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| �Mrs. Cawthra residence, 1882, by William George Storm. 
archives OF OntariO

THE CITY AS SPECTACLE 
MODERNITY AND THE URBAN FABRIC  
OF JARVIS STREET, TORONTO

 
Jessica Mace

Throughout his career, Luc Noppen has looked to the local. Where others may see something 
mundane—perhaps not looking past the present-day appearance of a particular building or 
canal, for example—Luc always succeeds in peeling back the layers to reveal extraordinary 
and complex narratives, even in the most inconspicuous of places. His study of such built 
environments has been approached with an enthusiasm that would become infectious for 
generations of students—whether examining architecture, urban planning, infrastructure, 
or heritage—myself included. Luc never fails to find wonder in the everyday, and in the poten-
tially commonplace buildings that make up the architectural fabric in this country. This paper, 
then, pays tribute to his legacy by examining a long-overlooked stretch of roadway and its 
domestic architecture that developed in tandem, in the hopes of encouraging others to view 
the cityscape as a true spectacle.
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In the summer of 1890, Toronto held a four-day carnival, 
the Toronto Summer Carnival. Intended to coincide with 
Dominion Day (July 1), and meant to instill a sense of 

civic pride,1 the city spared no expense. There were military 
parades, fireworks, sailing and rowing regattas, sporting 
events, and concerts. Aside from these, one of the main 
attractions was a nighttime promenade, lit by lanterns 
strung up and down the length of Toronto’s premier resi-
dential street, Jarvis.

In the lead-up to the event, it was reported that :

The splendid asphalt pavement will be swept as clean as 
a ballroom floor, and at the street intersections bands of 
the city and Province will take part. The street from one 
end to the other, and it is a mile and a quarter in length, 
will be lit up with Chinese lanterns hung from the trees 
and shrubs. On the street itself a large number of electric 
lights will be placed . . . In many cases elaborate prepara-
tions have been made for the decoration and illumi nation 
of the houses along the street, and . . . visitors will have 
an opportunity of seeing how far the Queen City has 
progressed in the matter of architecture in relation to 
homes. Without in any way being boastful, it may be said 
that the architecture to be seen on Jarvis street is of a 
better class than in any American city of the same size 
as Toronto.2

In spite of perceived Torontonian modesty (at the time), 
the tone was, indeed, meant to be boastful, as a “tide of 
visitors” was expected “from all parts of Canada and from 
the States.”3 The largest part of the spectacle turned out to 
be the built environment of the streetscape itself. But, what 
exactly was so special about Jarvis Street and its architec-
ture that it played host to such an event ? How did it earn 

1 “City ornamentation,” The Globe [Toronto], August 25, 1876, p. 2. 

2 “The Carnival. Toronto’s great festival arrangements. Our monster 
holiday. Glimpses of some of the most notable events,” The Globe, 
June 28, 1890, p. 1.

3 “The Carnival. Arrangements for the Great Fete—The militia and the 
benevolent societies,” The Globe, June 27, 1890, p. 6.

such praise, and come to be declared “the street of Toronto”4 
as well as “one of the most lovely and beautiful streets to 
be found on this continent ?”5

4 “Civic affairs : Special meeting of the Committee on Works. New street 
railway routes,” The Globe, May 31, 1881, p. 7.

5 “Municipal questions. Mr. T.G. Mason has a chat with taxpayers,” The 
Globe, May 24, 1890, p. 18.

~�Jarvis Street Promenade, Toronto’s Grand Summer Carnival,  
Barclay, Clark & Co., 1890. tOrOntO PuBlic liBrary
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In this chapter, I will discuss the origins and transforma-
tion of Jarvis Street into the foremost neighbourhood of the 
city of Toronto in the late nineteenth century. In particular, 
I will argue that its success was due, to a large extent, to the 
conscious approach that was taken to the development of 
the roadway, and with respect to the domestic architec-
ture as built there in the 1870s, 1880s, and 1890s ; in effect, 
the conditions came together to make this street a testing 
ground for the latest, and sometimes even experimental, 
architectural fashions. This meant that it was an area in 
which international trends in modern architecture could be 
easily found, and spoke to not only the street’s modernity, 
but to the views of modernity in late nineteenth-century 
architecture in the English-speaking world more broadly. 

