
Fig. 1. The Binning residence (1941) in West Vancouver, designed by artist B.C. Binning and 
constructed in consultation with architects C .E. Pratt and RA.D. Berwick, represents an early 

and remarkably intact example of a new approach to residential design in Canada during the 

modern era . 
(Photograph by Graham Warnngton . c. 1951 . B.C . Binning Fonds , Collection Centre Cana dien 

d'Archltecture/Canadian Centre for Architecture , Montreal) 
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Susan D. Bronson 

Binning Residence, 
West Vancouver 

The Binning residence (Fig. 1) was designed by well-known 
Canadian artist B.C. Binning (1909-76) and constructed in 

collaboration with consu lting architects C.E. Pratt and R. A. D. 
Berwick1 during the early years of the Second World War. At the 
time, the house and its garden demonstrated an i.tmovative ap­
proach to residential design and construction that had an in­
fluence on postwar residences on the West Coast and in other 
parts of Canada, as well as on the integration of art and a rchitec­
ture in postwar buildings of various types. The property, which 
is in a remarkable state of preservation, represents an early tes ti­
mony of the cultural phenomena - the changing social, econo­
mic, and political conditions, the rapid technological advances, 
and new ways of responding to form and responding to functio­
nal demands- that i.t1fluenced the design and production of the 
buildings, ensembles and sites of the Modern era. ' It is listed in 
the heritage inventory of the District of West Vancouver,' and 
there is interest in pursuing its designation at the municipa l 
level. ' 

This report discusses the potential national significance of 
the Binning residence in fi ve parts that correspond to the criteria 
for the built heritage of the Modern era: Part 1 dea ls with the 
property as an illustration of the changing social, economic, and 
political conditions of its da ys; Part 2 focuses on its design as a 
new expression of form and response to functional demands; 
Part 3 addresses the technological advances applied to its design 
and construction; Part 4 exami.t1es its impact on subsequent 
work; and Part 5 summarizes its integri ty. 

Social, Economic, and Political Conditions 

The Binning residence is largely a personal response to mid-20th 
century social, economic, and political conditions by a man who 
was to become one of Canada 's leading promoters of Modernist 
ideology. Despite communica tion barriers imposed by the Rocky 
Mountains, the lack of disposable income in the aftermath of the 
Depression, and the shortage of materials and manpower during 
the Second World War, ar tist B.C. Binning pursued his educa tion 
in Canada, the United States, and England, and returned to Van­
couver in the late 1930s prepared to make a major impact on res­
idential design on the West Coast. Teaming up with two young 
architects who had recen tl y arrived from the east, he crea ted a 
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Fig. 3. The Binning residence is located in the District 

of West Vancouver, a popular suburb of Vancouver 
because of its close proximity to downtown, hilly to· 
pography, and splendid views. 
(Rhodri Windsor Liscombe, The New Spirit Modern Architecture 
in Vancouver. 1938-1963 (MontreaiNancouver: Canadian Centre 
for Architecture/Douglas & Mcintyre, 1997}. p. 25.) 

Fig . 4. The Binning property, which was located on a 
quiet street and possessed lots of trees. sloped down 
towards the water. One of the smallest lots in its im­

mediate neighbourhood, it was evaluated at $ 600 in 
1942. 
(Corporation of the Oistricl of West Vancouver. Legal Composite 

Map.) 

Fig. 2. B.C. Binning (1909-1976). 
one of Canada's most well-known 
artists, taught art and architecture in 

the School of Architecture at the 
University of British Columbia 
(UBC) and directed its Department 
of Fine Arts. 
(Reproduced from Le Solei! de Colombie. 
May 14 . 1976. in biographical file on B.C. 
Binning. Vancouver Art Gallery.) 

building that could 
serve as a model for an 
economical and efficient 
approach to residential 
design and for the ex­
pression of artistic and 
architectural ideas that 
he and his West Coast 
colleagues would con­
tinue to develop and 
promote for the next 
three decades. 

Bertram Charles 
(better known as B.C.) 
Binning (Fig. 2) was 
born in Medicine Hat, 
Alberta, in 1909. His 
family moved to Van­
couver in 1913 and, with 
the exception of short 
periods of foreign study, 
the West Coast became 
his home for the rest of 
his life. When he was 
yo ung, Binning spent 
time in the architectural 
office of his grandfather, 
but prolonged illness 
during high school and 
lack of local opportuni­
ties led him to pursue 
his higher education in 
art instead of architec­
ture.' He graduated in 
1932 from the Vancou­
ver School of Art, which 
he later described as "a 
quiet little provincial art 
school taught by a staff 

of teachers who had come over from England and Scotland,"• 
and then taught there from 1934 until1949. Feeling that the West 
Coast was cut off from exciting developments underway else­
where/ Binning broadened his outlook and pursued his artistic 
training by studying at the University of Oregon under Eugene 
Gustav Steinhof in 1936. After his marriage that same year, he 
and his wife Jessie went to London, England, where he spent a 
year studying under such well-known Modern artists as Bernard 
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Fig. 5. When the Binnings first began to th ink about the design of their home in the late 
1930s, the most popular residential styles on the West Coast were traditional in their rendering. 
("100 Years of B.C. living." in Western Homes and Living. January 1958, pp. 41, 42 .) 
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Meninsky, sculptor Henry Moore, painter Mark Gertler, and 
Amedee Ozenfant, a former associate of Le Corbusier. In 1938 he 
went to New York to study at the Art Students' League under 
Morris Kantor. By this time he was becoming known for his joy­
ful pen-and-ink drawings, mostly of images related to the sea.' 

When the Binnings were considering building a new home 
for themselves in the late 1930s, they did not have a lot of money 
to spend! They purchased a small lot in West Vancouver (Fig. 3), 
which was close to Jessie Binning's family home in Gleneagles 
and was quickly becoming one of the most desirable residential 
areas in the Vancouver region10 Evaluated at a mere $600 in 
1942, 11 their property was one of the smallest lots in the neigh­
bourhood (Fig. 4), but its steeply sloping site, located on a quiet 
street with many trees, possessed a spectacular view of Burrard 
Inlet At first, the Binnings considered various traditional styles 
of houses being built at the time in the Vancouver area -Cape 
Cod, Tudor, Spanish (Fig. 5) 12

- but, following their return from 
abroad in 1938, B.C. Binning was convinced that a "Modern" 
house was in order. He later recounted " ... what I wanted to do 
was to build this house ... I wanted to prove to myself that there 
was a contemporary architecture and it worked. And lo and be­
hold it did!" 1

' 

Binning's design was to be inexpensive- it ended up cost­
ing about $5,00014 

- and was intended, among other objectives, 
to provide "a model for ordinary housing. "15 In the early years of 
the Second World War, Vancouver, like other urban centres 
throughout Canada, was experiencing an acute housing crisis. 
The country experienced a sharp decline in home ownership and 
an increase in tenancy between 1931 and 1941 due to an eco­
nomic situation that led to doubling up and substandard accom­
modation. The situation worsened during the first few years of 
the war, when government controls on manpower and materials 
and the general deterioration of the housing stock combined 
with housing shortages caused by the movement of the families 
of those working on the war effort to urban centres and areas 
near armed forces bases. There was a pressing need for econom­
ical, efficient homes, especially for middle- and low-income fam­
ilies, that could be constructed quickly with the limited labour 
and materials available during wartime. 1

" 
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Fig . 6. Although "Modern house" design - characterized in the 1930s by such features as a ftat roof, simple volumes. lack of orna­
ment. and open plan - was being promoted during the 1930s in some parts of Canada . such as Ontario and Quebec, it was not 
popular in British Columbia and it was not promoted by the federal government. All of the prize-winning designs of the 1936 Ontario 
Small House Competition (left) were based on the principles of modernism. but there were very few prize-winning entries to the 1936 
Dominion Housing Competition (right) that came close to reflecting a modernist image. 
r Award s in the Ontario Government Housing Competition." Journal. Royal Architectural Institute of Canada, VoL 13, No. 8 (August 1936] . p. t52 1teft] : A.S. 

