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Qu’est-ce qui fait qu’un tas de pierres devient un édifice ? Qu’est-ce qui donne de 
l’identité à la ville ? Comment le temps construit-il du sens ? Comment se forme la 
personnalité du paysage construit ?
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On découvre ainsi comment on a, en art, en architecture ou en patrimoine, créé 
de la culture.

The Architecture of Identity:  
A tribute to Professor Luc Noppen
What makes a pile of stones a building? What gives identity to the urbanscape? How does time 
fabricate meaning? How can the built environment acquire personality?

This book answers these questions by exploring ways and reasons to trace and interpret the 
production of identity in our environment. From the île d’Orleans to Barcelona, from Breton 
villas to converted churches and from public art policies to universal exhibitions, we follow the 
making of originality, voluntary or fortuitous, to discover in history its impulses and its trans-
formations, as well as its architects and its representations.

We thus discover how culture has been created, in art, architecture, or heritage.
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LUC NOPPEN AND  
THE ART OF THE DRAWING
 
Robert  G.  Hil l 

The prodigious output of Luc Noppen over the past forty years, with more 
than twenty books and numerous articles appearing in scholarly journals pub-
lished in Quebec and elsewhere in Canada, is both enviable and Herculean. One 
of these ground-breaking works is often overlooked, yet its appearance in 1983 
proved to be a watershed of image and analysis, and it still provides a template for histori-
ans and scholars who need to pay more attention to the significance and value of original 
architectural drawings: L’art de l’architecte. Three centuries of architectural drawing in 
Quebec City.1

1 Luc Noppen and Marc Grignon, L’art de l’architecte. Three centuries of architectural drawing in Québec City, 
Québec, Musée du Québec and Université Laval, [1st ed.] 1983. French version : L’art de l’architecte. Trois 
siècles de dessin d’architecture à Québec, Québec, Musée du Québec, 1983.

| �Harry Staveley, “House for J.F. Burnstall, Esq., Aug. 12th 1904.” 
BiBliothèque et Archives nAtionAles du quéBec (BAnq), stAveley collection
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This illustrated catalogue, published in two separate 
English and French editions, accompanied a major 
touring exhibition which was organized to celebrate 

the 375th Anniversary of the founding of Quebec City in 
1608. The exhibition opened at the Musée du Quebec in 
Quebec City in April 1983, then toured to the National 
Gallery of Canada in Ottawa in July 1983, and then moved 
onward to the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto in October 
of that year where this writer had an opportunity to view 
the exhibition on three separate occasions.

Working with Marc Grignon of Quebec City, and a team 
of art history students from Laval University in Quebec 
City, the exhibit was among the very first to exa mine the 
practice of architectural drawing for the theme of a large-
scale touring exhibition in Canada. Initially conceived and 
organized in 1982, Noppen and his team carefully selected 
105 original drawings prepared by more than 70 archi-
tects, craftsmen, and military engineers who had lived and 

worked in Quebec from 1663 up to 1912. Spanning more than 
300 years of Canadian architectural history, the team was 
able to choose material from six major collections of draw-
ings held by institutions in Quebec City and elsewhere. This 
included material from the Archives nationales du Quebec, 
the Musée du Quebec, the City of Quebec Archives and, in 
Ottawa, from the National Archives of Canada (Library and 
Archives Canada nowadays).

This exhibit—and catalogues—was carefully timed 
to coincide with growing interest across Canada on the 
subject of architectural drawings; just one year before 
that, in 1982, the Mackenzie Art Gallery at the University 
of Regina had published Early domestic architecture in 
Regina: Presentation drawings and plans2 to accompany a 
large exhibition of original architectural drawings held 
at the Saskatchewan Archives Board in Regina. In 1983, 
the same year of the Quebec exhibition, the Dalhousie 
Art Gallery in Halifax published an important cata-
logue entitled The lost craft of ornamented architecture:  
Canadian architectural drawings, 1850-1930.3 However, nei-
ther catalogue could match the level of in-depth research 
and analysis which Noppen and his team offered in their 
exhibition and catalogue.

