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FIG. 1. Expressing values reflected in the Royal Commission on Health Services of 1964, McMaster Health Sciences 
Centre (Craig, Zeidler and Strong, 1968-1972) signalled a shift toward supporting research, teaching and patient 
care in an interdisciplinary, integrated manner. | Archives of Hamilton Health Sciences and the Faculty of Health Sciences, McMaster 

University, FHS Public Relations Department, photograph collection, 1980.11.7A.11.1.

“The Mega-structure is dead—and thus 

passes into the History of Architecture.”2

Reyner Banham, 1973

In the 1960s, British architectural histor-

ian and critic Reyner Banham and his 

contemporaries developed a fascination 

with the possibility of buildings at an 

urban scale that could be indetermin-

ate: accommodating growth, change, 

and even opportunities for individ-

ual expression. The megastructure has 

been broadly characterized as a mod-

ular, extensible, prototypical city struc-

ture.3 While Banham was a protagonist 

within the movement itself, his fascina-

tion with the architectural avant-garde 

led him to quickly abandon the mega-

structure, ultimately declaring the build-

ings to be the “dinosaurs of the Modern 

Movement.”4

While the megastructure movement of 

the 1960s and 1970s was international 

in scope, Canada was particularly fer-

tile ground for the megastructure. In 

an environment of dynamic economic 

expansion, urbanization, as well as cul-

tural and social transformation, there 

was an expression of national and 

regional identities. The legacy includes 

internationally celebrated projects 

such as Toronto’s Scarborough College, 

Hamilton’s McMaster Health Sciences 

Centre, and Montreal’s Habitat ’67. 

Perhaps no other building type, if one 

can indeed call megastructure a type, is 

more closely associated with large-scale 

institutional architecture of the 1960s 

> James Ashby

Megastructura Canadensis: 
Reconsidering the Dinosaurs 

of the Modern Movement1

James Ashby, a conservation architect and 

independent scholar, focuses on the built heritage 

of the modern era and its continuity into the 

future. His projects include leading the restoration 

of Buckminster Fuller’s Dymaxion House, co-

chairing Canada’s first national conference on 

conserving modern heritage, and advising on 

several nominations of modern heritage to the 

UNESCO World Heritage List. Based in Ottawa, 

Ashby has lectured widely and his writing has 

been published in journals in North America and 

Europe.



80 JSSAC | JSÉAC 38 > No 2 > 2013

Mitchell May > Thematic dossier | Dossier thématiqueJames Ashby > Thematic dossier | Dossier thématique

and 1970s in Canada. Today these places 

illustrate the aspirations for improved 

access to higher education, health care, 

justice, the arts, and even recreation 

(fig. 1). If one considers all of the mega-

structures cited by Banham in his seminal 

book, Megastructure: Urban Futures of 

the Recent Past,5 of the thirty-six inter-

national examples that survive to this day, 

nine are located in Canada. 

Based on an analysis of surviving examples 

as well as recent scholarship on Banham’s 

work, this paper highlights the built leg-

acy of the megastructure movement in 

Canada, offers a characterization of the 

megastructure, and reflects upon the rel-

evance of these “dinosaurs” today and 

into the future. 

Megastructure in Context

The megastructure emerged from the 

Modern Movement in architecture and 

city planning beginning in the late 1950s. 

There was a reaction against the urban 

planning principles of the earlier Modern 

Movement, which advocated separate 

zones for different activities. As Zhongjie 

Lin has observed: “The 1960s . . . signaled 

a transition from a period dominated by 

a unified paradigm in architecture and 

urbanism to a new era characterized by 

multiple visions and competing ideologies 

which opened up possibilities for explor-

ing new approaches to urbanism.”6

The megastructure movement sought to 

express urban design and architectural 

ambitions in various forms of vast, inter-

connected complexes of buildings that 

would accommodate thousands of per-

sons and create dynamic urban environ-

ments. Megastructure is associated with 

a number of somewhat self-contained 

avant-garde groups: the Japanese 

Metabolists, the French urbanisme spa-

tial, the Italian Citta-Territorio, and 

Archigram of Britain.7 Individual contribu-

tors included Buckminster Fuller, Yona 

Friedman, and Constant Nieuwenhuys. 

The key protagonists coalesced somewhat 

FIG. 2. University of Winnipeg’s Centennial Hall (Moody Moore Duncan Rattray 
Peters Searle Christie, 1965-1972) was described by Banham as “the rare example 
of a built megastructure which genuinely oversails an existing ground-
level environment, as Friedman or Isozaki proposed, while leaving it almost 
untouched . . . remarkably like a realization of Friedman’s urbanisme spatial.” | 
University of Manitoba Libraries, Department of Archives and Special Collections.

