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When yvou look at an image of a cityscape, do you see
merely buildings, billboards and traffic ights? COr do you see
architecture and landscape co-exsting in a harmonious flow,
one complimenting the other to form continuous, functional
aesthetics. PLAMT Architect Inc. sees the latter. In fact,

they design the latter in Canada’s largest urban canvas —
Toronto. They are an award-winning practice that combines
architecture, landscape and design with a vision toward
timeless urban redevelopment and renewal across spatial
scales and traditional disciplinary borders.

PLANT was founded in 1995 by partners Lisa Rapoport, Chns
Fommer, and Mary Tremain. The studio & based in Toronto

and 15 compnsed of architects and landscape architects.

They specialize in institutional, commercial, and residential
architecture and landscape architecture, intenors, public space
design, uroan infrastructure, feasibility studies, and master
planning.

spothght on Business spoke with partner Lisa Rapoport about
PLANT's beginnings, their unigue interdisciplinary design
approach, and PLANT s commitment to public engagement.
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ike many amall, young architecture offices, we were taking on residential work

I_at first,” Rapoport explains. “At the zama time, we were taking on projects

that were alzo focusing on the landzcape. | had done work on my thesiz about

the interconnection between erchitecture and landscape... this rolled into a projact

called “Sweet Farm.’ Kwas & widely publicized project, and its success really launched
our direction in the office.”

PLANT s webszita illustrates that Sweet Farm was more than just a pivotal project for
them in defining their place in the world of architecture and landscape synergy. It
opened their eyes to redefining spaces and their uzage on & number of scales and
levels.

It's worth teking & moment to explain what Sweet Farm is, and why it iz significant in
the world of architecture. Fryaically, it iz an 85-scre private park in Qusbec’s Eastam
Townszhips. The project developed a saries of architectural, sculptural, and land-
scape ‘interventions’ slong a network of natural paths through a varied natural land-
scape. Interventions such as a forest dining area, & woodshed, tower, mink

cage garden and belvedere enhance and point to natural and man made features
end the sensuocus aspects of the site — heightening the visitor's experiance of the
exizting landscape — as if one were sasing them for the first time.

Interventions were built with material harvested from or found on the site. A contin-
uously evolving project, Swest Farm has began construction in 1992, and intervan-
tionz were built over the following seven years.

Transposing that experience to the hustle and bustle of the big city, Toronto's overall
srchitactural style lends itself perfactly to & deszign studio that places emphasis
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on both the interior and exterior living spaces. Rapoport
explains, “A very typical situstion in Toronte iz, you have
an old house and it's probakly Victorian, so they're very
cramped with lotz of little rooms, and they have a poor
connection to the backyard, beacause at the time, Victonansa
thought yards were the place whers you put your garbage.
They werent really valued usable places. So typically,
pecple would renovate and open up the intericr, put big
beautiful windows on the back of the house, and lock at a
crappy backyard!"

“The city needs to be a place
that is actively nurturing socidl
interaction.”

PLANT decided that, when they undertook such prc::]actn
they would educate clients on the benefite of renewing the
outdoor space to compliment the architecture. "We started
doing, what we referred to &= ‘outdoor living' spaces,”
Rapoport pointz out. "In some cazea they were gardens,
and in some cases they weren't. But they were apacea that
had synergy with the architecturs.”

The enzuing work followed two quite different streams of
gcale: the typical narrow 20'x110° Toronto lots with existing
Victorian or war-time housing, and; larger public spaces and
urban landzcapses that followed a familiar medsl. “Ws were
exploring these much larger landscapes that launched off
of the popular Sweet Farm project.

In @azence, it was looking at a landzcape that already exizted
where there was poor human interaction in the space... we
were designing these architectural structures that wers
more about navigating and interacting with the landecape
than they were about the architecturs itsslf.”
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Locking at projects through this wider lens meant bringing
new faces and new talents into the fold at PLANT. “Thers
was a point in the practice where we said, if we really want
to change the conversation about what we want to design
and produce, then we have to start having conversations
with actual landscape architects, and start hiring them to
work with us. So now, the office iz actually close to 50/50
between architects and landscape architects "

Eventually, this philosophy, armed with thiz wider breadth
of talent, brought them right downtown to work on some
very high profile public spaces. PLANT was working with the
City of Toronto, re-designing public parklands and creating
monuments with & view toward improving human interac-
tion. The thinking behind the renswal was along the lines
of better public engagemant with the city’s outdeoors.
“i people understand the landscaps, they will become
stewards of the landscapse. They can embrace it and fesl
a sense of ownership with it Thiz helps with the City's
mandate to provide spaces people enjoy living in and are

proud of."