The latter is an understudied aspect of architectural history 
that will be given particular attention here. 

In short, these modernization efforts—both individual 
and collective—on Jarvis Street were unparalleled in 
Toronto, and, together, speak to the potential of the city in 
the final decades of the nineteenth century. The backdrop of 
the pristinely kept street combined with the grandiose resi-
dences transformed the street into an eclectic, picturesque 
ensemble, and truly became a spectacle in its own right. 

Jarvis Property

~ �Detail, Topographical Plan of the City and Liberties of Toronto in 
the Province of Canada, James Cane, 1842. tOrOntO PuBlic liBrary
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The Development of Jarvis Street  
and the First Grand Homes

When Toronto was settled by the British in 1793, it was a 
small garrison town—known as York until 1834—on the 
north shore of Lake Ontario. As settlement became more 
permanent, lots were divided in long, narrow rectangu-
lar strips running north from the water’s edge. William 
Jarvis (1756-1817), one of the original officials to arrive at 
York with Lieutenant-Governor John Graves Simcoe,6 pur-
chased a large plot of land to the east of the city core. This 
100-acre property remained in the Jarvis family until 1845, 
when Samuel Jarvis, the son of William, came into financial 
difficulties.7 

6 Robert J. Burns, “Jarvis, William,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography, 
vol. 5, University of Toronto / Université Laval, 2003, <http ://www.
biographi.ca/en/bio/jarvis_william_5E.html>, accessed February 5, 
2019, 

7 “Sale of building lots,” The Globe, October 14, 1845, p. 4 ; Douglas 
Leighton and Robert J. Burns, “Jarvis, Samuel Peters,” Dictionary of 
Canadian Biography, University of Toronto / Université Laval, vol. 8, 
2003, <http ://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/jarvis_samuel_peters_8E.
html>, accessed February 1, 2018 ; Austin Seton Thompson, “Jarvis 
Street : A story of triumph and tragedy,” Toronto, Personal Library, 
1980, p. 115.

At that time, he called upon the primary surveyor of 
the city, John George Howard (1803-1890), to subdi vide the 
land.8 Howard laid out a broad street through the middle of 
the property that connected a pre-existing road stemming 
from the waterfront to the northern city limit (present-day 
Bloor Street). The new roadworks resulted in the demo-
lition of the original Jarvis family home, Hazelburn.9 The 
remainder of the lot was then parceled and sold privately 
by the younger Jarvis himself to pay off personal debts.10 
Sales were slow to begin, and while some parcels of land 
were sold within a few years of the original announcement 
in 1845, the first homes were not built on the new street 
until the mid- to late-1850s.11

In spite of the rapid growth of Toronto, one of the rea-
sons for the slow development appears to have been that 
wealthy citizens purchased large parcels of land and held 
onto them, perhaps as investments, without building.12 
William Cawthra (1801-1880), in particular, purchased a large 
tract of land, only selling or gifting it to family and friends 
beginning in the late 1860s and the 1870s. It was only then 
that the development of Jarvis Street truly began to pick up 
steam. Because the land was originally sold privately, and 
then divided up and sold off at later dates in a piecemeal 
fashion, it meant that the lots varied greatly in size by the 
time that domestic construction began in earnest. This lack 
of uniformity, however, combined with the potential to 
own a large piece of property just beyond the increasingly 
bustling downtown core of the city, proved to be quite the 
draw for the elite of Toronto. It also, importantly, allowed 

8 Ibid.

9 Thompson, “Jarvis Street : A story of triumph and tragedy,” op. cit., 
p. 119 ; Leighton and Burns, “Jarvis, Samuel Peters,” op. cit.

10 Leighton and Burns, ibid.

11 Thompson, “Jarvis Street : A story of triumph and tragedy,” op. cit., 
p. 118, 136 ; Thompson says that construction began only in 1858, but 
it seems as though there were other homes built by that time, accor-
ding to the 1858 Atlas of the City of Toronto and vicinity, Toronto, 
W.S. Boulton. A Globe article titled “Building operations in Toronto,” 
of August 4, 1856 (p. 2), also lists two residences being built on Jarvis, 
and an even earlier Globe notice of December 29, 1853 (p. 774) lists a 
house being built for a Nordheimer at Jarvis and Shuter. 

