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Tapping into the rhythms of the city,
Saucier +Perrotte compose
the NEW MUSIC BUILDING

for McGill University, in Montreal

By Sarah Amelar

nexpected edge conditions and juxtapositions characterize not

only the becation of Melill Universitys New Music Building

{NMB—unsil it gets a donor name], but also the complexities af

the department itself. The site, a sliver of land at the southeast-
ern corner of the 80-acre campus, lies at an imntersection along Sherbrooke
Street, a busy commercial strp in downtown Montreal, where the visual
clamor of fast-food joints, upscale restaurants, and high-rise chain hotels
competes with the rush of automative traffic and the underground namble
of nearby subway lines, Hardly the obwvious spot for a recital hall and
acutely sensitive recording studios, But the parce] also happens to border
the university's main music building, the ornate limestone Strathcona Hall
{with its earliest section, circa 1899, designed by Bruce Price in "Rritish
Chiteau” style). And it was essential that the new structure connect with
the old programmatically and spatially.

Adding 10 an already complicated mix of site adjacencies, the
mew, 530 million building, by architects Saucier + Perrotte with Menkes
Shooner Dagenais Architectes, had 10 engage a department drawn from a
remarkable range of disciplines, While MeGill's music school, with both
wimbergraduate and graduate programs, takes pride in its traditional conser-
vatory and such humanities-based studies as musicology, its staff and Esculty
run the gamut from respinslogists 1o physicists, nenrnscentists, psycholo-
gists, and computer, sound, and electrical engineers—often approaching
marsic from places deep in the realms of science and technslogy.

| | 1. New Music Builiding
2. Strathoona Hall

AFLMER STRITT

5o where to begin? Working from the outside in and inside out,
Saucier + Perrotte principal Gilles Saucier took cues simultancously from
the campus configuration, the urban context, the local topography, and
an evelving set of interior spatial needs.

Saucier recognized that while Sherbrooke Street speaks of a
bustling downtown, the quicter, perpendicular Avlmer Street, defining the
parcel’s eastern edge, reveals key aspects of the landscape, Like a topographic
section cut, Aytmer ascerwbs a hill from the 51 Lawrence River and Monreal's
Od City, 1o the south, continuing along a plateau as it extends through the
MeGill campus, gradually rising to the small but iconic mountain called
Mont Real The site occupies the relatively flat transation zone between
urban density in its immediate foreground, and a high, verdant shope in the
near background. Fqually significant to Saucier, Aylmer jogs (or shifis) to the
cast onee it crosses Sherbrooke o the university, “as if]” the architect suggests,
“the MeGill campus had acted like a geobogical plate shifting the city grid.”

Taking mspiration from these real and metaphoric geological con-

Projact New Mivsic Binilding ot ihe

Schilich Seheool of Musde, Mol
Limiversity, Menirenl
Architect: Saucier + Perrofie
Saucier, design p-lmi_p.d
Executive architect: Menkés

Shooner Dagemars Architectei—Anik
Shoomer, project architect
Engineers: Soia Dedauricns
Kadamaffl Leconte Brizchois Blais
(erretieral); Pellemon/BPR (m/e)
Acousiies: Ario

Cirlles

0707 Architectural Recerd 118

PROJECTS I



ditions, the architect imagined the building as exposed strata thar had
“ercided” from the ance Z.1rgur mountan to create the plateau, As built, the
1 26,7 Mk-square- foot rectangular structure, rising cight stories above grade,
has a siror
titiows layers of “geological history.” Here, Saucier introduces a deep concrete
b, 20 foet wp from the ground, intended 1o evoke a former ground plane,

hortzomtality along Avlmer Street, abstractly expressing the fic-

r:m'luh.np_ south From the mountain, Black and Eray Zine (Laddir_g. with
long, dynamically staggered strip windows, compose the elevation above
the concrete band, with glass, brick, imestone, and concrete below it

Because none of the tropes here are explicit or Lliteral, some crit-

ics have interpreted this elevation as more mus ,with
lyrically against the preci-

e reclilinear, metal-clad bands,

al than geologs

the reflections in the slivers of window playing

sion—Ilike a regular tempo bar—of

The west facade has a very different beat, with a syncopated
rhythm of matte and mirror-polished black-aluminum squares and rec-
tangles, interspersed with Mush windowpanes. The staccato of glinting
surfaces animates this Ir-nt': elevation with rl.u_'ku,'ring reflections of
Strathcona Hall. Rather than jam together the contrasting new and ald
buildings, Saucier left breathing space between them for a long, narrow
courtyard, At the base of this elevation, earthy Cor-Ten-steel cladding

plays against the aluminum above it. Adding to the material palbette, a
second-floor bridge, enclosed in green glass, links the two buildings.