Mathers. -oominion Housing Competition ," Joumal. RAIC, Vol. 15. No. 4 (April 19381. p. 9 1 (right].) 

Fig . 7. During the early years of the war. the Wartime 
Housing Limited homes constructed by the federal 
government across the country fell into four standard 
types. Designed to be temporary and demountable . 
they were simple in their formal expression and lay­
out. and economical in their construction. In the 
Vancouver area , traditional wood-frame construction 
and clapboard replaced prefabricated panels and as­
bestos siding due to the wartime shortage of ply-
wood in the area . 
(Burwell R. Coon. ·wartime Housing: Journal, RAIC, Vol. 19 , 

No. 1 (January 1942}. p. 7.) 

Realizi ng that it 
had to take the lead in re­
solving this nationwide 
problem, the federal gov­
ernment crea ted Wartime 
Housing Limited (WHL) 
in 1941. Thousands of 
homes were constructed 
across the country by 
WHL until it was dis­
mantled and replaced 
some six years Ia ter by 
the newly established 
Central Mortgage and 
Housing Corporation 
(CHMC). Although new 
approaches to "Modern" 
residential design 
characterized by such 
features as simple vol­
umes, fla t roofs, lack of 
ornament, and open 
planning - were being 
explored during the 
1930s in some parts of the 
country (Fig. 6), 17 the 
"temporary" WHL hous-
es of the early 1940s were 

relatively traditional in appearance, constructed according to 
s tandardized models (Fig. 7). Never theless, these wartime 
homes were i.Imovative i.I1 terms of their efficient response to an 
urgent social need, their simplicity of form, and their economical 
approach to construction. 

Binning's goal, in the design of his home, was to develop a 
residential model that would combine a Modern approach to 
form and fw1ction with economy and effi ciency of construction, 
and at the same time make use of local materials and up-to-date 
construction technologies. Similar objectives for government­
sponsored WHL housing, designed to be demounted after the 
wa r, introduced prefabricated componen ts (such as plywood 
panels) and new ma teria ls (such as asbestos siding) that could be 
sa lvaged for postwar construction. '" In Vancouver, however, the 
shortage of plywood (which was manufactured locally but sent 
to the east for wa r-rela ted priorities) for prefabrica tion led to the 
construction of the s tandard designs according to tradi tional 
wood-frame and clapboard construction.'• 

Fig. 8. Architect Peter M. Thornton's 
first house (1938-39) in West Van­

couver was one of a very small 
number of residences constructed 

during the 1930s on the West Coast 
that experimented with the princi­

ples of modernism. It possesses a 
gently sloping roof and generous 

fenestration . and makes use of post­
and-beam construction and local 

stone. 
(Tony Archer, 1947 . Journal, RAIC, VoL 24 , 

No. 6 {June 1947].) 

Fig. 9. Architect C.BK Van Nor­
man's residence for his family 

(1938-39) in Vancouver. constructed 
in collaboration with Thornton , Birm­

ingham, and McKee, also experi­
mented with the vocabulary of 

modernism. It was demolished in 
1994. 

(Tony Archer, 1947. Journal, RAIC, Vol. 24 , 

No. 6fJune 1947].) 

Very few priva te 
homes were constructed 
in Canada during the Second World War, largely due to society's 
focus on other priorities and the government's restrictions on 
manpower and materia ls for initiatives not related to the war ef­
fort. Homes that explored Modern design principles were even 
more scarce: prior to the construction of the Bilu1ing residence in 
1941, only a couple of Modern homes had been realized in the 
Vanco uver area. Nevertheless, the city was beginning to attract 
energetic young architects from the east in a trend that would 
continue into the postwa r era, making the West Coast a centre for 
experimentation and iimova tive transa tlantic design. '" Many of 
those who settled there, both during and after the war, were 
artist and architect friends of the Binnings and shared their en­
thusiasm for the Modern way of Jiving. In 1938-39, architect 
Peter M. Thornton, who had just immigrated from England after 
stud ying at the Architectural Association in London, built a two­
storey home for his mother in West Vancouver; his design made 
use of local fieldstone and wood in a manner that refl ected his 
knowledge of European Modernism (Fig. 8)." At the same time, 
architect C.B.K. Van Norman, who had studied at the University 
of Manitoba in the 1920s, experimented with Modernism in the 
two-storey Vancouver residence he designed for his family in 
collaboration wi th Thornton and two other young architects, 
William H. Birmingham and Robert McKee (Fig. 9). Like Thorn­
ton's home, this simple rectangular building was clad in local 
stone and wood siding, and possessed a gently sloping roo£.2' In 
1939, R.A.D. (Bob) Berwick, who had recently arrived from the 
east following studies at the University of Toronto, designed and 
built a low-lying Modernist residence for himself in West Va n­
couver (this house was substantially renovated in 1948 following 
a flood). 03 
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Fig. 11. Two alterna tive layouts were drawn up in 

March 1941 . This one, which was not constructed. 

shows the bedrooms and bathroom on the east 

side of the house and the kitchen on the west side. 
A carpark was shown instead of a studio. 
r Residence for B.C. Binning Esq.: Ground Floor Plan: Sheet 

2 , March 10, 194 1, B.C. Binning Fonds. Collection Centre 

Canadien d'Architecture/Canadian Centre for Architecture. 

Montreat) 

Fig . 10. This proposed site plan and 
perspective for the Binning residence, 
one of two schemes rendered as con­
struction drawings in March 1941 , 

show that the building was sited and 
designed to make the most of its rela­

tionship to its immediate landscape 
and south-facing views. Details for 
doors and windows, although custom­

designed for the house, were con­
ceived in a manner that al lowed for 
mass-production. 
(" Res1dence for B.C. Binning Esq .: Plot Plan. 

Perspective View and Details, etc . ." Sheet 4 . 