12 Thompson, ibid., p. 146.

~�Arthur McMaster residence, Jarvis St., Toronto, c. 1912. 
city OF tOrOntO archives, FOnds 1244, iteM 3070
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for greater freedom and experimentation with respect to 
home design and construction. 

Indeed, perhaps the most grandiose home of the 1860s in 
this neighbourhood, the eclectic Gothic residence of promi-
nent businessman Arthur Robinson McMaster confirms 
this. Built in 1868 by the respected Toronto firm of Thomas 
Gundry and Henry Langley, it effectively set a trend that 
would last several decades. Not only did McMaster have a 
home built for his own use on a large plot at the corner of 
Jarvis and Wellesley, but the home was extravagant, both 
in size and in expense. The Toronto Globe reported that it 
cost $20,000 ; this was at a time when most other dwellings 
on the same street ranged from $1500 to $8000.13 Beyond 
cost, this ostentatious Gothic showpiece would have shown 
what was possible with the right real estate and with good 
architects, and effectively set the pattern for the upper por-
tion of the street for the decades to follow.

13 “Progress of Toronto. Buildings erected in 1868,” The Globe, December 1, 
1868, p. 1.

The 1870s

Development on the street continued to progress, so that 
between 1872 and 1875, lot prices in some cases doubled, 
jumping from $30/foot frontage to around $60/foot.14 But it 
was not just the houses that were redefining the character 
of the street, but the public works as well. With the pull of 
the new, wealthy inhabitants on Jarvis Street, funds were 
poured into the improvement of the road. Before long, it 
was transformed into a proper boulevard, complete with 
sidewalks, sodding, trees planted, and posts and chains put 
in place.

Such improvements were lauded in the papers, if not 
reported on jealously. Upon completion of the project, it 
was said that : “the Jarvisians pulled up their shirt collars 
in a superior manner, coughed with a patronizing air of 
self-satisfaction, and thanked heaven that there was the 

14 “Improvements in Toronto,” The Globe, August 21, 1875, p. 5.

~ �Samuel R. Briggs residence, 1871-1872, by Smith and Gemmell. 
archives OF OntariO

~ �George Morphy residence, 1877, by James Hughes Lalor. 
archives OF OntariO
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prospect of there being at least one street in Toronto where 
people could live in a civilized fashion !”15

Regardless of such tongue-in-cheek statements, it was 
agreed that the entirety of the new street was “to be the 
glory of Toronto, the joy of strangers, and a model for the 
whole Canadian world.”16 This meant that the road itself and 
the buildings evolved in tandem. Just as the beautiful homes 
improved the quality of the roadway, these public works 
themselves began to draw new wealthy citizens, causing 
a surge in home-building. By 1878, it was said that “Jarvis 
Street is the handsomest avenue in Toronto and cannot per-
haps be equalled on the continent. The well formed road, 
the boulevarded borders, and the delightful villas with their 
well ordered grounds, present to the eye a very attractive 
picture.”17

The architectural styles of these “delightful villas,” how-
ever, changed over time, with each new house built in the 
latest fashion of the day. In the 1870s, this meant a shift 
from the Gothic Revival style of the McMaster residence 
to the Second Empire style ; for instance, the residence of 

15 “City Ornamentation,” The Globe, August 25, 1876, p. 2.
16  Ibid.

17 Illustrated historical Atlas of the County of York, Toronto, Miles & Co, 
1878.

Samuel R. Briggs of 1872 by Smith and Gemmell, and the 
semi-detached residences for George Morphy of 1877 
by James Hughes Lalor. Originating in France, Second 
Empire exploded in popularity in the Canadian context of 
the 1870s. A variant on the classical tradition, its defining 
characteristic is the sloping Mansard roof, which could be 
found peppered across the city of Toronto in the form of 
public buildings, schoolhouses, commercial buildings, and, 
of course, residences. Gundry and Langley, for example, had 
used it prominently for Government House, Toronto, begun 
1867-186918 ; its use for the residence of the Lieutenant 
Governor of Ontario, the representative of Queen Victoria 
in the province, would have held significant influence. The 
liberal use of Second Empire for the residences of Jarvis 
Street speaks to its popularity, as well as to the wealth and 
taste that continued to define the area.