One of FLANT z largest and most visible of the public space
developmentz iz Mathan Phillipe Squars, an urban plaza in
Toronto. It forms the forecourt to Torento City Hall in the
city's core, and iz named for Mathan Phillips, mayor of
Toronto from 1955 to 1962, The square iteslf was originally
designed by City Hall’s architect at the time Viljo Revsll and
landzcape architect Richard Strong. It opened in 1945 and
iz the site of concerts, art displays, a weekly farmars’ markst,
the winter festival of lights, and other public events. During
the winter meonths, the reflecting pool i= corverted into an
ice rink for ice skating. The square atiracts an estimated 1.5
millicn vigitors yearly.

FLAMT won & design compstition to revitalize the Square
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and modernize e sesthetics and fun-:::innalit'r'. Rapoport
explainz that they were parfectl:,.' suited to implement their
design outlock and process to thiz high-profile public
space. “We really felt the big challenge with Nathan Phillips
Sguare was, that there are these amazing buildings and
amazing architacture in that public space, but there was &
very poor understanding of how to activate the space into
an area that the public wou'd use and embrace.”

Rapoport offers that PLANT's improvements to the space
have made the iconic area of Toronto a zingle, identifiable
entity, rather than a collsction of independent elements.
“Today it's difficult to tell where the architecturs ends
and the landacape begina. t's completely integrated”
Moreover, successfully complsting this projsct opened
many doers for the firm and their dezire to redesign public
gpaces around Toronto, including landecapes in and arocund
universities and other public institutiona. In Fact, PLANT
received a Governor General's Medal for the Mathan Phillips

Sgquare project.

“If people understand the
landscape, they will become
stewards of the landscape.”

However, much of PLANT'z interest remainz in the neigh-
bourhoods and the ocpportunity to de a bit of urban
planning that iz representative of the community's culture
and vibe. Rapoport explains, "Public spacs iz a place for
community building and social interaction. The reason for
living in the city is for sbundant social interaction. So if you
think ebout it that way, then the city need: to be & place
that iz actively nurturing social interaction.”

She pointz out that baautification is Just one of many

elementz that make for & uzable and sustainable public
space. “Obviously we want to make it beautiful and sasy to
maintain. But there are many spaces that don't exude this
nurturing and socially encouraging fesling. So we work with
communitiee and even do strestzcape plane with them.
Maybe 4 to 10 blocks long, for exampls. We lock at doing
things like parksttes or gathering placesz. Or rﬁa"-.ri:-e it's &
street that could be closed down on Saturdays for a market.
We can design the spaces that draw pecple in, not rush
pecple through. That's where our interest iz.”

PLAMNTz verzatility has led them into & number of adaptive
reuse projects for the corporate world. For exampls,
recantly they converted an eld warehouse zpace formerly
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uzed to process garbage into a craft brewery. Thess types
of projects are on the upswing as cities continually redefine
their industrial and corporate base, and therefore, their use
and reuse of physical structures and sssets.

One word that Repoport shies away from iz “style™ — style
in the senze that she finds linking PLAMNT: projects with
any one manner of design iz limiting. “We're very process
oriented,” she inzists. “We don't come to & client in the
first design meseting and say "here is the answer’. It's a very
collaborative process with the clients, but it also builds on
itaslf throughout the project. So we start off and only show
plans and ideas. Wa never show what the owversll form iz
going to be to start with. So people are making decisions as
the dazign progresses baszed on flow of space, connectivity,
thair lifestyle, efficiency of zpace. and zo on.”

Repoport alzo admits that budgets for many of their res-
idential rehebilitation projects can run from five to seven
figures depending on the client and their needs. But she
stresses that, regardless of budget, there are methods of
making a difference in the synergy between house and
lamd. “We are very conacious of making the space fesl very
open with good flow, long views and connectivity to the
lamdzcape. And we can ususlly do this within the budget
presented to us.”

When choozing PLAMNT to design renovations, many clients
have told them that their work, while modern and contem-
porary, looks more “liveble”™ than the stiffer, less inviting
offerings of other contemporary offerings. Rapoport says
they design with warmth and colour in mind. “There’s a
kind of softness to much of cur design. It's still contemnpo-
rary, but you can also feel DK putting your grandmother's
entique dresser in the space. We like to make sure we
sccommodate real life.”

Alarge part of being able to accommeodate real life, whether
it be in & backyard on & rezidentisl strest or in & grand
public concert space, iz dealing with the client on their
terms. Rapoport explains, “When you work on big public
projects, you work with buresucracies and large develop-
ers. When you work on houses, you are generally working
with people who have never hired a consultant before. Itz
& very personal process. What sets us apart iz we are com-

fortable working in both these worlds.”

From boardrooms to backyards, PLANT is making a differ-
ence in how the residents of Canada’'s largest city interact
with their surroundings. So go shead. Take a walk through
Toronto. f you find yourself in aninviting public spece where
you feel connected to the landscape, now you'll know why! &

“We like to make sure we accommodate real life.”
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« We communicate this passion through our

devotion to the industry which enables us to
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