March 10, 1941 . B.C . Binning Fonds, Collec­

t•on Centre Canadien d'ArchitecturelCanadian 

Centre for Architecture, Montreal) 

ln addition to provid­
ing a model for new hous­
ing, the Binnings wa nted 
a home that would re­
spond to their personal 
need s, including "space 
for family life and enter­
taining, as well as space in 
which to paint and dis­
play paintings."" Having 
laid out the design, B.C. 
Binning consulted with 
Berwick25 and C. E. (Ned) 
Pratt,'• who had also re­
centl y arrived on the West 
Coast. Both architec ts 

shared his enthusiasm for developing a contemporary residen­
tial building vocabulary that was economica l in construction and 
sensitive to its setting, and at the same time made use of local 
materials and components that could be mass-produced (Fig. 
10). Two schemes, one almost a mirror image of the other (Fig. 
11), were d rawn up by March 1941;" both showed a low structure 
on two levels that stepped down with the topography of the site. 
The lower level fea tured a generous hallway that doubled as a 
gallery and opened into a living-dining area that extended out­
wards to a terrace and garden fa cing Burrard Inlet to the south, 
as well as a kitchen and master bed room . The upper level in­
cluded a second bedroom and a carport. By May 1941, the wa ter 
was connected'" and the construction of a modified version of 
one of these schemes (Fig. 12), with a studio in place of the pro­
posed carport (a car shelter was constructed near the street in­
stead), was w1derway. During the 1940s, the finishing touches­
furnishings, d raperies, murals, artwork, landscaping - were 
added" (Figs. 13, 14, 16-20), and the design reached a state of in­
tegrity which has been respected in subsequent modifica tions 
(Figs. 15, 21-23). 

Form and Function 

The design of the Bi1ming residence, which remains remarkably 
intact today, demonstrated new ways of expressing form and re­
sponding to function in three respects: in the harmonious rela­
tionship of its architecture to its environment; in the efficiency 
and economy of its layout and the interrelationships between its 
fo rm and its function; and in the manner in which Modern art 
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Fig . 12. The final layout includes the 
kitchen on the east side and the bed­

rooms and bathroom on the west side. 

The hallway. with its clerestory windows 
and slightly curved wall , serves as an 
extension of the Hvingwdining room as 

well as a gallery and circulation corridor. 
A studio replaces the carpark, which 
was constructed instead beside the 

road . An upper terrace, a kitchen court. 
and the main (lower) terrace extend the 

house into the surrounding garden. 
This layout is intact today. 

("The S.C. Binning House .~ in We stem Homes 
and Living. October-November 1950. p. 16) 

and architecture can inter­
sect to create a dynamic 
and meaningful experience 
of space. 

Despite the knowl­
edge and understanding of 
the world he acquired 
through educa tion abroad 
and his keen sense of the 
need to keep up with what 
was current elsewhere, B.C. 
BiJming possessed a strong 
attachment to his loca l en­
vironment, and went to ex­
tremes to ensure that the 
design of his home and 
ga rden was sensitive to 
and made the most of its 
immediate setting and the 
materials and climatic con­
ditions of the West Coast. 
The building was located 
near the top of the sloping 
p roperty (Fig. 10) sur­
rounded by existing trees 
and new plantings so that 
it enjoyed privacy from the 
street above and from its 
neighbours. It was de­
signed as two low-lying 
quasi-rectangular volumes, 
one lower than the other to 
maximise the potential of 
its slopping site (Figs. 11-
14) and to allow the pene­
tration of natural li ght, via 
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Fig. 13. The two low-lying volumes of the house 
and the view of the inlet beyond, which could be 
seen from the upper terrace around 1950, are 
barely visible today due to the lush landscape of 
the sloping site. 
(Photograph by Graham Warrington , c. 1951 . Collection 

Cenlre Canadien d' Architecture/Canadian Centre for Archi­

tecture. Montreal) 

Fig. 14. The entrance is sheltered by a canopy. 
The joyful composition of marine motifs within an 
architectural framework, typical of Binning's work 
of the 1940s, was the fi rst of three murals painted 
by the artist to welcome visitors to his home. 

a cJereStOr)' windOW be- (Photograph by Graham Warrington. reproduced from Jour· 
nal. RAIC, Vol. 27 , No. 9, September 1950.) 

hveen the two planes, into 
its central hallway-gallery. 
Terraces of square paving stones on the north, east, and sou th 
sides extended the house outwards into the garden (Figs. 1, 12). 
The house was ca refully oriented to take advantage of natu ral 
light and views: the generously p roportioned southward-look­
ing windows and doors between the lower terrace and living­
dining room, as well as the slightly smaller windows of the 
master bedroom, faced the treed ga rden below and the water be-



Fig . 16. The hallway, which doubles as a gallery, is 
fi lled with light from the south-facing clerestory win­
dows. The end (west) wall is defined by an abstract 
mural , and the cedar v-joint to the right provides a 

backdrop for an ever-changing selection of paint­
ings. Built-in shelving accommodates books and 

art objects. To the left, a partition with rolled glass 
set in 24" squares allows additional light to enter 

from the living room. The present-day view (right) 
confirms that little has changed since the earlier 

photograph was taken in the late 1940s (left). 
(Reproduced from c. 1948 slide belonging to Jessie Binning. 

documenta tion file, B.C. Binning Fonds. Collection Centre 

Canadien d'Archilecture/Canadian Centre for Architecture. 

Montreat pert]: S.D. Bronson . September 1997 {right]) 

Fig. 15. The second entrance mural 

(top), probably painted in the 1950s , 
was more abstract than the fi rst. The 

third one (bottom). a minimalist combi­
na tion of white and yellow, has recent­

ly been renewed. 
(Reproduced from slide belonging to Jessie 

Binning. documentation file. B.C . Btnning 

Fonds, Collection Centre Canadien d'Archi· 

lecture/Canadian Centre for Architecture. 

Montreal [top] : S. D. Bronson, September 

1997 jbottomj) 

yond, and the second bed­
roo m, or study, and the 
s tudio looked out to the 
upper terrace and ga rden . 
A lso, as will be discussed 
in Part 3 below, Binning's 
respec t for the environ­
m ent was confi rmed 
throu gh his use of local 
rna teria ls, esp ecially 
wood but also s tone.30 

Since 1941 the rela­
tionship between the Bin­
ning residence and its 
immediate environment 
has changed little, while 
subs tantial p arts of its 
la rger context of Wes t 
Vancouver and the 
grea ter Vancouver area in 
general have changed a 
grea t deal, developing in 
a m anner that reflects the 
economic pressures im­
posed by rapid suburban 
growth and the recent ne-
cessity to house a massive 
p opulation influx. 

The interrela tionships between the form of the house and its 
various functions, both characteri zed by economy and effici ency, 
are also remarka bly intact today. The visitor is d irected down 
from the s tree t towards the entrance by a comfortably propor­
ti oned stairway (Fig. 13), p assing the upper ga rden and arriving 
a t the upper terrace beside the low building, w hich is clad most­
ly i11 cedar v-joint boards and capped by an overhanging fla t roof 
(Figs. 13-15). A lively mural by B.C. Binning (discussed in detail 
below) defines the corner and signals the main entrance door, 
which is down a few more stairs and sheltered from the elements 
by a cantilevered canopy. One then enters the hallway (Figs. 12, 
16), a long ga llery space defined by a subtly curved wall of cedar 
v-joint vertica l boards to the right and a wide opening into the 
li ving-dining area to the left. The vis itor is once again confront­
ed w ith a B.C. Binning a rti s tic crea ti on, a p owerful mural that 
terminates the west end of the hall wa y. Displayed in the hallway 
ga ll ery is a selection of paintings- intended to change periodi ­
cally, consisting either o f a sin gle work or a grouping- embel­
li shing the cedar wa ll, w hich is lined w ith low, built-in shelving 

Fig . 17. The living-dining room is dominat­

ed by a stone fireplace wall . Its furn iture is 

light in weight and simple in design . With 
the exception of the addition of a sofa and 

a television (bottom), little has changed 
since the 1940s (top). 