While it is perhaps not surprising that contempo rary 
taste would be used in a wealthy area to flaunt status, the 
fashion of the subsequent decade would present a rather 
more perplexing vision of architectural modernity ; one that 
is much more difficult to define and categorize. In a typically 
nineteenth-century custom, architecture from this point 
on would look consciously to past styles for inspiration. 
The novelty, however, was ultimately in the unexpected 
combinations of said styles. The peculiar blending of motifs, 
at the time, was a result of the fact that architecture, both 
in Canada and abroad, was bound up with this drive toward 
modernity, although there was much uncertainty as to 
how to get there. In order to understand the subsequent 
homes built on Jarvis Street, then, it is important to look to 
international architectural debates regarding modernity, 
particularly in the British context, which still served as the 
exemplar for Canadian trends. 

18 Robert G. Hill, “Gundry, Thomas,” Biographical dictionary of archi-
tects in Canada, <http ://www.dictionaryofarchitectsincanada.org/
node/757>, accessed July 18, 2019. 

~ �Holdenby House. The Building News, July 5, 1872



5 1

THE ARCHITECTURE OF IDENTITY Jessica Mace | Modernity and the Urban Fabric of Jarvis Street

Architectural Modernity in the 1870s and 1880s

Although most critics, patrons, and practitioners at the time 
believed that a new style and system of architecture were 
highly desirable, many also believed that it was not possible. 
Paradoxically, as per the belief, modern architecture must 
inevitably spring from historical styles. For instance, one 
writer for the periodical The Building News wrote, in 1871 : 

There must be a nucleus around which new ideas can 
crystallise ; there must be a solid foundation on which 
new additions can be built up. There must be, in short, 
some style or period of a style assumed as a basis, some-
thing in which we can alter what needs alteration, and 
retain what is worth keeping. The question is, what style 
affords the most hopeful starting-point ?19

Such proponents of change, however, generally did not 
offer any concrete solutions as to which style should be the 
starting point. This, in part, helped to awaken a sense of 
eclecticism, in which architects and patrons selected what 

19 “The starting-point for a modern style,” The Building News, May 5, 1871, 
p. 337.

they thought was “worth keeping” from this or that style, 
combining them together as desired. This was done rather 
timidly at first, even if the results were seen to be somewhat 
egregious. For instance, in 1871, one author—writing under 
the initials “J.P.S.”—had the following to say of Holdenby 
House, an English country home, that had recently under-
gone modifications using an eclectic vocabulary : 

Holdenby House . . . with mullions and transoms pre-
tending to carry us back to the days of the Tudors, with 
a porch built up with pilasters one above another like 
acrobats performing in a circus ; dormers with pedi-
ments, like pork-pie hats flattened down upon towers 
of back hair, such as damsels of the present day delight 
to erect, and chimneys with chamfered plinths and 
oc tagonal bases, but tops that look like slabs, substi-
tuted by country masons for the proper appropriate 
capitals that some high wind must have decapitated. 
Eclecticism ! Eclecticism ! What horrors have not ere this 
been perpetrated in thy euphonious name !20

20 J.P.S., “Spurious eclecticism,” The Building News, July 12, 1872, p. 35.

~ �From left to right : “Weirleigh,” Brenchley, Kent, by Wadmore and Baker, The Building News, FeBruary 11, 1881 ;  
“Fitzjohn Tower,” Hampstead, London, by J.T. Wimperis, The Building News, FeBruary 18, 1881 ;  
“Ingleside,” Putney, London, by W. Young, The Building News, July 22, 1881.
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~ �Mrs. Cawthra residence, 1882-1883, by William George Storm. 
archives OF OntariO
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While the alterations appear rather innocuous to the 
present-day reader, breaking from the use of a singular 
architectural vocabulary with respect to ornamentation 
at this time was evidently rather offensive to genteel 
nineteenth-century sensibilities. While it had been fairly 
common for decades to blend elements from different 
phases of medieval Gothic architecture—for instance at 
the McMaster residence—or various aspects of the classi-
cal tradition, it appears that cross-pollination, so to speak, 
was frowned upon. Yet, in the 1870s, mixing in this way was 
not just contained to this one example, and was, in fact, a 
trend that grew in popularity in England throughout the 
decade. This interest in blending makes sense, however ; if 
architects were called upon to move simultaneously toward 

a new modern architecture, and to draw upon past styles, 
there was bound to be some manipulation of characteristics 
and their proper application. Another writer confirms, albeit 
grudgingly, that this was the case, and that such hybrid 
buildings “are a symptom of transition, of dissatisfaction 
with existing types, of readiness to accept new ideas. They 
may possibly be steps on the road to another permanent 
system, but they can hardly be permanent themselves. The 
half-and-half style is too [disorganized and too crude] to 
endure.”21