The publication of L’art de l’architecte may also have been 
directly influential on the subsequent appearance of sev-
eral books and catalogues featuring Canadian architectural 
drawings, including publications from New Brunswick such 
as Music of the eye: Architectural drawings of Canada’s first 
city, 1822-1914, published in 1992.4

An examination of these original drawings can be a rev-
elation, as Noppen and his team have ably demonstrated 
when they addressed issues such as:

2 Maija Bismanis, Early domestic architecture in Regina : Presentation 
drawings and plans. An exhibition organized by the Norman Mackenzie 
Art Gallery, University of Regina, Regina, Saskatchewan, 1982, Regina, 
Norman Mackenzie Art Gallery, 1982.

3 Jean B. Weir, The lost craft of ornamented architecture : Canadian archi-
tectural drawings, 1850-1930, Halifax, Dalhousie Art Gallery, 1983.

4 Gary K. Hughes, Music of the eye : Architectural drawings of Canada’s 
first city, 1822-1914, New Brunswick Museum and The Royal Architec-
tural Institute of Canada, 1992.

~ �Cover page of L’art de l’architecte, published both in English  
and French in 1983.



3 8 9

THE ARCHITECTURE OF IDENTITY Robert G. Hill | Luc Noppen and the Art of Drawing

◆ Authenticity and provenance: who has signed  
the drawing?

◆ Training and education: with whom did the  
architect serve an apprenticeship?

◆ Ability and talent: what does the drawing reveal about 
the skill of the architect?

◆ Media and technique: is the architect adept as using a 
variety of materials to render his proposals in a con-
vincing manner? 

◆ The architect in competition: how does the  
architect address “the battle of the styles”?

◆ Personal style: does the drawing show traces of sty-
listic innovation and the progressive evolution of his 
own personal style? 

◆ Outside influences: is the architect inspired by British, 
American, or European precedent?

Authenticity and provenance

Authenticity and authorship of any architectural drawing 
can often be surrounded by the mystery of who prepared 
the original plans and elevations and perspectives. A careful 
examination of the drawing is essential, as Noppen and his 
team proved when they included the elevation by Edward 
Staveley for the Masonic Hall in Quebec City, 1861. The 
handwritten signature in the lower right corner is a confir-
mation that Staveley is likely both the designer and delinea-
tor, well-versed in the Italian Renaissance style which he 
has chosen for the principal elevation facing Garden Street. 
Only by examining the actual drawing can one learn that 
the appearance of this building is almost devoid of any 
trace of local Quebec vernacular style, and proves that the 
architect must have been attracted to European precedent, 
either through books and journals, or which he had viewed 
on his personal tours and study trips to France and Italy.

~ �Edward Staveley, Masonic Hall “Elevation on Garden Street,” 1861. 
BAnq, stAveley collection

~ �Harry Staveley, perspective drawing of a church, 1868. 
BAnq, stAveley collection
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| ��Thomas Baillairgé, “Élévation du Portail approuvé pour l’Église parois-
siale de Québec, 14 mars 1843.” BAsilique-cAthédrAle notre-dAme de 
quéBec, dAniel ABel collection

Training and Education 

A vital aspect of the development of the career of an archi-
tect is his early apprenticeship and training, and Noppen 
did not shy away from including formative works that 
are remarkable for their refinements or for their lack of 
finesse which one would expect from a young architect. 
The crude and awkward perspective drawing by the young 
Harry Staveley reveals much about the difficulty a young 
student encountered in preparing a three-dimensional rep-
resentation of a building, and probably explains why many 
Canadian architects in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries sent their apprentices to American or British 
cities to work and gain more experience in drafting and 
detailing. The opportunities provided outside Canada were 
far superior to those in a small parochial location such as 
Quebec City, Halifax, or Saint John (New Brunswick). 