(Reproduced from c. 1948 slide belonging to 

Jessie Binning, docume ntation file, B.C . Binmng 

Fonds. Collection Centre Canadien d'Archltec· 

lure/Canadian Centre for Architecture. Montreal 

{top] ; S.D. Bronson. September 1997[bottom]) 

fill ed w ith books and Orien­
tal pottery and topped with 
a few ca refully selected a rt 
objects. The space is filled 
w ith natural light from 
south-facing clerestory win­
d ows, which provide con­
s tantl y changing illumi-

SUSAN D. BRONSON tml:lfltJ:ta:ta:ll m1 

na tion as the sun moves over the course of the day. Except for the 
" temporary" addition of a new shelf unit a t the west end o f the 
hallway, the design of the original space and its furnishings a re 
completely intact (Fig. 16). 

The generously prop ortioned living-dining area (Figs. 12, 
17) is dominated by a fireplace wall built by local ar tisans o f 
fi elds tone from nearby Cypress Creek." It was here that the 
house came ali ve with energy as artists and architects, including 
Richard Neutra, gathered fo r "fireside chats" about how they 
could improve the world by crea ting a better balance between art 
and living." The hea rth forms a focal point for the arrangement 
of lightweight canvas-and-wood chairs and a built-in sofa facing 
the view. Above the sofa, a semi-transp arent par tition, the upper 
portion of w hich is made up of tinted rolled glass set in square 
wood frames, forms a backdrop for displaying some of Binning's 
small er works. The w ide opening between the living room and 
the hall is spanned by a curtain rod; originally, Jessie Binning 
thought that it would be necessary to separate the more public 
hallway-gallery from the li ving-dining area - up to 60 visitors 
came through the house a t a time, according to one source'' ­
but, as it turned out, she and her husband frequently entertained 
small groups of fr iends and acquaintances who came to view 
B.C. Binning's p aintings and to socia lize, and the li ving-dining 
area became an extension of the gallery-hallway and vice versa. 
The same may be said of the trellised lower terrace and the ga r­
den below (Figs. 1, 12, 18), w hich physica lly ex tended the living 
space. The living-dining room remains unchanged , except for the 
recent addition of a television and a sofa on the south side of the 
room (Fig. 17). 

Beside the dining room is the kitchen (Figs. 12, 19), w ith its 
U-shaped layout of fir plywood cabinets added with ch rom e 
handles . A window facing east floods the room w ith m orning 
li ght, and a doorway opens out to the side terrace. An enclosed 
stairway leads to the basem ent. At the other end of the ha llway, 
a narrow door opens into the bathroom, w hich possesses the 
sa me plywood cabinets as the ki tchen . Both the kitchen and 
ba throom have undergone minor modifica tions over time- the 
appliances in the kitchen have been replaced , the bathroom has 
new fixtures and tile, and skylights have recently been installed 
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Fig. 19. The kitchen and bathroom feature the origi­
nal built-in plywood cabinets with chrome handles. 
Since 1941 , new appliances have been installed in 
the kitchen and new tiles and fixtures have been in­

stalled in the bathrooms. Skylights have also been 
installed in both rooms. 
(S. D. Bronson , September 1997) 

Fig. 18. Floor-to-ceil ing glazed doors 
open onto the main terrace . extending 
the living-dining room into the garden. 

Comparison of the 1940s view (topj 
and the present-day view (bottom) re­
veals that very little has changed. 
(Photograph of c. 1948 slide belonging to 

Jessie Binning, documentation file. B.C. Bm­
ning Fonds , Collection Centre Canadien d'Ar­

chitecture/Ca nadlan Centre for Architecture , 

Montreal [top}: S.D. Bronson. September 1997 

[bottom]) 

- but are otherwise in­
tact. 

In the southwest cor-
ner of the house, a com­
pact master bedroom is 
designed to seem larger 
by its generous south-fac­
ing windows and its built­
in headboard, drawers, 
and closet (Fig. 12). 
Across the hallway, a 
short stairway leads to the 
guest bedroom, which 
also possesses a built-in 
headboard. This room, 
which has a window fac­
ing the upper terrace and 
garden, features a small 
study nook with a desk, 
above which are built-in 
shelves carrying, to this 
day, some of B.C. Bin-
ning's standard references 

on art and architecture (Figs. 20, 21). A short hall leads to the stu­
dio at the northeast corner of the building; part of the wood floor 
is inset with linoleum and splashes of paint confirm that this was 
where the artist worked at his easel. In addition to generous win­
dows looking out on the upper garden, and a door to the terrace, 
this room, the exterior of which accommodates the entrance 
mural, possesses a band of high windows facing north and east 
(Figs. 12, 14, 15, 21). 

Throughout the house and garden, one cannot help but be 
aware of an overpowering sense of the harmonious and dynam­
ic integration of abstract art and new architectural forms. By pro­
viding a muralled hallway-gallery for an ever-changing selection 
of his paintings (Fig. 16), which were also displayed throughout 
the other rooms of his home (Figs. 17, 20, 21), and by painting a 
sequence of murals on the exterior entrance wall to enhance the 
point of arrival (Figs. 14, 15), B.C. Binning ensured that his do­
mestic environment would evolve in response to the develop­
ment of his art, which became increasingly abstract over his 
35-year tenure." inside, comparison of the photographs taken at 
different times in the history of the house" reveals that the selec­
tion of paintings on display changed often; Jessie Binning con­
firmed that she sometimes had to be very insistent, during her 
husband's lifetime, to ensure that her favourite older works were 
not sold or replaced by more recent pieces."' 
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Fig. 20. The guest bedroom possess­
es a study nook with a built-in desk 

and shelves. 
(Reproduced from c. 1948 slide belonging to 

Jessie Binning, documentation file. B.C. Bin­

ning Fonds , Collection Centre Canadien d'Ar-

chilecture/Canadian Centre for Architecture . 

Montreal) 

Outside, B.C. Binning 
painted three different 
murals on the corner wall 
that enclosed his studio, 
which was covered with 
plaster. The first, executed 
during the 1940s, perhaps 
before 1948 when he took 
a sabbatical year from 
teaching to paint and his 
work underwent a dra­
matic change," was a joy­
ful, abstract composition 
of seaside motifs - fish, 
light towers, sail boats, 
and the like - set within 
an architectural grid of 
water and sky (Figs. 13, 
14). The second mural, 
which probably dates to 
the 1950s, was more geo­
metric, corresponding to 

Fig. 21 . To this day, a selection of B.C. Binning's 
seminal references on art and architecture is kept in 
the shelves above his desk (see Figure 20). A short 
passage leads to his studio . 
(S. D. Bronson, Septe mber 1997) 

a more abstract phase in his work (Fig. 15).38 His last mural, 
which was deteriorated and has recently been renewed by a local 
artist to match its original colours and texture, may have been 
painted after 1968, when he retired from his position as Director 
of UBC's Department of Fine Arts so that he could devote more 
time to painting. Its composition, in tones of yellow and white, is 
bold and minimalist (Fig. 15). These murals confirm Binning's 
conviction that the aesthetic criteria of harmony, integrity, order, 
and balance work for art and architecture alike. 