But it did endure, and by the 1880s this so-called tran-
sitional style had become even more flagrantly eclectic, 

21 “The half-and-half style,” The Building News, June 23, 1871, p. 481-483.

~�John C. Fitch residence, 1884, by William George Storm.  
archives OF OntariO

~ �Plan, John C. Fitch residence, 1884, by William 
George Storm. archives OF OntariO
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although the issue of what should constitute the basis of 
a new modern architecture was no further along than it 
had been in the early years of the 1870s. This can be plainly 
seen in the even more outrageous buildings that were fea-
tured as the latest designs in the pages of the architectural 
press at the time, for instance in The Building News. By 
then, it became extremely rare for architects to work in a 

traditional or archaeologically correct way with elements of 
any particular historic style, and so most of the residences 
from that time appear as hybrid creations in one way or 
another, often freely blending Gothic motifs with Second 
Empire motifs, for instance. This line of thinking was 
solidified by prominent architects like the English Richard 
Norman Shaw with the so-called Queen Anne style, and the 
American Henry Hobson Richardson with his Romanesque 
Revival, who both advocated for the implementation of 
eclectic historical motifs, stressing variety in materials, 
surface textures, and, above all, spacious and comfortable 
planning. The trend quickly became “antiquarian and deco-
ratively conceived houses” or “architectural pastiches, [that 
were] wholly charming.”22 

High Victorian Eclecticism  
on Jarvis Street in the 1880s

The conditions that had shaped Jarvis Street in the 1860s 
and 1870s created the perfect incubator for just such High 
Victorian eclecticism in the 1880s through the early 1890s. 
Indeed, while the various architectural styles of the earlier 
homes of the well-to-do Jarvisians created a somewhat 
eclectic streetscape, it was about to become even more 
so as individual houses began to be designed and erected 
using a deliberately eclectic vocabulary, creating just such 
charming “architectural pastiches” as discussed in the archi-
tectural press. The Toronto-based architect William George 
Storm (1826-1892), for instance, built a number of homes 
in this neighbourhood in the now-popular eclectic style. 
These designs present a distinctive shift not present in the 
earlier works of Storm, which could all handily be placed 
and contained within one firm architectural category.

At the Cawthra house of 1882-1883 at Jarvis and 
Isabella streets—for Mrs. Cawthra, widow of William 
Cawthra who had originally purchased the large plots of 

22 Vincent J. Scully, Jr., The shingle style and the stick style : Architectural 
theory and design from Richardson to the origins of Wright, [rev. ed.] 
1971, p. 11.

~�James Carruthers residence, 1888, by Langley and Burke. 
archives OF OntariO
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land on Jarvis Street—for instance, we see an unrestrained 
Gothic approach to planning (read : irregular and built 
according to need rather than to predetermined eleva-
tion) and a blatant blend of motifs. There are a number 
of High Victorian Gothic elements such as pointed arches 
and windows, as well as an interest in iron cresting and 
elaborate woodwork, in the form of bargeboard, and ve- 
randah and window supports. All of this is mixed with the 
creeping influence of Richardsonian Romanesque, which 
originated with the American architect Henry Hobson 
Richardson (1838-1886), notably at Holy Trinity Church 
of 1872 in Boston, Massachusetts, or the Marshall Field 
Warehouse Store of 1885 in Chicago, Illinois. This style is 
characterized by heavy proportions, rusticated masonry, 
squat, round-headed arches, and other variants on the clas-
sical tradition, executed in a heavy sculptural hand. 