The MMBs entry facade, along Sherbrooke, 1o the south, s
skinned maostly in transparent glass, opening it visually 1o the street, while

revealing a double-height lobby that rises 10 a three-story, digitally wired

izn0

The Cor-Ten-steel
cladding ot the bass
of the west facade mob
only sdds to & lhvely
play of textures and
matarials, but pleo
makes reference o
the earthiness of tha
eoartyard boslda it
{left). Thes maim entry
elevation, alang
Sherbrooke (opposite),
is mastly transpanant,
ongaging the lebby
and Nbrary with thao
sireat. Rather than
imitate the older music
buliding stylistically,
Saucior sought a
balancs in compatible
confrasts.

e [dhrar

i :r||'-I|,' }"_L'u.r 1, beneath two floors of offices, and finally, a o

level of research labs, along with meeting and administrative rooms.

Projected toward Sherbrooke, bevond the discreetly sethack
Strathcona Hall, the NMB embraces and subtly expands the older build-
ing’s already popular forecourt, centered on gen
Built to its lot lines, the new structure holds the site like a
marking the entire campus’s southeastern boundary, while benefiting

mosas fiers of front steps

merslone

froma dight bow in Sherbrooke to gain physical prominence in the city,

But bevond establishing the building's wrban presence, many of
the exterior moves come from interior functions, The school’s energetic
and visionary dean, Dron McLean, who worked closely with the archivects

and acousticians 1o fine-tune and realize the design, put forward an ambi

tious program, i which a keye was the Centre for Inte r-.Ii\.\'ipIu iy
Research in Music gy (CIRMMT, pronownced
“Kermit”). This center required state-of-the-art performing and recording

Media and Techn

spaces, a5 well a5 laboratories for investigating, for example, the percep

and cognition of music and motion; and mvdeling (symthesis and
analvsis) and acoustics; and virtuzl, 30, mubimodal immersive SYSEmS,

The centerpiece of CIRMMT is a five-story mullimedia room
[MMR)}—a
accommuodate a symphony orchestra or choir, providing a cutting
sound stage for flm scoring. The facaln

column-free, 60-by-80-by-60-foot-tall black box that can

eclpe

alsor includes a rehearsal hall for

h high-tech digital controls, both

chambers demanded isolation from vibrations and sounds emanating from
!

opera and voice, As reconding studios »

its mechanical systems),

olsicle ; nside the building (inch







That libenrys lnyers
create o tacade bohind
o facade {laftl A

wtaly of folded, back
steel [opposite and
badow) snakos through
i lobby and then
reamarges in the library
nbsove It The 200-seat
recital hall has riblad,
ook acousto panels
{boittoen).
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wEparal pads for  ihoroughtore, just outside its  of dilTerent spaces, the inter
and buried the lowest bwo stories below  door. This interiar has simply  clarity and serenity. Becaus
wiell as small foc rudin o. aficorof polishesd concrates, evinlved thr
r ET grouind lewe] riw-canerde Columns, and a ations, the archire me i
g, sets the datum line for that comcrete rough granife door surrosnd, Key 5] !
fromt of 1l B ACOLISTICE
zal systems on the roaod in the con with pure, at fimes
reasing the potential for interior — “What yom s spaces Detween reons, T, " Il
sin-story-high box of mechani dewper thar dings, they hold miles of Wi
st e MMBR, ¢ Ity isclating the wpper volur provided porals so that, sav, CBC ra oiadcast tr I k up
escend toy il undl. As a result, the mechanic directly to our performance or recording spaces
are shart, direct L. Saucier also sequestered « Free of distr. 5, )
potentially “nasisy” dements, incled ] id el rs, behimd the ad a quiet cle s, animated § I

tion, separaiedy articu 1% function,

vertical layer snakes up t vt [a recu

Expressions of the buile 5 interior s skin extend 10 green-glass bridge that crosses the mezaning, heading

Kl-seat reg

1L, entered off e d Vs mecEEal

e, On the  Hall, and by the maovement of people through the s
i

the edge of

.;ul|'|.||'|'l:|||"I-\.I|||'Il"\l Wils ILKC

vertically emd-i

Ui inspire p , bt i vou put in too much desigr

svirlie the il Wi of their chance 1o expres ves W
What s ul = aboart the building is how it

rens f Hicated i TPl iple. While )

2l il eclect ct, go fo archif

m asition from Submi w ¢l
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