Only two other major changes have modified the design of 
the property over the course of its history. In 1966, the car shelter 
beside the street was replaced by a garage, which exploited the 
sloping site to include a workshop and storage space underneath 
(Fig. 22). In 1989, a bathroom was added to serve the guest bed­
room on the west side of the house (Fig. 23). Both of these mod­
ifications, which were carried out in response to new fwKtional 
requirements, respect the integrity of the original design inten­
tions. 

Technological Advances 

While the Binning residence does not distinguish itself in terms 
of technological innovation, it constitutes an early illustration of 
a number of important technological advances that were applied 
to West Coast residential architecture during the Modern era. It 
exemplified an economical and efficient approach to residential 



construction and exploited the advantages offered by such fea­
tures of Modern design as flat roofs and new approaches to post­
and-beam structure w ith concrete founda tion walls. Designed 
and constructed dming the war when construction materials and 
labour were difficult to secure for private homes, it made use of 
local materials and techniques in new ways that were later ap­
plied to postwar residential construction. 

When it was constructed in 1941, the Binning residence was 
one of the earliest flat-roofed houses in the Vancouver region, 
and perhaps the first flat-roofed house in the area to qualify for 
a federa lly financed mortgage:"' Although the flat roof had been 
a feature of residential architecture in some parts of Canada, 
such as the Montreal area, for decades,'" sloped roofs were far 
more common on West Coast residential buildings of the 1930s 
and early 1940s (Fig . 5). A few architects in the Vancouver area, 
however, were beginning to experiment with this type of con­
struction by the late 1930s; the houses that Binning's colleagues 
Peter Thornton and C.B.K. Van Norman designed for themselves 
(Figs. 8, 9), for example, had roofs with very shallow slopes, and 
others followed suit in the postwar era. 

For Binning and his colleagues, the significance of the flat 
roof in residential design extended beyond its stylistic associa­
ti on with Modernism. In addition to encouraging a more con­
temporary, low-lying treatment of volume and mass, its 
combination with post-and-beam construction allowed the liber­
ation of the plan and freedom to adapt a house to a sloping site 
by taki11g advantage of split levels and varied ceiling heights. It 
also opened up the possibility of introducing different roof 
planes separated by clerestory windows, and thus admitting 
daylight deep into interior spaces." In addition, the Binning res­
idence, along with other West Coast houses, illustrates how low­
lying, flat-roofed volumes on a sloping site with mature 
vegetation virtually disappear within the landscape, rather than 
block the view of the neighbours (Fig. 13). 

The Binning residence was somewha t innovative in its 
structure. The construction drawings ca ll for 8-inch reinforced 
concrete foundation walls and a full concrete basement under 
par t of its volume." This a llowed improved structural stability 
on its uneven site, as well as necessa ry storage space and im­
proved insulation and protection again st vapom transmission 
through the floor. At the time, many West Coast homes did not 
enjoy the luxury of a basement, thei r designers preferring to take 
advantage of the fact that a post-and-beam structure is econom­
ical and rapid to erect on uneven ground because it can be built 
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Fig. 22 . In 1966. the Binnings constructed a garage to replace an earlier shelter for their car. 
This structure is still intact. 
r Proposed Garage for Mr. & Mrs. B.C. Btnning ." May 10, 1966, reproduced from microfiche files in Oistnct of 

West Vancouver Plannmg Department) 

Fig. 23. In 1989. a bathroom was added to the west side of the house. The addition was exe­
cuted in a manner that respects the integrity of the original architectural design and the site. 
(Geoffrey Massey Architect. ·Addihons to Binning Residence ," May 6 . 1989. reproduced from microfiche files in 

District of West Vancouver Planning Department.) 

on simple foo tings for its posts, rather than on continuous foun­
dation walls. '' Above the foundation, however, the structure of 
the Bilming residence was post-and-beam construction, wh ich 
provided an econom ica l and efficient solution that responded to 
the design intentions and made the most of British Columbia's 
rich forestry resources. 

In light of the wartime shortage of construction materials 
and labour, most of the ma terials and building assemblies used 
in the Binning residence were traditional, economical, and local­
ly available. As was the case for so many West Coast homes, the 
predominant material was wood. The construction drawings 
specify hardwood for the floors i11 the living-dining area and 
gallery-hallway, while fir floors, which were more economical, 
were proposed for the bedrooms and studio. A different grade of 
fir was used for the floors in the kitchen and bathroom, which 
were covered with linoleum, as well as the area in the studio 
where B.C. Bilming's easel was loca ted. While some of the inte­
rior walls were plastered,'' either painted white or covered with 
white burlap, others were finished wi th cedar v-joint vertica l 
boards, s tained a natural colour (Figs. 16, 18). The latter material 
was also used for most of the exterior wall s, with the exception 
of the fieldstone of the firep lace wall (which extended outside) 
and the corner wall near the entrance (which was finished in 
plaster for the entrance mural). Early in the history of the resi­
dence, the cedar v-joint boards, both inside and outside, were 
painted off-whi te as they were turning dark due to age and nat­
ural weathering (Figs. 1, 18)." 

As daylight and views were central to the design, glass is 
abundant, especially along the south-facing wall (Figs. 1, 18), 
which is made up of continuous floor-to-ceiling doors from the 
liv il1g-dining room and generous windows in the master bed­
room; the north-facing wall possesses slightly smaller wi nd ows 
in the guest bedroom and studio (Figs. 12, 20), and the la tter a lso 
has high windows of tinted glass. Clerestory windows flood the 
hallway with light (Fig. 16). Although the construction drawings 
suggest that the doors and windows, which were generous in 
size compared to the standard windows and doors ava ilable at 
the time, were custom-designed for the house (Fig. 10), their de­
tailing reveals that they were conceived in a ma1mer that could 
easily be mass-produced . Among the small number of new man­
ufactured materials featured was the tinted "roll ed ribbed g lass," 
which was set in 24-iJKh squares on the upper portion of the par-
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Fig. 24 . In addition to meeting the needs of his family, B.C. Binning wanted his residence to be a model for improved housing at a 
larger scale. In 1945, a photograph of the house (see Figure 1, top) was featured as part of the Design for Living exhibit prepared by 
the Art in Living Group that he co-founded in 1943 with Fred Amess. On a panel entitled "A Vancouver Group Plans Better Housing 
and Slum Elimination . ~ the house was shown as -an example of up-to-date architecture designed to obtain greatest benefit from the 
six elements- light. view, space. shape, colour and surface . ~ 

(Scott Wa tson, "Art in the Fifties: Design, Leisure. and Painting in the Age of Anxiety," in Vancouver Art Gallery. Vancouver Art and Artists. 1938-1983 [Vancou­

ver: Vancouver Art Gallery. 1983]. p. 76.) 

tition between the liv­
ing-dining area and 
the gallery-hallway 
(Figs. 11, 16). 

The extension of 
the house into the 
garden is emphasized 
by the overhanging 
wooden brise-soleil 
(Figs. 1, 13-15, 18), the 
details of which were 
carefully designed 
and indicated on the 

construction drawings.'• At grade level, square concrete pavers 
were used to define the terraces on the south, east, and north 
sides (Figs. 11, 12); the original pavers (a new product at the 
time) deteriorated after several years, and have been replaced by 
precast rectangles of concrete aggregate, although a single row of 
the original pavers remains intact just inside the living-dining 
area doors. 

