50).

better suited to a denser urban environment. In 
fact, the architect followed the model of the tradi-
tional convent: a rectangular two-storey volume 
set on a raised base and topped by a high man-
sard roof.106 The Gothic signature came to rest on 
this type of structure, in the form of ornaments: a 
slender central block suggesting a tower, openings 
with pointed arches, ornamental chimney stumps, 
and ironwork.

The two most complete examples of this 
type of school developed by Lévêque are Belmont 
School,107 on Guy Street (fig.  42) and Olier 
School,108 on Roy Street (fig. 43), both opened in 
1878. Published jointly in the L’Enseignement 

~ �Fig. 44. Belmont and Olier schools, Montreal, Quebec. 
Adolphe Lévêque, architect, 1876. Plan of the ground 
floor. L’ENSEIGNEMENT PRIMAIRE, MARCH 15, 1887, P. 92

~ �Fig. 43. Olier School, Montreal, Quebec. Adolphe 
Lévêque, architect, 1876. MUSÉE DE LA CIVILISATION, SÉMINAIRE 

DE QUÉBEC FONDS, PH1986-298
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Primaire109 periodical with magnificent engravings, 
a chronicler presented them as follows:

The sites are vast, and surrounded by an 
elegant fence; the courtyards are shaded by 
beautiful trees, and decorated with pretty 
parterres and baskets of flowers; these 
courtyards and gardens provide these 
establishments with the air and light that are 
indispensable for the health of the pupils and 
teachers. The buildings, in pointed style, offer 
this aspect, both severe and graceful, which 
blends so happily with the Canadian climate. 
They are two of the most beautiful school 
buildings in the city.110

This columnist echoes architect Lévêque’s 
credo that the pointed style, both severe and grace-
ful, “blends so happily with the Canadian climate,” 
which leads us to believe, again, that he wrote this 

109. 1887, “Notice sur les écoles relevant du Bureau des commissaires catholiques romains de la cité de Montréal (suite),” L’Enseignement Primaire : 
journal d’éducation et d’instruction, 7th grade, no. 6, March 15, p. 91-95.
110. Idem, p. 91-92.
111. Montcalm School, which became Victor-Doré School in 1932. Located at the corner of Saint-Hubert Street and De Maisonneuve Boulevard (current 
location of Place Dupuis). A poor illustration is available in the Massicotte Albums, BAnQ 2730844. Nos écoles laïques, 1846-1946. Album souvenir, 
p. 184; Le diocèse de Montréal à la fin du XIXe siècle, p. 322, p. 169 and 171.

highly praiseworthy note, even ten years after the 
schools were built. On the other hand, it should be 
noted that in terms of interior distribution, these 
two schools—and those that would follow—are 
more directly in keeping with the school tradition 
developed by religious communities and congre-
gations. The rectangular floors are symmetrically 
divided around a central hall that housed the main 
staircase (fig. 44). The idea of modular rooms with 
movable partitions disappeared and under the high 
cap of the mansard roof there was a large reception 
hall, whereas in rural Quebec this was where the 
residents’ dormitory would be located.

Four other schools of the same type were built 
according to the plans of Lévêque, in the same years: 
Montcalm School111 (corner of Saint-Hubert Street 

~ �Fig. 45. Plessis School, Montreal, Quebec. Adolphe 
Lévêque, architect, 1878. MUSÉE DE LA CIVILISATION, SÉMINAIRE 

DE QUÉBEC FONDS, PH1986-299

~ �Fig. 46. Plessis School, Montreal, Quebec. Adolphe 
Lévêque, architect, 1878. PHOTO: ALEXIS HAMEL
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and De Maisonneuve Boulevard), Plessis School112 
(Plessis Street), Saint-Henri School113 and Saint-
Gabriel School.114 Of this group of schools, all of 
which were based on the same French-Canadian 
vernacular model draped in Gothic ornaments, 
only Plessis School survived (figs. 45, 46). Begun 
in 1878 and expanded in 1891, it is in fact the only 
one of the pointed schools built by the Council of 
Commissioners to acquire a strong architectural 
identity that survives today. Fortunately enough, 
it has been identified by the City of Montreal as 
a “municipal property of heritage interest,” under 
the name of the Académie du Sacré-Cœur [Sacred 
Heart Academy]. The building is part of the parish 
complex of the Sacred Heart of Jesus Church, for 
which Lévêque had proposed plans as early as 1875.

112. 1980, Répertoire d’architecture traditionnelle sur le territoire de la Communauté urbaine de Montréal. Architecture civile II. Les édifices scolaires, 
Montreal, Communauté urbaine de Montréal, p. 180-181; 1900, “L’école Plessis,” Le diocèse de Montréal à la fin du XIXe siècle, p. 322.
113. 1876, La Minerve, June 16, p. 2; 1876, La Minerve, June 28, p. 2.
114. 1878, La Minerve, June 8, p. 4.
115. 1886, L’Exposition des Colonies et des Indes. Notice sur les écoles relevant du Bureau des Commissaires catholiques romains de la Cité de Montréal, 
Montreal, C. G. Beauchemin & Fils, 100 p.; 1893, Hommage des Commissaires d’écoles catholiques de Montréal. Notice sur les écoles relevant du Bureau 
des Commissaires catholiques romains de la Cité de Montréal, Montreal, 102 p.

