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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE: STUDENT UNION BUILDING, UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE: STUDENT UNION BUILDING

Name of the Historic Place: Student Union Building (SUB)

Address: 6138 Student Union Boulevard, University of British Columbia, Vancouver
Date of Construction: 1968

Architect: Pratt Lindgren Snider Tomcej and Associate Architects (Winnipeg)
Associate Architect: Toby Russell and Buckwell (Vancouver)

Builder: A.R. Grimwood Contractors Ltd.

Description of the Historic Place

The two-storey plus lower level Student Union Building (SUB) is located in the northeast quadrant
of the University of British Columbia (UBC) and consists of a low horizontal concrete structure
with floating roof edge, completed in 1968. Designed in the Brutalist style of architecture by Pratt
Lindgren Snider Tomcej and Associate Architects of Winnipeg, the building is characterized by its
battered, formed concrete walls with vertical striated patterning, bush hammered concrete panels
above entryways, and recessed second floor balconies. The building and corresponding plaza
maintain much of their integrity dating to the original 1968 design. In 2014, a new SUB was
constructed adjacent to the original structure.

Heritage Value of the Historic Place

The Student Union Building is valued for its association with the Modern era development of the
University of British Columbia and for its association with the student body, who largely planned
and paid for the construction of the facility, which would become the centre of student and
community life on campus. The building is additionally significant as a campus landmark,
representing UBC student leadership, as well as for its Brutalist architecture, as designed by Pratt
Lindgren Snider Tomcej and Associate Architects and constructed by Grimwood contractors.
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Following the Second World War, the University of British Columbia experienced tremendous
growth, which created demand for new facilities at the same time that the Modernist aesthetic was
replacing traditional architectural styles. The burgeoning campus population led to student and
faculty initiatives to maintain community spirit as a defence against increased anonymity of the
growing and increasingly complex campus and its infrastructure. Concurrently, the increasing
student population prompted the need for enlarged student gathering spaces as the original Brock
Hall Student Union Building, constructed in 1940, proved insufficient. The new Student Union
Building was one of the most prominent Modern contributions made to the UBC landscape during
the intense building campaign of the 1950s and 1960s.

The Student Union Building was envisioned to serve as the centre for all members of the UBC
community, particularly the student body. As such, the design and planning for its establishment
was largely student lead and funded. Planning for a new facility, to replace the increasingly
inadequate 1940 Brock Hall, began in 1958. With approval by the student body and a
recommendation by a joint student, administration, and faculty committee, the construction of the
new SUB facility was organized; the new building was to be financed by student levy and an
administration contribution, and the design was to be subject to a Canada-wide architectural
competition. With guidance from a planning consultant, the budget for the new building was more
than quadrupled, the portion of the Alma Mater Society (AMS) fee was increased from $10 to $15
per student per year, and an overarching vision for the new SUB complex was developed to
provide the best facilities for the most students. As the cultural and social heart of UBC’s
Vancouver campus, the final plan for the SUB included food service areas, a 425-seat auditorium,
a bowling alley, music and reading lounges, an art gallery, a barber shop, office spaces for
University groups, ballroom and party room facilities, student government offices and, by 1973, a
pub. From its opening on September 26, 1968 until its replacement in 2014, the SUB served
thousands of people per day as the most heavily used building on campus.

The Student Union Building is a substantial campus landmark, which stands as a representation of
the pioneering spirit that has become a hallmark of the University of British Columbia’s student
body. The first organized display of this student tenacity occurred out of frustration with
government inactivity on the construction of the new university campus in the 1920s. A growing
student population required expanded and improved facilities and, by 1922, the student body had
planned and organized a massive campaign, which resulted in a petition with over 56,000
signatures and culminated in a pilgrimage (now known as the Great Trek) from downtown
Vancouver to the unfinished UBC campus. Student organization of the Great Trek and the entire
publicity campaign represents a remarkable, but not isolated, chapter in UBC’s history.
Subsequent student initiatives led to the construction of several campus buildings, including the
Gymnasium (1929), Brock Hall (1940), Armoury (1941), War Memorial Gymnasium (1951) and
the Student Union Building (1968). From the SUB council chamber, which functioned as a UN-
like forum for student debate, to the numerous student organizations, including the AMS, who
held offices in the building, the SUB has symbolically represented the centre of student life and
leadership since its opening in 1968.

