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The caps on Chrysler East and West are apparently meant to suggest William Van Alen’s Chrysler Building in
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Manhattan. The architects of

NY Towers would have done better to mimic a less spectacular example of Art Deco style. That said, the buildings should have been higher.

It’s time to let condo’s soar

Toronto must get over its fear of heights. Projects
like NY Towers make sense, but cutting its size — a
triumph for the anti-tall people — was a defeat for good

design

JOHN BENTLEY
MAYS 4
t’s time Toronto grew up and
got over its collective phobia
about tall buildings. Where
else, after all, are people
supposed to live in 21%-century
T.0.?

The price of houses downtown
has shot through the roof. Our
little post-war bungalows, which
were never good ideas in the first
place, are decaying out in the
sprawl of North York, York and
Scarborough. The bad planning
initiative of those municipalities
out in 905 — to invite developers to
litter ever more Ontario farmland
with car-dependent, low-density
subdivisions — means a strong net
gain for suburban alienation from
the richness and variety of city life.
And in 30 years or less from now,
this poor planning will mean the
same slump into shabbiness now
underway within the old suburbs
of 416.

Now’s the time to let Toronto’s
condo towers soar. Not that
we want stalks of skyscrapers
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looming skyward from vast
empty greenswards or cement
platforms. That, too, was and is a
bad idea, invented in architectural
Modernism’s most dreamy and
impractical moment.

It’s surely possible to build tall
and build better than that. And
in terms of effective planning — if
not dazzling architectural design
— I think Daniels Corp. and Kirkor
Architects & Planner are making
good sense in their development
called NY Towers, near the corner
of Sheppard Avenue east and
Bayview Avenue.

The four condo towers in this
ensemble rise from behind rows
of three- to four-storey townhouses
set back from the street, but
certainly not far enough to produce
anything like suburban lawns.
By placing the towers within
these lower clusters of street-side
dwellings, the architect has muted
the jarring effect of all that glass
and metal shooting into the sky
from the ground, and provided a
good visual step-down from towers
to street.

The linkages between
vertical and horizontal are also
strengthened by the expanses of
glass in the townhouse facades,
which pleasantly echo, at ground
level and in intimate scale, the

highrise escarpments
arising behind them.

While the overall composition
of buildings is unexciting and the
surface treatments offer the usual
bland beige and grey, the designers
have nevertheless succeeded in
bringing to the site of the complex
a genteel and sophisticated street-
scape.

The site of NY Towers was
picked with the big city, and
big-city people, in mind. The
new Bayview subway station is
only a few minutes walk away,
making a trip downtown quick
and convenient. To be sure,
specialty shops, book-stores, and
fine restaurants, schools, and
other normal amenities of urban
culture are still thin on the ground
or non-existent in the immediate
vicinity. But all that is likely to
change as the density of dwellings
increases in what’s long been a
neighbourhood of bungalows
and split-levels. (NY Towers
is currently marketing two new
condo highrises in the immediate
vicinity of the original four. One
is the Rockefeller, which, when
finished, will resemble a luxury
hotel from the Jazz Age. The other
is called the Empire.)

But all has not gone smoothly
for NY Towers. The project was
originally designed as two sets
of twin towers, 35 and 25 storeys
tall. After an outbreak of public
protests over the proposed heights,
the North York community council
chopped the towers down to 28 and

of glass

18 stories. (The 18-storey limit
was later raised to 20.)

This triumph of Toronto’s anti-
tall people was surely a defeat for
good design. What should have
been four slender plinths hovering
behind the townhouses now look
stubby and fat. Too, the Art Deco
roof treatments, in billowing bright
metal, should have punched up
higher into the sky — though I'm
not sure that even an additional
100 storeys would make these tops
seem any less bulbous and over-
bearing than they are.

The cap on each set of towers
is apparently meant to suggest
the roofline of a great New York
building. NY Towers’ Chrysler
East and West is supposed to
recall William Van Alen’s fabulous
Chrysler Building in Manhattan
(1928-1930). Though I can’t figure
out what it is, I understand that NY
Towers’ Waldorf East and West has
something to do with the ultra-chic
Waldorf Astoria Hotel, by the firm
of Schultze & Weaver (1931).

Neither knock-off works. If Art
Deco was wanted, the architects
of NY Towers would surely
have done better to mimic less
spectacular and daringly stylish
examples of the great 20"-century
style. But tops aside, the building
needed to be made higher. Condo
towers that want to be tall, we
are reminded here, do not take
kindly to being whacked. Perhaps
Toronto will someday get past its
anxiety about size, and become the
big city it really is.