Such a blend of fashionable styles was certainly meant 
to be eye-catching, but Storm made also sure to take full 
advantage of the site to bolster the visibility of the home. 
Located on a corner lot, he succeeded in creating visual 
interest in the two street façades of the house. Here, Storm 
placed bay windows and a prominent verandah so that 
Mrs. Cawthra and her guests could admire framed views 
of the cityscape from the comfort of her home. In this way, 
it would have been doubly appealing as it was noticeable in 
the cityscape, but also presented two distinct vistas from 
within the confines of the building itself. 

Although this was a type of articulation that clearly 
interested the elite patron, like Mrs. Cawthra, contempo-
rary critics were still trying to reconcile the new eclectic 
trends with their beliefs. One critic conceded that if true 
architectural innovation or invention was not possible, then 
it was better for the architect to be a “composer or a com-
piler” who “picks out a bit here and another there”23 than to 
doggedly rely on pure iterations of past styles, as had been 
the trend earlier in the century (most notably with religious 
architecture). Certainly, patrons seemed eager to accept this 
new mode of doing things : in fact, the same article notes 

23 “Copyists and composers,” The Building News, December 24, 1880, 
p. 723.

that such “compositions” paid the best, implying a strong 
demand for them from a wealthy clientele.

Storm continued his eclectic work as a “composer” for 
the John C. Fitch residence of 1884. The overall design is 
reliant on the freedom of Gothic planning, most noticeably 
in that the building’s footprint is evidently not confined to 
a square or rectangle. This, too, was on a corner lot, which 
Storm planned accordingly with the angled main entrance 
and vestibule ; while useful for the owner, it was, again, 
highly visible and attractive to passersby. Richardson’s 
influence can similarly be found in the plan—where there 
is a stair-hall that is used as a living space, and not just a 
point of circulation—as well as in the heavily rusticated 
stone base. In terms of ornament, there are, again, traces 

~�“Moorish” detail, James Carruthers residence,  
by Langley and Burke. archives OF OntariO
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of Gothic, which had long been perceived and admired as 
the most flexible and adaptable of the historical styles,24 
and so it is no great surprise that it was retained in the 
vocabulary of an architect like Storm during such a time 
when versatility was highly sought by Toronto’s premiere 
clientele.

To present-day readers, the appearance of Gothic traces 
in homes of that time might easily be brushed off as the lag 
in styles or nostalgia transferred from England to Canada, as 
was commonly the case earlier in the century. I must insist, 
however, that this is not the case ; the number of these 
houses present in the area is clear evidence that Storm and 
others were participating in the trends and debates that 

24 “The half-and-half style,” op. cit.

were being discussed in the contemporary press, with a view 
to the needs of modern life. The desire for modernity—at 
the Fitch residence as well as the Cawthra residence—is 
reinforced by the fact that they were both equipped with 
the latest amenities, such as gas and running water. These, 
then, are fully up-to-date homes, that are in keeping with the 
latest in international developments. Indeed, the esteem of 
these two houses in particular was such that they were the 
only homes listed by name in Storm’s obituary in The Globe in 
1892, along with other prestigious commissions like Osgoode 
Hall and St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Toronto.25 In the 

25 “Called away suddenly : W.G. Storm, the well-known architect is 
stricken down by apoplexy—some facts about his life,” The Globe, 
August 9, 1892, p. 3.

~�J.H. McKinnon residence, 1888, by Langley and Burke. archives OF OntariO
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obituary, the street, Jarvis, was listed along with the homes 
as a badge of pride. 

Showing even more evidence of these interna-
tional trends is the Carruthers residence by the promi- 
nent Toronto firm of Langley and Burke of 1888 (Henry 
Langley of Gundry and Langley, paired with his nephew, 
Edmund Burke), in which sturdy, round-headed arches 
dominate the façade, contrasting with the delicate, spindly 
woodwork for the porches. Here contrasts and textures 
reign supreme : heavy, rusticated sandstone dominates the 
ground floor, while brick takes precedence on the upper 
floors, separated by a floral band of terracotta, with shingles 
below the gables and in the dormers. 

This home successfully combines Queen Anne and 
Richardsonian Romanesque ; that is, English and American 
trends come together here harmoniously, to create a charm-
ing and perfectly up-to-date home. The eclectic spirit is fur-
ther exemplified by the inclusion of the so-called Moorish 
wooden element inside the home. It should be noted that, 
in Toronto, wood construction was prohibited within the 
city limits as a preventative measure for fire safety. This 
meant that wood could only be used for non-essential ele-
ments and for ornament, like with porch framing or with 
the now-ubiquitous shingle.26 The wooden shingles, present 
on the Carruthers house, while certainly a concession to 
limitations on the use of wood, also doubled as a fashionable 
North American variant on the hanging tiles of the English 
architect Richard Norman Shaw’s Queen Anne. 