The Student Union Building is additionally valued for its Brutalist architecture, as designed by the
architectural competition winners, Pratt Lindgren Snider Tomcej and Associate Architects (PLST) of
Winnipeg; the firm was supported locally by the Vancouver-based firm of Toby Russell and
Buckwell. Formed in 1954 by Kenneth Pratt and Steward Lindgren, and joined in 1964 by Kenneth
Snider and Alexander Tomcej, the SUB commission remains among the most notable and high-
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profile projects of the PLST team. PLST successfully defeated over 70 entries, including runners-up
Ron Thom and John Andrews of Toronto, Tofin and Baxter of Richmond, and P.M. Thornton, A.R.
Gathe and R. Garrett of Vancouver. The preferred and final design incorporated elements of
Brutalism, popular through the 1960s and 1970s. Coined in 1953, ‘Brutalist’ architecture rejected
the insubstantial quality of earlier architectural styles in favour of more rugged and monolithic
masonry forms. Brutalist buildings, including UBC’s SUB, emphasize stark forms and raw surfaces,
particularly of concrete, revealing a brutally frank expression of the nature of modern materials.
The Brutalist SUB was formed with striking repetitive angular geometries, which revealed the
process of construction and exaggerated the sense of mass. Educational facilities often embraced
Brutalism, reflecting rationalized planning principles and strictly functional requirements. The
SUB, featuring raw concrete walls, minimal fenestration, and a floating roof edge, together with
the pyramidal steps on each elevation and the surrounding concrete SUB plaza, remains an
excellent example of Brutalism on the UBC Vancouver campus.

Character-Defining Elements
The elements that define the heritage character of the Student Union Building are its:

* location along Student Union Boulevard in the northeast quadrant of the University of
British Columbia’s Vancouver campus;

* setting among adjacent academic, athletic, transportation and recreation facilities;

* institutional form, scale and massing as expressed by its low horizontal form and two-
storey plus lower level height with pop-up roof form;

* Brutalist Style design features including its: floating roof edge with copper clad fascias; low
canted mechanical popup central roof in chevron form with copper cladding; battered,
formed concrete walls with vertical striated patterning; bush hammered concrete panels
above entryways; recessed second floor balconies; interior courtyard of the second storey;
multiple pyramidal steps on each of the four elevations leading to lower and main level
entrances, and corresponding concrete plaza, which surrounds the SUB, interspersed with
grassy areas and diagonal walkways;

* concrete construction; and

* original aluminum windows and doors with smoked glass.
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RESEARCH SUMMARY

Address: 6138 Student Union Boulevard, University of British Columbia, Vancouver

Date: Original Construction: 1968; Renovations: 1981, 1984

Architect: 1968: Pratt, Lindgren, Snider, Tomcej; 1981, 1984: Richard Henriquez and Partners
Builder: 1968: A.R. Grimwood Contractors Ltd.

Cost: 1968: $5 million; 1981: $1.2 million; 1984: $1.2 million

Source of funds: 1968: 78% financed by a $15 per year levy paid by all students
Construction Type: Concrete

Historic Building users: Alma Mater Society, Bank of Montreal, Plant Operations, School of
Human Kinetics, Athletics and Sports Services, UBC Food Services

Notes: The Old Stadium was demolished to make way for the construction of the Student Union
Building when Brock Hall became too small to house all student activities. The SUB historically
consisted of a ballroom, small conference rooms, seminar rooms and club areas, as well as special
facilities, including a recreation area (pub, lounge), cultural area (art gallery auditorium), and
commercial areas (coffee shop, food courts), as well as meeting rooms and general open space.
The building also contained a large food service facility. It was designed to be highly utilized by
undergraduate students and has been used for conferences and entertainment activities.