Ability and Talent 

The skill (and consequently the ability) of an architect is 
often evident in the method he uses to lay out (or “set up”) 
a drawing, and Thomas Baillairgé (1791-1859) was a master 
at presenting his concepts on paper in a convincing way. 
Noppen was astute to include the work of this talented 
architect dating from 1843, showing his finely proportioned 
and carefully detailed study for the elevation of the Roman 
Catholic Cathedral in Quebec City. This flattened, two-
dimensional study of the proposed façade has been enliv-
ened, and given a sense of depth by the use of the carefully 
rendered shades and shadows that Baillairgé has applied to 
the surface of his drawing, in order to differentiate between 
foreground and background massing and composition of 
the elements in his design. 
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~ �Eugène-Étienne Taché, Quebec Parliament buildings, main elevation, 
c. 1880. BAnq, eugène-étienne tAché collection

~ �Eugène-Étienne Taché, Quebec Parliament buildings, main elevation, 
1880-1881. BAnq, PAPineAu-BourAssA collection
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Media and Technique 

Canadian architects have always had a wide range of media 
to call upon to render their visions on paper, from pen and 
ink, to pencil, to watercolour, to gouache, china marker, 
chalk, pastel, and even coloured pencil. Many of these 
same architects have a singular devotion to one form of 
media, and rarely deviate from their personal preference. 
The Quebec City architect Eugène-Étienne Taché (1836-
1912) was particularly adept at using pen and ink for his 
early conceptual drawings and for his final presentation 
drawings, and Noppen and his colleagues wisely selected 
examples of his free-hand sketches to demonstrate Taché’s 
ability to quickly convey ideas in sketch form. Taché used 
the same tools to prepare straight-edge drawings at a later 
stage, making use of paper “paste-on” overlays which could 
be flipped up or lifted to reveal alternative designs under-
neath for the massing and treatment of any given elevation, 

~ �Porter and Son, presentation drawing submitted for the Quebec City 
Hall design competition, 1889. queBec city Archives

| �Joseph-Ferdinand Peachy, presentation drawing submitted for the 
Quebec City Hall design competition, 1889. queBec city Archives

| �François-Xavier Berlinguet, presentation drawing submitted  
for the Quebec City Hall design competition, 1889. queBec city 
Archives
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and for alternatives in plan layout and to the disposition 
of rooms.

The Architect in Competition 

The world of Canadian architectural competitions is laced 
with true stories of jealousy, greed, envy, rejection, intrigue, 
corruption, bitter disappointment, and broken promises. All 
the ingredients of a Shakespearean play are present in these 
episodes, and the 1889 competition for the new City Hall in 
Quebec City is no different. More than a dozen architects 
from the United States and Canada submitted designs, and 
the jury of Eugène-Étienne Taché and Harry Staveley of 
Quebec City, with Victor Roy of Montreal, awarded the first 
prize to Elzéar Charest (1850-1927) of Quebec City. Not con-
tent to merely publish the winning scheme, Noppen and his 
team have dug deeply to mine a rich vein of archival mate-
rial held in the municipal archives of the City of Quebec, 
including documentation on the losing entries from the 
American architect Cyrus K. Porter (1828-1910), a leading 

architect of Buffalo, New York, as well as the losing entry 
from Joseph-Ferdinand Peachy (1830-1903) of Quebec City. 
True to form, the upshot of the competition was that the 
City handed six sets of drawings to one of the competitors 
(who thankfully remains unnamed), with instructions for 
him to draw up a new plan embodying “the best points of 
each,” with the whole exercise to be done under the super-
intendence of the City engineer. Needless to say, this pro-
posal to weld together a hybrid design was doomed to fail.