The same kinds of features were used and modified for 
many other homes on Jarvis Street, like the McKinnon resi-
dence of 1888, also by Langley and Burke. The American 
Richardsonian Romanesque was so frequently used in 
prominent Toronto homes like this, that by 1890, the 
Toronto Globe reported that the round-headed arch was 
prevalent across the city, and that although it has a fine 
effect, cautioned that it should be used sparingly and 

26 “Homes of modern Toronto. Domestic architecture exemplified. 
Demand for the unique. Some illustrations showing new exteriors. 
Effect of the Fire-limit Law—The material most in use—Comparatively 
few mansions in Toronto,” The Globe, August 23, 1890, p. 3.

appropriately.27 But in the late 1880s, when the McKinnon 
and Carruthers residences were built, it was the latest and 
greatest in architectural fashion in Toronto, and highly 
sought after for the homes of these prestigious patrons. 
And so, Jarvis Street was leading the charge in terms of 
architectural innovation in Toronto with the construction 
of these new grand homes, which drew on the most fash-
ionable elements of international architecture.

Keeping up with the Neighbours

But it was not just a matter of new builds that were deter-
mined to be impressive and grand : for older homes, it 
became a matter of hiring these same prominent architects 
to renovate in an effort to keep up with the neighbours on 
Jarvis Street. Residences that had been built earlier in the 

27 Ibid.

~�A.B. Lee residence, alterations by William G. Storm, 1888.  
archives OF OntariO



5 8

THE ARCHITECTURE OF IDENTITY

street’s history were enlarged and/or refaced to present 
a more spectacular appearance, for instance the renova-
tions by Storm to the residence of A.B. Lee of 1888, and 
the residence of Dr. J.B. Hall of 1890. Each of these was 
transformed from a straightforward, classi cizing house of 
earlier in the century to something rather more grand, even 
if each was carried out with a different stylistic veneer :  
Lee in Second Empire, and Hall in Richardsonian  
Romanesque. Eclecticism was, indeed, the order of the day—
if not within a single building, it was important to differ 
from the neighbours, and contribute to the overall varied 
and picturesque streetscape.

Just as the older homes were revamped in the newest 
and most fashionable way, so too was the road itself. To 
fix problems with the road that had developed throughout 
the 1880s, it was eventually decided to use the new and 
experimental material of asphalt, which had already been 

used in Montreal.28 Not to be outdone, Toronto celebrated 
this new material for its premier street. At the time, it was 
said : “What could have transformed Jarvis street . . . into 
one of the most lovely and beautiful streets to be found on 
this continent, but asphalt ?”29

While certainly far from the only element making the 
street attractive, the asphalt did help to complete the 
Jarvisian vision of grandeur and of modernity, in particular. 
This had been hard fought and won as debates over the 
years arose, for instance in 1881, as to whether to place a 
transit route along Jarvis ; residents resisted vehemently : 
“It would be a great calamity to lay a line on Jarvis-street, 
which would spoil one of the prettiest drives in the city.”30 
The residents were up in arms again, when the state of the 
roadway became poor. “[Toronto Council] would be the big-
gest fools on earth if they did not choose the best road to 
be had [to test out asphalt paving].”31 That, in tandem with 
the homes, contributed to a sterling vision of modernity, 
with the neighbourhood seen at once as an incubator for 
new styles, and as a microcosm of architectural diversity. 
The entire street could be seen as an unfolding, continuous, 
picturesque vista made up of showpiece after showpiece, 
along a smooth, unblemished strip of roadway, lined with 
trees and grass. This is precisely the type of approach 
used in earlier urban residential ensembles, such as John 
Nash’s Park Village East and Park Village West in London, 
England32 ; neighbourhoods aligned with the creation of 
Regent’s Park, and thus the modernization of London itself. 

28 “Municipal questions. Mr. T.G. Mason has a chat with taxpayers,” The 
Globe, May 24, 1890, p. 18.