Carefully designed wooden built-in furniture made by local 
artisans" - including shelving in the hallway, beds, and a desk 
(Figs. 12, 20, 21) - ensured the most efficient use of the space 
and avoided clutter. In keeping with the technology of the day, 
the kitchen and bathroom featured custom-made cabinets of ply­
wood (Fig. 19); these were stained a natural colour and fitted 
with standard chrome handles. The U-shaped kitchen featured 
the most up-to-date appliances, including a dishwashing ma­
chine (Fig. 11), which have since been updated. 

Impact on Subsequent Work 

In addition to illustrating the three cultural phenomena associat­
ed with the Modern era, the Binning residence had a significant 
impact on subsequent Canadian buildings, ensembles, and sites. 
It has enriched the work of countless artists and architects, as 
well as other members of the general public, and it is expected 
that it will continue to do so well into the future . Described as "a 
humanist in the finest sense of the word, vitally concerned with 
people, their lives and the environment,""' B.C. Binning was suc­
cessful in meeting, through the design of his home, two of his 
principal objectives: to provide a model that wou ld lead to the 
improvement of housing in general, and to encourage the inte­
gration of art and architecture in Modernist design. Thanks to his 
continued commitment to and promotion of these ideals, espe­
cia lly in the 1940s and 1950s, the impact of the design of his res­
idence was not only immediate but enduring. Furthermore, its 

58 

Fig. 25. C.E. Pratt's first residence (c. 1946) in West Vancouver demonstrates many of the 
same principles and features as the Binning residence. for which he was consulting architect 
five years earlier. South-facing floor-to-ceiling windows look out over a panoramic view. The 
rectangular volume, with a projection for the stair. is clad in wood siding and surmounted by a 
gently sloping roof that projected to provide protection against the elements. Two storeys in 
height with three bedrooms, its layout is simple. clear, and economical. 
(Photogra ph by John Roaf. 1973 . reproduced rrom Harold Kalman. A History of Canadian Architecture , Vol. 2 

[Toronto: Oxford University Press , 19941, p. 788 [left); Drawing by David Byrnes. reproduced from Kalman. A His­
tory of Canadian Architecture. Vol. 2, p. 788 [right}) 

significance has recently been renewed due to an increasing in­
terest in the built heritage of the Modern era throughout Canada, 
an interest that is particularly keen in the Vancouver region. 

B.C. Binning's objective of influencing housing design on a 
larger scale began to come to fruition within a few years of the 
completion of his home. In 1943 he and his friend Fred Amess, 
who also taught at the Vancouver School of Art, formed the Art 
in Living Group, which aimed to sensitize a whole generation of 
budding artists, art teachers, architects, and the general public to 
the problems that were about to emerge as part of the postwar 
boom and urbanization. This group, which included mostly 
artists and students, studied small house design, housing for 
families, neighbourhoods and community, and appropriate edu­
cational environments for children, and prepared a series of di­
dactic exhibitions to promote their ideas." In their 1945 "Art in 
Living" exhibition, a photograph of Bi1ming's house was fea­
tured as "an example of up-to-date architecture designed to ob­
tain greatest benefit from the six elements - light, view, space, 
shape, colour and surface" (Fig. 24). 50 During the course of the 
postwar era, these elements became key touchstones in the de­
sign of houses and housing projects throughout Canada." 

Among the several examples of Vancouver area homes that 
explored the architectural principles demonstrated in the Bin­
ning residence was the first house that C.E. (Ned) Pratt designed 
for his family in West Vancouver (Fig. 25) about five years after 
he served as consulting architect on B.C. Binning's home. This 
structure, like its 1941 forerunner, was compact and economical 
in its planning (with a U-shaped kitchen and a combined living­
dining area), possessed large windows and doors opening onto 
a south-facing view, exploited the potential of post-and-beam 
construction, and was clad in wood siding. It distinguished itself 
from the Binning residence, however, by its size: its rectangular 
volume was two storeys high, with a projection for the staircase 
and a gently sloping roof; it housed such necessities for growing 



Fig . 27. The residence of Dr. D. Harold Copp (1950-51 ) in Vancouver was designed by Ron 
Thorn , a former student of B.C. Binning . Like the Binning residence. it featured a post-and­

beam structure with generous fenestration that extended its interior into the garden and the 
spectacular landscape around it. Low-lying rectangular volumes topped by flat roofs are con­

structed on different levels according to the topography of the site, and clerestory windows 
allow the penetration of light deep into the interior spaces. Its layout is economical but in­

cludes such necessities of modern families life as a laundry room. two bedrooms for children, 
and a master bedroom. 

(Ron Thorn . architect, Collection Dr. 0 . Harold Copp, reproduced from Windsor Liscombe. The New Sptril , p. 125 

(top] : Journal. RAIC. Vol. 40 , No. 1 [January 1953] , reproduced from Windsor Uscombe, The New Sptrit, p. 125 

(bottom]) 

Fig . 26. The John Porter residence (1947-48) in West Vancouver, designed by John Porter ar­
chitect. like the B.C. Binning residence, possessed a post-and-beam construction , large ex­
panses of glass. and a layout on different levels that followed the topography of its site. II 
distinguished itself from the B.C. Binning residence by its gently sloping roof. 
(Photograph by Tony Archer and plans . Journal, RAIC, VoL 27 , No. 9 [September 1950], reproduced from W indsor 

Uscombe. The New Spirit , p. 116 (left) and p. 117 (right)) 

postwar families as three bedrooms and a fully equipped laun­
dry room.52 

In 1947-48, architect John Porter completed his residence 
(Fig. 26) in West Vancouver. Like the Binning residence, his de­
sign experimented with different levels that related to the topog­
raphy of his sloping site, with large expanses of glass, and with 
post-and-beam construction. Designed to house an expanding 
family that eventually included six children, the resultant mass­
ing was quite different, and the structure, part of which was two 
storeys high, was surmounted by a gently sloping roof. This de­
sign received a Massey Silver Medal in 1952 and provided inspi­
ration for one of several "Trend Houses" constructed across 
Canada to promote "an entirely new trend in modern living and 
building."53 

A third house influenced by Binning's groundbreaking resi­
dence was designed on a hilly Vancouver lot in 1950-51 by archi­
tect Ron Thorn for Dr. D. Harold Copp (Fig. 27) . This house 
illustrates that many of the principles demonstrated in the Bin­
ning residence were practised well into the postwar era: its low­
lying rectangular volumes were surmounted by flat roofs 
separated by clerestory windows, it was carefully integrated 
with the surrounding landscape, and its post-and-beam struc­
ture was clad with local wood siding and large expanses of glass. 
Its plan was economical in layout but, like the Pratt and Porter 
residences, was generous in size and featured a large laundry­
service room, an extensive area for living, music and dining, and 
three bedrooms. As was the case with an increasing number of 

SUSAN D. BRONSON l:r!1:l:!.tJ:l.-.. :l:l.::ltl:ll 

CO ioi WENTS O F TH E JUl Y 

~l'ft"'U'..J~ in lhilc-. 
.. .,. ..... ... ftl......ue.J .o.nd ~ · 
a ww--, .... oe:Ut..h<n<todiKN .... 
........ ...~ ... rpt .... ... ~,... .aJ IAfu. 