If we consider these Montreal schools as we 
have done, isolating the buildings commissioned 
by the Office of the Catholic School Commissioners 
from the corpus of all Montreal schools, we can see 
that the adoption of the “pointed style” stems from 
a strong symbolic intention: to inscribe Catholic 
architecture in the city’s built landscape, notwith-
standing the language of education of the students. 
The Office of the Catholic School Commissioners 
was quite proud of its Gothic school grounds: it had 
high-quality images produced by the renowned 
photographer J.G. Parks and prints by the no-
less renowned Henry John Walker to illustrate an 
album to accompany a publication for two exhi-
bitions, one in London, in 1886 and the other in 
Chicago, in 1893.115

~ �Fig. 47. Saint-Antoine-Abbé Catholic Church, Franklin 
(Haut-Saint-Laurent), Quebec. Adolphe Lévêque archi-
tect, 1873. PHOTO: LUCIE K. MORISSET

~ �Fig. 48. Saint-Antoine-Abbé Catholic Church, Franklin 
(Haut-Saint-Laurent). Adolphe Lévêque, architect, 1873. 
CPRQ 2003-16-129-30-01
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But in order to fully grasp this intention to be 
symbolic, we first had to understand the arguments 
deployed by architect Lévêque to defend and estab-
lish this style which, for him, was neither French 
nor English, but rather Roman Catholic. And this 
inevitably brings us back to A.W.N. Pugin whose 
writings—illustrated by a doctrinal ly coherent 
constructed work—had a major impact in French-
Canadian Catholic circles in Montreal. That was 
the purpose of this laborious demonstration.

Lévêque, as we have seen, was strongly 
inspired by Pugin’s writings. But he also had a long 
association with the writings of the proponents of 
the Catholic revival in France, the very people 
who were at the root of the revival of thirteenth-
century Gothic architecture in the 1830s.116 This 
subject deserves to be studied in greater depth, but 
we already know that it was through their contact 
that our architect acquired a solid knowledge of the 
history of Western architecture. In this vast pan-
orama that he gave himself as a frame of reference, 
as a believer, he obviously insisted on the qualities 
of Christian architecture in the long period before 
the Reforms. This served him well because when 
his projects in the “pointed style” were set aside by 
the bishop—first Mgr. Bourget, then Mgr. Fabre—
in Montreal, he took up again, in his category 
of Catholic architecture, the “Norman” style 
(Romanesque Revival), with, on a few occasions, 
touches of Byzantine architecture (“Byzantine 
Renaissance”). As a result, he had a prolific career 
in religious architecture. He then exercised a real 
monopoly on Catholic school architecture.

116. One can mention Abbot Jean-Jacques Bourassé (1813–1872), author of l’Archéologie chrétienne ou précis de l’histoire des Monuments du Moyen-
Âge (Tours, Alfred Mame et Compagnie, 1840), which the Montreal architect cites in profusion. Also, Ludovic Vitet, the first inspector general of the 
Monuments historiques de France (1830); Jean-Philippe Schmidt, author of Les églises gothiques (1837), and Charles de Montalembert, author of Du 
vandalisme et du catholicisme dans l’art (1839).
117. The volume and interior space of this church are redesigned due to the introduction of a clerestory: the façade now expresses the interior organ-
ization and the windows on the aisles are removed. This creates an imposing f loor of blind galleries but capable of receiving large painted frescoes.
118. “He had the reputation of being very well versed in municipal law, and his advice contributed greatly to improving the administrative services of 
the town hall,” 1913,  La Presse, July 25, p. 9.

But it should be noted now that Adolphe 
Lévêque was not only a skillful servant of medi-
eval styles or a mediator of A.W.N. Pugin’s aesthet-
ics. Starting in 1870, he also delivered the plans 
of several original churches, more representative  
in a personal way, such as Saint-Antoine-Abbé 
Church in Franklin (1873, Haut-Saint-Laurent: 
figs. 47, 48), an astonishing small monument and 
a precursor in many respects,117 as are the Church 
of St. Edmond in Coaticook (1883) and the Church 
of St. Ignatius in Coteau-du-Lac (1891). This tells us 
that this architect, who was also an inventor and a 
key figure in Montreal’s municipal history—he is 
credited with having had a significant influence on 
municipal life,118 particularly with public buildings 
(markets, “Smallpox Hospital,” police stations)—
has yet to be discovered. One thing is certain: 
for him and many of the people around him, the 
“battle of styles” was important in shaping the 
identity of the territory.
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