Fortunately, the organizers of the competition in 
Quebec City had the foresight to photograph each design 
before returning the original drawings to the competitors. 
Many of these drawings have now been lost, but Noppen 
has wisely included reproductions of the designs from 
Porter and Peachy, as well as the elaborate proposal from 
François-Xavier Berlinguet (1830-1916). Selecting these 
images of the drawings proved to be significant, because 
they form an important barometer to the direction of 
contemporary architectural design in Canada in the late 
nineteenth century, and they expose the rift between the 
progressive modernists such as Porter, who advocated the 

~ �Charles Baillairgé, plan for a new House of Parliament presented for Ottawa c. 1859 and for Quebec c. 1875.  
musée de lA civilisAtion de quéBec, séminAire de quéBec collection
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Richardsonian Romanesque style, and the local Quebec City 
architects such as Peachy and Berlinguet, who relied on an 
outdated interpretation of French classicism that seems not 
only out of place, but lifted from another era.

Personal Style 

The development of a personal style by leading Canadian 
architects makes it possible to recognize, sometimes 
instantly, who has prepared a design, and who has prepared 
the presentation drawing. Prominent architects such as 
Charles Baillairgé (1826-1906) inadvertently authored some 

of the dullest and bleakest designs for institutional buildings 
in the province of Quebec, yet Noppen and his team do not 
pass judgement on the work, and allow us to appraise these 
for ourselves by including images of Baillairgé’s competition 
design for the Parliament building in Ottawa of 1859, and for 
his equally dreary and monotonous design for the new Laval 
University building in Quebec of 1852. Only by examining 
these drawings can we safely conclude that much of the 
work of this particular architect is undistinguished by the  
refinements of scholarship.

~�John Phillips [attributed to], drawing of a house at 56 St. Louis Street, 
1830. BAnq, Fonds cour suPérieure. district judiciAire de quéBec, 
greFFes de notAires

~ �Charles Baillairgé, elevation of the façade of Laval University, c. 1852. 
musée de lA civilisAtion du quéBec, séminAire de quéBec collection 
 
Period photograph of the presentation drawing of the façade of Laval 
University. musée de lA civilisAtion de quéBec, séminAire de quéBec 
collection
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Outside Influences 

It is already well known that the influence of architectural 
pattern books published in Great Britain and in the United 
States had a major impact on the development of commer-
cial and residential architecture in Canada. But can this be 
proven by specific examples? Noppen has applied careful 
research to link the work of John Phillips (c. 1789-1859), an 
architect active in Quebec City, and he has published his 
original architectural drawing from 1830 showing a large 
residence at 56 St. Louis Street in Quebec. Coupled with 
this image is a project by Asher Benjamin (1773-1845), the 
author of the pattern book entitled The American build-
er’s companion, first published in 1806 and reprinted in  
several editions up until 1827. The resemblance between the 
Phillips drawing and plate 52 of the Asher Benjamin work is 
uncanny, and leads to speculation on whether Phillips knew 
of, or had once seen this specific design from Benjamin’s 
book.

The Drawing as Artifact

Noppen and his team were keenly aware of the physical-
ity and presence of an original architectural drawing, and 
Noppen knows that ideas of appreciation and connoisseur-
ship are based on the essential careful observation and 
appraisal of the drawing itself, rather than just looking at 
a mechanical reproduction. His selection of the beautiful 
drawing showing the famous Prescott Gate (built 1797; 
demolished 1871) in Quebec City is a case in point. Designed 
by the British military engineer Gother Mann (1747-1839), 
the display of this exquisite drawing allows us to examine 
the actual colour-coded watercolour media employed by 
Mann to render the proposed gate structure, and it also 
allows us to determine the type of paper used (woven paper 
or laid paper), and to look for the presence of a paper water-
mark on the surface of the drawing which will reveal the 
date and source of the paper manufacturer in England or 
in Europe. 

* * *

With all of the issues and facts that revolve around the 
rich architectural history of Quebec City, Luc Noppen 
has successfully championed the importance of original 
architectural drawings as artifact of, and a mirror to the 
preoccupations of early architects in Canada. For this, he 
deserves our gratitude for shedding light on how to read 
and interpret these collections of rare and valuable draw-
ings which still lay undiscovered in museums and regional 
archives across Canada.
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