~~W ..., w."""'T ~I!I&rtnefn .. 
,.., ........,..-- .. 'l".....J'hot"' 
<p«iow •S.,.,... ....... IJ t .. ~ 
.,.,..,,., o..l-...dproc:~ •n•-do,. 

vlh.<pto...J.J..,.<oo.u " 

·~ I"'' hu >tft(C~ rKt< ..,·<l Jan· 
-...N"~ 'nJ">r'""!N.<<boo 
bu,J,J, ., , .,., bu oh .. ~tt wnl11o '"" 
Sl ) .iVJ l.mn. 

homes in the 1950s, the master bedroom was large and separat­
ed from the children's bedrooms."' Thorn, who was s tudying 
under B.C. Binning around the time Binning was designing his 
residence in 1941, said "He taught me to see. He taught me to 
think. He was an irreplaceable teacher whose lessons have last­
ed."ss 

It was about the time of the construction of the Copp resi­
dence that the Binning residence, by that time a decade old, was 
featured in two major publications that not only gave it exposure 
to a wider audience but confirmed that the principles it demon­
strated were still valid in the 1950s. In October-November 1950, 
Western Homes and Living, one of the most well-read architectur­
al / lifes tyle journals in western Canada, published an illustrated 
article entitled "The B.C. Binning House" that began with the im­
pressive announcement: "This is the story of a house that was a 
pioneer ... a pace-setter ... in West Coast contemporary design 10 
years ago and is still thoroughly modern."56 The following year, 
the 1951 edition of Canadian Woods: Their Properties and Uses, an 
invaluable reference work, featured a photograph of the Binning 
residence (Fig. 28) as an illustration of how wood could be used 
in Modern residential design. 

In the meantime, Thorn and several of B.C. Binning's stu­
dents, friends, and colleagues were benefiting first-hand from 
spending time at the Binning residence. Over the yea rs, the liv­
ing-dining room and the terrace provided a venue for many a 
lively debate and intense discussion with friends, colleagues, 
and noteworthy visitors. After his appointment in 1949 as an as-
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Fig . 28. The 1951 edition of the seminal Canadian Woods: Their Properties and Uses featured a photograph of the Binning resi­
dence, by this time a decade old . as an example of how Canadian woods, in this case B.C . cedar and fir, could be used in the 

construction of "Modem" homes. Later. when the cedar v-joint panelling aged and became very dark, the Binnings painted it off­
while. 
(Forestry Branch. Forest Products Laboratones D•vision , Canad1an Woods: The1r Proper11es and Uses !Ottawa: King·s Printer and Controller of Stationery, 

1951J, p. 37) 

sistant professor in 
the School of Archi-
tecture at USC, B.C 

Binning was given the task of establishing the Department of 
Fine Arts, and became its first Head in 1955. While working as an 
educator, he continued to explore his creative spirit and was re­
sponsible for the annual Festival of Contemporary Arts, "an ex­
travaganza of avant-garde events including art exhibitions, 
poetry readings, ballets, and theatrical and musical events that 
made Vancouver the cultural capital of Canada in the sixties."'; 
According to Alvin Balkind, Director of USC's Fine Arts Gallery 
in 1986, the "Binning era" at USC "set the stage for cultural ex­
plosion and put Vancouver on the artistic map in the late '60s" by 
bringing world-class performers and speakers (such as John 
Cage, Alan Ginsberg, Dylan Thomas, and Marshall McLuhan) to 
USC's campus, provoking small so-called parallel galleries to 
put on risky shows of yoLmg artists' work, and forming lnterme­
dia, a spawning ground for multimedia presentations that meld­
ed the visual arts with music and dance."" Many of the interesting 
artists and architects whom he brought to Vancouver, including 
California-based Viennese architect Richard Neutra (who be­
came a friend and stayed with the Binnings in 1946 and 1953), 
were invited to meet Binning's students, friends, and colleagues 
at his home. 

Many well-known artists and architects were influenced by 
the work of B.C Binning, of which his residence is probably the 
most all-encompassing specimen. Scott Watson, current Director 
of USC's Fine Arts Gallery, noted in 1986 that "through the force 
of his own example (he often had as many as 60 people a day 
through the house), he introduced modern domestic architecture 
to the city." Furthermore, Watson suggested, B.C Binning's 
house was also economical and within the reach of the average 
Canadian.'• Douglas Shadbolt, former director of USC's School 
of Architecture, confirmed that the house attracted wide atten­
tion: "It was one of the first flat-roofed houses to be built in Van­
couver .... Binning also demonstrated the potential relationship of 
abstract art to new architectural forms, both by providing an in­
terior gallery for his own work and by painting a mural on the 
exterior entrance wall of the house." Following B.C. Bimting's 
death in 1976, fellow artist Jack Shadbolt noted that "He wasn't 
a professional architect- he was an amateur who was interest­
ed. But he had more influence than the professionals.""' A former 
student, Don Jarvis, echoed all of these ideas: 
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One of the things he emphasized in his teachi11g was simplicity, 

economy, but at the sa me time fullness, richness. This was always 

evident in his own work, and very much so in Bert and Jessie's 

house. The house, which he designed in 1940, the first of its kind in 

Vancom·er, was a powerful influence on the subsequent work of 

West Coast architects- a very special house.61 

B.C. Binning's sphere of influence extended beyond artists 
and architects. In January 1942, not long after his house was con­
structed, he gave a public lecture on "Modern Architecture -Its 
Meaning and Development" in which he claimed that architec­
ture is the harmonious expression of science and society, its form 
derived from science and its function from the needs of society. 
He claimed that "No one can disregard architecture. All of us 
spend most of our time within four walls. The cheerfulness or 
gloominess, the heaviness or lightness have a profound influence 
on our lives.""' He concluded his address with a challenge for ar­
chitects and artists: "[n democracy we have the right to express 
ourselves freely and we had better learn to express ourselves 
well in architecture."•) 

B.C. Binning's home was also the site of his own creation 
and the pursuit of ideas that had a far-reaching effect during the 
35 years he lived there, and after his death. He had his first one­
person exhibition in 1944, three years after moving into his new 
home. In 1948, during his sabbatical year before accepting a po­
sition at USC's School of Architecture, he worked on his art and 
the design of two other houses."' In 1968, he stepped down as 
head of the Fine Arts Department to devote more time to his 
painting, and in 1974 he was granted status of professor emeri­
tus. Throughout his lifetime and since his death in 1976, his work 
has been exhibited in prestigious international exhibitions/ ' sev­
eral major travelling one-person shows were also organized in 
Canada.66 During the last 20 years of his life, he also won anum­
ber of prestigious awards and sat on national and international 
committees."' 