FIG. 3. Place Bonaventure (Affleck, Desbarats, Dimakopoulos, Lebensold, 
Sise, 1964-1967) illustrates that megastructural ambitions took a variety of 
forms, and in Canada were associated with related currents in architectural 
discourse, particularly Brutalism. | James Ashby.

Megastructures Identified by Banham*
 
Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, British Columbia 
Erickson Massey, phase one: 1963-1965

Housing Union Building, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta 
Diamond and Myers Architects with R.L. Wilkin Architect, 1969-1971

Centennial Hall, University of Winnipeg, Winnipeg, Manitoba 
Moody Moore Duncan Rattray Peters Searle Christie, 1965-1972

McMaster Health Sciences Centre, Hamilton, Ontario 
Craig, Zeidler and Strong, 1968-1972

York University, Toronto, Ontario 
UPACE Ltd., 1962-1972

Scarborough College, Toronto, Ontario 
John Andrews Architect and Page & Steele, 1963-1969

Place Bonaventure, Montreal, Quebec 
Affleck, Desbarats, Dimakopoulos, Lebensold, Sise, 1964-1967

United States Pavilion (Biosphere), Montreal, Quebec 
R. Buckminster Fuller and Shoji Sadao, 1965-1967

Habitat ’67, Montreal, Quebec 
Moshe Safdie with David, Barott, Boulva, 1962-1967

* �From west to east, these are the Canadian examples identified by Banham in 
Megastructure: Urban Futures of the Recent Past, which survive to this day.
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around the international collaborative 

Team 10. In Europe, they were reacting 

to needs for mass housing, criticizing the 

functionalist architecture and urban plan-

ning of the earlier Modern Movement, 

engaging consumer society and pop cul-

ture, and embracing influences as diverse 

as the biological sciences and cybernetics.

While the context in Canada was dif-

ferent, and the goal was building a civil 

society based on social democratic values, 

architects explored similar architectural 

themes (fig. 2). Anticipating the needs 

of the baby-boom generation, there 

was considerable government interest 

in Canada’s development in the post-

war era, and extraordinary investment 

to build the required infrastructure and 

institutions. Broadly speaking, this gave 

architects unprecedented opportunities 

to build on a grand scale, within the con-

text of an openness to new ideas.

The Built Legacy

The Canadian megastructures identified 

by Banham exist within an international 

collection that includes London’s Barbican 

Estate (Chamberlin, Powell and Bon, 1965-

1976), the Free University Berlin (Candilis, 

Josic, Woods, Schiedhelm and Prouvé, 

1967-1973), and Kofu’s Yamanashi Press 

and Broadcasting Centre (Kenzo Tange, 

1962-1966). The architects and designers 

responsible for megastructures—Denys 

Lasdun, Renzo Piano, Buckminster Fuller, 

and Ralph Erskine among others—were 

some of the most influential of their time. 

With respect to the Canadian contribu-

tion, the projects garnered international 

attention and were featured in journals 

in the United States, Europe, and Japan. 

In Canada, the undercurrent of growth 

and change fostered an interest among 

architects in indeterminacy. Eberhard 

Zeidler claimed that the McMaster Health 

Sciences Centre “provides an environment 

into which anything desired can be put 

over the next 100 years.”8 Of Habitat ’67, 

Moshe Safdie wrote: “Anything that limits 

flexibility is problematic, because every-

thing inevitably changes.”9 This interest 

in indeterminacy intersected with oppor-

tunity, and architects explored architec-

tural strategies for flexibility (for example: 

McMaster Health Sciences Centre), adapt-

ability (Housing Union Building), and 

extensibility (Simon Fraser University) in the 

design of megastructures across Canada. 

There was a concurrent interest emer-

ging, since characterized as Brutalism. The 

narratives of megastructure and Brutalism 

are intertwined, particularly in Canada, 

as evident in Scarborough College, 

York University, and Place Bonaventure 

(fig. 3). With their highly sculptural form 

and a sense of solidity and permanence, 

examples of Brutalism illustrate sophis-

tication in the expression of the inher-

ent qualities of building materials and 

their fabrication, particularly concrete. 