29 Ibid. 

30 “Civic affairs : Special meeting of the Committee on Works. New street 
railway routes,” The Globe, May 31, 1881, p. 7.

31 “Jarvis Street pavement. Meeting of the property-owners yesterday—
No conclusion arrived at.” The Globe, July 19, 1888, p. 8.

32 “In visual terms, [these developments] were pictorially conceived on 
kinetic principles. Like Regent’s Park itself, each village was designed 
for the mobile spectator. As the spectator perambulates, or drives, 
a sequence of images unfolds, kinetically adjusted and pictorially 
composed. That is Nash’s concept of the urban picturesque.” Joseph 
Mordaunt Crook, “John Nash and the genesis of Regent’s Park,” in 
Geoffrey Tyack (ed.), John Nash : Architect of the picturesque, Swindon, 
English Heritage, 2013, p. 75-100, at p. 91.

~ �Residence of J.B. Hall, alterations by William G. Storm, 1890. 
archives OF OntariO
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Indeed, it seemed that each major European city could boast 
an urban renewal over the course of the century as part of 
the push toward modernity. By 1890, Toronto could finally 
proclaim theirs, and flaunted it as a spectacle. 

Conclusion

Thus, the entire ensemble of the various efforts of the 1870s 
through to 1890 made Jarvis Street an obvious choice—if 
not THE only choice—for the promenade at the Toronto 
Summer Carnival of 1890. The nighttime promenade was 
hailed a tribute to the event and to the city : 

The attention of the pleasure-seekers of the city last 
evening [was] concentrated on Jarvis street, which, from 
Bloor to Queen, was a gay succession of colored lights, 
swinging from fresh foliaged trees, lined up and down 
in fantastic patterns across the front of the well-lighted 
houses, or arranged in social groups on the lawns and 
gardens.

The citizens had fulfilled their part of the programme 
magnificently. 33

This demonstrated the pride and showmanship that the 
Jarvis Street residents had sought from the beginning, in 
a manner that surely would have been unfathomable to 
the Jarvis family that had first purchased the bucolic strip 
on the outskirts of the small garrison town of York. Truly, 
Jarvis Street and its architecture stole the show at the 
Carnival, becoming a spectacle of their own accord, proving 
that Toronto had shed its provincial and colonial character, 
and could now compete on a world stage as a modern city. 

It did not even matter that there were, ultimately, major 
problems with the electric lanterns hung by the city, which 
did not light properly, because the residents had illuminated 
and ornamented their own homes for the occasion : “The 
residents of the street did nobly and generously. The illu-
mination of private grounds and residences proved the 

33 “The Carnival,” The Globe, July 1, 1890, p. 6.

possession of a commendable civic pride and a first-rate 
domestic patriotism and a taste in decoration and arrange-
ment of colors, that made that splendid street one long, 
broad, stream of light and beauty.”34

Indeed, that moment would not be dimmed by a simple 
lighting malfunction ; beyond this highly publicized summer 
event, Jarvis Street was a spectacle that was decades in the 
making, intended to send Toronto headlong into the twen-
tieth century. 

Unfortunately, however, the flashiness of the residences 
here, and their fashionable, and eclectic character—which 
remained hotly debated even in their own time—are per-
haps the precise reasons that the spotlight would shortly 
thereafter be turned permanently away from Jarvis Street. 
If seen as “transitional” and little understood in its time, 
the trendy architecture of the High Victorian period would 
come to be disdained early in the twentieth century, espe-
cially as modernists took a strong dislike for all things 
deemed to be excessive, or, indeed, Victorian. This is why 
few of the buildings from this period remain to this day ; 
indeed, the character of the street has long since been lost 
and converted into an unremarkable thoroughfare, just as 
the Jarvisians feared in the 1880s. 

Even still, it is my hope that this chapter will convince 
readers of the grandeur of Toronto’s one-time premier 
residential street, to look upon our local built environment 
with a little more wonder than before, and to consider the 
innocuous sites in the present day that may well have paved 
the way in the drive toward the modernity of our Canadian 
cities.35

34 “The Carnival,” The Globe, July 2, 1890, p. 4.

35 As someone who enjoys word-play and puns, I trust that this is a 
conclusion to Luc Noppen’s liking.