One of B.C. Binning's most important contributions was his 
promotion of close collaboration between artists and architects. 
Labelled "an exponent of new architecture in paint,"&S B.C. Bin­
ning once said that the best architects understand 

how to use sculpture, murals and the like, as an integral part of the 

architectural concept ... they know what sculpture or painting can 

do to architec tura l mass; how to give it scale, definition, emphasis 

and enrichment. They know how these things can effect space, giv­

ing direction, a point of reference; and how they ca n be a means to 

identify the in dweller to that space.69 

He demonstrated this union of art and architecture first in 
his own house, then in the design and execution of murals for 
major buildings in Vancouver- including the CKWX radio sta­
tion studios (1954-56), the B.C. Electric Building (1955-57), and 
the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce (1957-58)- and at the 
Edmonton airport. He also developed the colour schemes for the 
much-lauded Modernist B.C. Electric Dal Grauer substation in 
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Fig. 30. To celebrate the creation of the National Gallery's Design Centre in 1954. Canadian Art published a special issue entitled 
M1923· 1953 Compared .~ The 19231iving-dining room featured overstuffed chairs , a proliferation of different textures and colours 

1n the upholstery and carpets, and an elaborate landscape painting . The 1953 living-dining room possessed simple , lightweight 
furn iture and a few carefully selected colours and patterns; iJ featured Binmng's abstract painting "Reflected Ship" (1950) , and the 

entire space was designed ~ to reflect the wit and style of the Binnings." 
(Scott Watson, "Art in the Fifties: Design , Leisure , and Painting in the Age of Anxiety.· in Vancouver Art Gallery. Vancouver Art aod Artists. p. 81) 

Fig . 29. Twelve years after the completion of B.C. Binning's 
house . architect D .C . Simpson asked Abstract Expression­

ist artist John Korner to paint a mural 8-1 /2 feet high x 35 
feet long for the living room/patio wall of his second house 
(1953). Apparently, the geometric design was inspired by 
the brickwork, the architectural and natural settings and the 
colour-contrast theory. 
(Photograph by Graham Warrington. 1954, Collection B. Simpson, re­

produced from Windsor Liscombe, The New Spirit , p. 10 1) 

Vancouver (1952-
53). The successful 
impact of his artis­
tic input on these 
spaces is attributed 

to his innate interest in architecture. According to one biogra­
pher, he "was a classical spirit that delighted in resolving order 
from chaos through the cool, rational rendering of space and 
mass. His art is elegantly simple and harmoniously proportioned 
in its geometry and architecture ... with every detail exactly as it 
must be."70 In 1962, B.C. Binning was awarded the prestigious Al­
lied Arts Award by the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada in 
recognition of his work as an artist and a teacher, and his pro­
motion of good architectural design in our contemporary urban 
lives. 

In addition to procuring future work for himself from archi­
tects, B.C. Binning's house inspired collaborative projects be­
tween other artists and architects: in the second home of architect 
D.C. Simpson, built in West Vancouver in 1953 (Fig. 29), Jack 
Horner painted a mural to welcome visitors, and the entrance 
hall of the Main Branch of the Vancouver Public Library (1953-
57), designed by Semmens Simpson, architects, featured a lively 
abstract mosaic by artists Lionel and Patricia Thomas." 

In a 1954 issue of Canadian Art entitled "1923-1953 Com­
pared," which celebrated the creation of the National Gallery's 
new Design Centre in Ottawa, one of B.C. Binning's paintings 
was featured as the point of departure for "tasteful" interior de­
sign (Fig . 30). A photograph of a 1923 interior showed a living­
dining area with overstuffed chairs, a proliferation of different 
textures, colours and patterns, and an elaborate landscape paint­
ing. The 1953 interior, by contrast, featured "Reflective Ship," a 
1950 abstract painting by Binning; the entire space was designed 
"to reflect the wit and style of the Binnings." The furniture was 
lightweight and simple in design, the colours and patterns were 
carefully selected, and homespun curtains suggested a large 
window. 72 

Considering the impact of the work of B.C. Binning on art 
and architecture, one biographer noted in 1986 that he was as 
highly conscious of his failure as he was of his success: 

He often wished that he had given more of his time to his painting 
- throughout his active life he only had one year, 1948, given over 
fully to his own career as an artist. He also rea li zed that, although 
he had accomplished a great deal, the city had lost many opportu­
nities for grea t modern architecture and planning. Bitming's own 

modernism, the International Style inflected in Japanese aesthetics, 
had an intluence on domestic suburban architecture for several 
decades. But in the 1980s there has been a marked return to mock­
Tudor, mock-colonial tract houses that Binning's generation saw as 
morally degenerated and aesthetically illiterate. The emptiness of 
the age prefers parody.73 
Indeed, just over a decade later, the renewed interest in 

Canada's built heritage of the Modern era in general/' and in the 
Binning residence in particular, suggests another cycle is upon 
us. In 1987-88, the District of West Vancouver included the Bin­
ning residence in its heritage inventory, which aims not only to 
identify significant buildings of th~ past but also to signal archi­
tecture of exemplary quality to serve as a model for present-day 
design and constructon." Most recently, the work of B.C. Bin­
ning, including his home, is being featured in the exhibition "The 
New Spirit: Modem Architecture in Vancouver, 1938-1963," 
guest-curated by Rhodri Windsor Liscombe and organized by 
the Canadian Centre for Architecture, and in the seminal book of 
the same title.'" In conjunction with this exhibition, which will be 
hosted at the Vancouver Art Gallery between November 1997 
and January 1998, students at UBC's School of Architecture are 
preparing a model and presentation of the Binning residence, 
among other Vancouver area houses of the Modern era. 77 

Inte grity 

One of the conditions of the proposed criteria for evaluating the 
potential national significance of a building, ensemble, or site of 
the Modern era is that "it is in a condition that respects the in­
tegrity of its original design, materials, workmanship, function 
and / or setting, insofar as each of these was an important part of 
its overall intentions and its present-day character." It should be 
clear from the preceding pages that the Binning residence is in a 
remarkable state of integrity. Except for a few changes that were 
intended from the beginning- such as the evolving relationship 
between the architecture of the house and its artwork, and the 
growth of the vegetation around the site over time- the modi­
fications that were necessary in order to meet changing func­
tional requirements or to repair damaged or deteriorated 
materials" have been carefully carried out without compromis­
ing the original design intentions. This high level of integrity, 
which can be attributed to the high quality of the original design 
and construction and continuous and respectful care over the 
years, is unusual for a private residence, which by its nature is 
subject to change, and particularly rare for a house of the 
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Modern era as most dwellings of this period have been modified 
over time due to the obsolescence of their physical fabric. 

Conclusion 

The Binning residence is an early and remarkably intact illustra­
tion of the cultural phenomena that came to be associated with 
the most progressive residential design of the Modern era in 
Canada, and particularly on the West Coast. In response to the 
changing social, economic, and political conditions of the day, it 
was intended to provide a model for houses and housing that 
were economical in construction and sensitive to their setting. It 
demonstrated new ways of expressing form and responding to 
functional demands through the harmonious relationship of its 
architecture to its environment, the efficiency of its layout and of 
the interrelationships between its form and functions, and the 
manner in which art and architecture intersect to create a dy­
namic and meaningful experience of space. Although it does not 
distinguish itself in terms of technical innovation, it constitutes 
an early illustration of a number of technical advances that were 
applied throughout the Modern era, including the flat roof, post­
and-beam construction on concrete foundations, and new ways 
of using traditional local materials. Finally and most important­
ly, the design of the Binning residence, probably the most all-en­
compassing expression of the Modernist ideology of the noted 
Canadian artist B.C. Bilming, has and continues to have an im­
portant impact on the work of artists, architects, and other Cana­
dians across the country. 
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