Complimenting some of the qualities of 

megastructure, Brutalism “reflects the 

democratic attributes of a powerful civic 

expression—authenticity, honesty, direct-

ness and strength.”10 

Looking back at the built legacy, there 

is the question of why Banham excluded 

certain buildings, particularly those that 

have subsequently entered into the dis-

course of megastructure. In Canada, 

there is Lethbridge University (Erickson 

Massey, 1971), Ontario Place (Craig 

Zeidler Strong, 1968-1971), and Place du 

Portage III (David, Boulva, Dimakopoulos,  

1972-1978), amongst others. 

Although Banham was a protagonist 

within the megastructure movement, he 

was quick to abandon it. As early as three 

years prior to the publication of his book, 

and at a time when many megastructures 

were in the design or construction stage, 

Banham had begun to eulogize the move-

ment. He pronounced its “time of death” 

at a lecture in Naples, in early 1973 (fig. 4). 

To better understand the megastruc-

ture movement, in particular its surviv-

ing examples, it is instructive to consider 

the broader legacy, that is, the built leg-

acy beyond the time when Banham had 

begun to lose interest. While Banham’s 

book remains the most comprehen-

sive survey of the movement to date, 

a broader survey of the legacy would 

include those buildings from the late 

1960s and early 1970s that he either 

ignored or overlooked, and those that 

were not complete until a decade later. 

It is a consideration of this broader col-

lection of buildings, and the benefit of 

the distance of time, which will lead to 

an understanding of the megastructure 

that might influence future-oriented con-

servation efforts. 

Toward a New Definition

Today, the term megastructure is applied 

to an increasingly wider range of build-

ings and structures, notably excessively 

tall buildings such as the Petronas Twin 

Towers in Malaysia.11 This demonstrates 

the elasticity of the definition or per-

haps the lack of precision in its applica-

tion. Even Banham, largely credited with 

characterizing megastructure, was reluc-

tant to define it. His initial attempt may 

appear in his research notes: “Format: 

horizontal,” “Basis: transportation,” 

“Period: 1959-1965,” “Ambition: urban,” 

“Finance: mixed,” and “Myth: adaptabil-

ity.”12 The megastructure was described 

in terms of its form, functions, historical 

period, objectives, economics, and its 

unfulfilled promise. 

That said, in his book Banham avoided 

making his own specific definition. He 
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opened his discussion of the movement 

by referring to two existing definitions, 

that of metabolist Fumihiko Maki, the 

first to define the megastructure in writ-

ing, who described it as “a large frame in 

which all the functions of a city or part 

of a city are housed . . . made possible 

by present-day technology,”13 and that 

of librarian Ralph Wilcoxen, who charac-

terized the megastructure with respect 

to its great size, modularity, extensibil-

ity, attachment of units to a structural 

frame, and primary versus secondary 

components.14 Banham went on to iden-

tify two further themes: “different rates 

of obsolescence in the different scales of 

structure and the notions of flexibility, 

change, and feedback.”15

Banham’s work, such as it is, has been the 

subject of considerable scholarly debate 

suggesting that the definition was either 

too limited or too loose. Over the years, 

the definition of megastructure has 

become increasing elastic, and this hin-

ders an understanding of the legacy of the 

movement, particularly the built legacy of 

the 1960s and 1970s that survives today.

With the benefit of forty years’ distance 

and increasing scholarship, it is possible 

to attempt to re-define the megastruc-

ture. Rather than establishing a definition 

of megastructure and then determining 

which buildings conform to it, an alterna-

tive approach is to determine which 

themes or qualities are shared by the 

built examples that survive to this day. 

In the interest of defining megastructure 

to aid future-oriented activities, the fol-

lowing is a tentative list of themes that 

link this wide variety of buildings found 

across Canada. 

1. Critique of, yet indebtedness to, the 

Modern Movement – A megastruc-

ture is a critique of the architecture 

and urban planning of the earlier 

Modern Movement, yet it is an evolu-

tion of its social, aesthetic, and tech-

nical principles and strategies.

2. Public sector patrons – Government 

or quasi-governmental organizations 

and institutions were those most 

likely to commission megastructures. 

At the time, the public sector was the 

patron best able to conceive and fund 

projects of such size and complexity, 

and see them through the many years 

from design to occupancy.

3.	Social democratic values – A mega-

structure reflects a vision of a civil 

society based on social democratic 

values, with improved access to edu-

cation, health care, justice, the arts or 

recreation; or a combination of these.

4.	Monumentality and urban design 

ambition – More than merely a very 

large building, a megastructure com-

bines architectural as well as urban 

design intentions, in an attempt to 

create a piece of the city or a version 

of the city in microcosm, and accord-

ingly has a significant impact on its 

adjacent environment.

5.	Single large building or intercon-

nected buildings – A megastructure is 

a single large building or a number of 

buildings that are interconnected to 

form a large complex.