Sources: Fine Arts Pamphlet Files; UBC Buildings (Campus Planning); UBC Calendars (Vol. 61-62
1975-76)

ARCHITECTURAL COMPETITION FOR SUB

Fonds: UBC — Student Union Building

Box File #: Vertical file

Location at UBC: Fine Arts Library

Name of document: Booklet for SUB competition

Date: 1964

Author: AMS

Length: 30 pages

Notes: Booklet outlines guidelines for architectural competition for SUB. New notion of union.
Needs to be “hearthstone” of campus, a place for communal learning, harmony, common welfare,
free discussion.

INTERVIEW
* Michael Kingsmill, Wednesday, February 15, 2017

THE UBYSSEY ARTICLE REFERENCES
« July 15, 1964
* January 21, 1965
* February 8, 1966
* September 29, 1966
*  March 4, 1967
e March 19, 1968
* September 20, 1968
* September 26, 1968 (opening day)
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ORIGINAL PLANS
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ARCHIVAL IMAGES

A.M.S. President, Roger McAfee with a model of the proposed SUB, 1964, UBC Archives (UBCA) 0030039
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Sketch of proposed SUB, 1966, UBCA 0020756

Selected site of the new SUB, stadium was demolished, 1967, UBCA 0139351
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Byron Hender and Prime Minister Lester Pearson at sod turning ceremony for new SUB, 1965
UBCA left: 0140285, right: 0140283

SUB construction site, June 1967, UBCA 0157375
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SUB construction site with old stadium grandstand in foreground, July 1967, UBCA 0157378

Construction of SUB, September 1967, UBCA 0157382
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Construction of SUB, December 1967, UBCA 0157361

Construction of SUB, 1968, UBCA 0139355
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Construction of SUB, 1968, UBCA 0157362

Construction of SUB, 1968 UBCA 0157363
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Construction of SUB, 1968, UBCA 0139357

Construction of SUB, 1968, UBCA 0157364
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Construction of SUB, 1968, UBCA 0139359

SUB, no date, completing the bowling alley, UBCA 0162792
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Construction of SUB, 1968, UBCA 0139356

Completed SUB, 1968, UBCA 8542
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SUB plaza, 1969, UBCA 0137569

Students on lawn beside SUB, 1971, UBCA 0141537
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SUB, ca. 1971, UBCA 0150959

SUB, 1971, UBCA 0157599
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SUB, 1972, UBCA 0157600

SUB, 1973, UBCA 0150938
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Students on lawn outside SUB, 1973, UBCA 0157535

SUB, 1974, UBCA 0135946
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SUB, 1974, UBCA 0150960

SUB, 1975, UBCA 0157603
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SUB plaza, 1975, UBCA 0150940

SUB, 1975, UBCA 0157605
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SUB, 1975, UBCA 0157612

Students on lawn outside SUB, 1975, UBCA 0150939
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SUB, 1976, UBCA 0151210

SUB, no date, UBCA 0162675
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SUB, 1978, UBCA 0156697
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CONTEMPORARY MAPS AND IMAGES

Aerials from Bing Maps
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Aerials from Bing Maps
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North entrance

Northeast view
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South view (with new SUB)

South elevation close-up
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Southwest view

View of construction materials
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THE UBYSSEY ARTICLES

January 21, 1965, page 1
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January 21, 1965, page 5
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September 29, 1966, page 5
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September 26, 1968, page 1 (opening day of SUB)
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September 26, 1968, page 2
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September 26, 1968, page 3
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September 26, 1968, page 4
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September 26, 1968, page 6
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September 26, 1968, page 8
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