FIG. 4. From his international survey, Banham omitted the École polytechnique 
fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL) (Zweifel and Strickler, 1970-1982), along with other 
significant contributions to the legacy of the megastructure movement such 
as Lethbridge University (Erickson Massey, 1969-1971) and Ontario Place (Craig 
Zeidler and Strong, 1968-1971), perhaps because he had started losing interest 
by 1973, or even earlier. | James Ashby.

FIG. 5. Simon Fraser University (Erickson Massey, phase one, 1963-1965) is 
an excellent illustration of the various themes and characteristics of 
megastructure, from the goal of interdisciplinary education to extensibility 
achieved by plugging new buildings onto an organizing spine. | James Ashby.
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6.	Multidisciplinary design and construc-

tion – A megastructure is developed 

through the integration of planning, 

architecture, engineering, landscape 

architecture, industrial design, and 

the fine arts, along with manufactur-

ing and construction management 

expertise.

7.	Densification and hybridization 

of uses – A megastructure brings 

together a number of complementary 

uses or functions, designed to sup-

port each other.

8.	Encouragement of community and 

interdisciplinary exchange – With the 

goal of a rich experience based on 

exchange, interconnectedness, and 

avoidance of traditional hierarchies, a 

megastructure attempts to establish a 

form of community or communities.

9. Horizontal emphasis – A megastruc-

ture favours horizontality in its overall 

form, where possible, with implicit 

lateral expansion.

10.	Stratification of circulation and arti-

ficial ground – A megastructure is 

multi-levelled with respect to trans-

portation or circulation, and thus 

often creates an artificial ground 

above the terrain, the water, or the 

air.

11.	Indeterminacy – A megastructure 

demonstrates a strategy to accom-

modate change or growth or, at the 

very least, a symbolic expression of 

indeterminacy.

12.	Expressed structural frame with 

architectural and mechanical sub-

sets – A megastructure has a hier-

archy of systems, typically a primary, 

permanent structural system and 

a secondary, less permanent set of 

architectural and service elements.

13.	Industrialized and prefabricated 

technologies – A megastructure 

favours building assemblies and 

materials that are industrialized and 

prefabricated, with the intention of 

taking advantage of economies of 

scale.

14.	Incompleteness – Oftentimes a 

megastructure was not constructed 

as originally designed, and is more 

likely to be a smaller or partial 

version of the original, ambitious 

conception.

In addition, to echo Banham’s observa-

tion, no single example of megastructure 

meets all of the criteria16 (fig. 5).

Renewed Interest

In recent years, there has been a renewed 

interest in megastructure within contem-

porary architectural culture (fig. 6). A key 

contribution was Kenneth Frampton’s 

discussion of “megaform”17 from 1999 

onward, in which Vancouver’s Robson 

Square Law Courts building (Erickson, 

1979-1983) was a frequently cited 

example. The 1990s also witnessed the 

development of theories of landscape 

urbanism18 and landform building,19 two 

specific but interrelated streams of recent 

FIG. 6. Recent theoretical speculation, such as “Battle of the Megastructures 
1956,” which combines Victor Gruen’s Southdale Center and Constant’s 
New Babylon, is evidence of the renewed interest in megastructure within 
international contemporary architectural discourse. | WAI Architecture Thinktank.

FIG. 7. Habitat ’67 (Moshe Safdie with David, Barrott, Boulva, 1962-1967) is 
exceptional among Canadian megastructures in its designation as Monument 
historique classé (2009). | James Ashby.
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architectural speculation, each of which 

is indebted to the megastructure move-

ment, especially the earlier unbuilt work.

With regards to shaping the emerging 

metropolis, Sabrina Van der Ley has 

observed: “For the new industrial cities 

currently forming in Asia, megastructures 

might offer a more appropriate alterna-

tive.”20 In Shenzhen, China, the Vanke 

Center (Steven Holl, 2006-2009), also 

known as the horizontal skyscraper, has 

been a key example within this discourse. 

Similarly, Helsinki’s Kamppi Center (Juhani 

Pallasmaa with others, 2002-2006) has 

been described as a twenty-first-century 

megastructure, due to its combination of 

bus terminal, retail, offices and housing, 

along with its linear form.

Ian Abley speculated on the subject of 

sustainable development: “Could our 

very predilection for ‘sensitive’ diminu-

tive design be causing us to completely 

overlook the potential of the mega-

structure?”21 With examples from the 

megastructure movement continuing to 

provoke new thinking about architecture, 

urbanism, and sustainable communities, 

surely the safeguarding of the surviving 

examples must be a priority (fig. 7).

Stewardship

The challenges of conserving mega-

structures are considerable, and some of 

these are well known. Megastructure, as 

part of modern heritage, is not immune 

from the familiar specter of threat. In 

the Cronocaos exhibit of 2010, the Office 

for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA) 

observed: “Open season has been declared 

on postwar social architecture.”22 There 

is the related issue of public perception, 

and Scotland’s Cumbernauld Town Centre 

(Geoffrey Copcutt, 1963-1967) is arguably 

an extreme example of polarizing opin-

ions. From a professional perspective, 

Cumbernauld was identified by the United 

Kingdom’s national committee of the 

International Council on Monuments and 

Sites (ICOMOS) as a significant example 

of twentieth-century architecture in 

Britain,23 while from a populist perspec-

tive, it was “featured in the Idler Book 

of Crap Towns, which described it as a 

‘Kafkaesque urban hellhole’ and nick-

named it the ‘Kabul of the North.’”24 

Megastructures still offer the opportun-

ity and challenge of engaging the original 

designer, and London’s Brunswick Centre 

(1967-1972) was recently rehabilitated with 

the involvement of its architect, Patrick 

Hodgkinson. There are considerable tech-

nical challenges to address; an extreme 

example being the recent rehabilita-

tion of the Free University Berlin, where 

Foster + Partners replaced Jean Prouvé’s 

failed building envelope of weathering 

steel panels with a new system in bronze. 

Megastructures are also prone to gentrifi-

cation as seen at Sheffield’s Park Hill (Lynn 

and Smith, 1957-1961). Public housing and 

the largest listed building in Europe, Park 

Hill has undergone rehabilitation in which 

it was stripped back to its structural frame 

and converted to luxury apartments. More 

traditional approaches of conservation-

led management are in place elsewhere 

(fig. 8). London’s Barbican Estate benefits 

from statutory Heritage protection, con-

servation guidelines, and an active ten-

ants’ and residents’ association.

Despite the fact that each megastructure 

usually has a single owner, in each case the 

multiple stakeholders can create consider-

able pressure for change. With respect to 

the evolution of megastructures, Banham 

observed that “megastructuralists gener-

ally and genuinely hoped such processes 

could take place—but within a frame-

work created by professional architects 

and reflecting the monumental and 

aesthetic values of professional architec-

ture.”25 If there is specificity to the con-

servation of megastructures, perhaps it is 

in reconciling flexibility, adaptability, and 

extensibility with conservation principles 

that advocate minimum intervention.26

FIG. 8. London’s Alexandra Road Estate (Neave Brown, 1972-1978) is exemplary among megastructures in 
benefiting from statutory Heritage protection for its buildings and its cultural landscape, as well as 
guidelines and plans for conservation-led management. | James Ashby.
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Conclusion

From the mid-1960s to early 1970s, the 

megastructure found fertile ground 

within Canada. At the intersection of 

urbanization, economic expansion, gov-

ernment investment, and the openness to 

new ideas shaping postwar society, archi-

tects found opportunities in Canada to 

explore international currents in architec-

tural and urban design that had emerged 

in the late 1950s and early 1960s, among 

various avant-garde groups. 

Within an international context there is a 

significant Canadian contribution to the 

megastructure movement: not just quan-

tity, but considerable quality and divers-

ity of approaches. Many of the buildings 

garnered international attention at the 

time, and they remain among the most 

noteworthy examples of architecture 

and urban design of the postwar era in 

Canada.27

Several decades after the megastruc-

ture movement has ended, the legacy 

is provoking architects and urbanists to 

speculate about how future cities might 

be shaped. This interest in the surviving 

examples highlights their importance 

and relevance today. There is an implicit 

obligation for the responsible steward-

ship of the built legacy, with heritage 

conservation seen as a future-oriented 

activity (fig. 9). While respecting the case-

specificity of conservation, considering 

the broad collection of international 

examples and the various approaches to 

stewardship would be beneficial in over-

coming challenges.

Perhaps most importantly, the legacy of 

the megastructure movement is compel-

ling evidence of Canada emerging in the 

postwar era, an important phase in the 

development of national and regional 

identities. Shape was given to a set of val-

ues, which reflected a vision of an open, 

pluralistic society based on social demo-

cratic principles. While more research is 

needed to understand these buildings, 

the values they represent, the commun-

ities they foster, and the stewardship 

strategies, perhaps it is not too late “to 

dig megastructure back out of the rub-

bish heap of history where Banham had 

too hastily dumped it.”28
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