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INTRODUCTION 
 
UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA CONTEXT 
The first proposal for a publicly-funded university in British Columbia was made in 1887. By 1891, 
the economy was prospering and the idea of establishing an institution of higher education took 
hold among provincial officials. A disastrous downturn in the economy, and jealousy between 
Vancouver Island and the Mainland over its location scuttled these plans, and an alternative plan 
was devised whereby university education could be provided through affiliation with an established 
Canadian university. McGill University in Montreal agreed, and in 1906, a bill was passed by the 
provincial legislature to establish the McGill University College of British Columbia. The first classes 
in 1906-07 were held at the Vancouver High School, and in the spring of 1908 the University Act 
was passed, designating McGill as a caretaker until a successor institution could be formed. In 
January 1911, classes had to be relocated to temporary facilities constructed adjacent to the 
Vancouver General Hospital in Fairview, although the move to the proposed Point Grey campus 
was considered imminent. Due to a downturn in the economy in 1913 and the outbreak of World 
War One, it became obvious that the move to the proposed Point Grey campus would not occur as 
quickly as anticipated.  
 
In the early 1920s, the successful ‘Build the University Campaign’ generated a petition calling for 
the completion of the Point Grey campus and culminated in a student protest march now known as 
the ‘Great Trek’ of 1922. The temporary buildings at VGH served the university until 1925, when 
the move to the Point Grey campus finally occurred. The Great Depression forced the province to 
drastically reduce funding to UBC, and the university came perilously close to shutting, with another 
student-led campaign ultimately saving it. With a growing economy and stable government funding, 
UBC grew steadily after the end of the Second World War.  
 
In 1945, the Vancouver Board of Trade passed a resolution urging UBC to establish an architecture 
department. Concurrently, students in second and third year Applied Science formed a Pre-
Architecture Club to lobby for the implementation of an architectural program. UBC president 
Norman MacKenzie strove for the creation of professional degree programs, including architecture, 
and personally sought out ‘radical’ practitioners like Frederic Lasserre, who led the Department of 
Architecture when it was established in 1946. In 1950, the department was reorganized as the 
School of Architecture. Lasserre, who became director of the School, continued in this capacity until 
his tragic death in 1961.  
 
As part of MacKenzie’s vision, an arts complex (The Fine Arts Centre) was established, which 
included Architecture, Music, and Theatre; it was meant to function as a university within a 
university – a place for the arts to flourish. Originally housed in several old army huts, in 1962 the 
School of Architecture moved, together with the Department of Fine Arts, into the Frederic Lasserre 
Building for Architecture, Fine Arts, and Planning. The School’s philosophical position became 
established in the 1960s through the 1980s, at a time of shifting social circumstances. During this 
era, faculty and students played pivotal roles in civic protests, including rejecting the construction 
of freeways through the historic Chinatown and Gastown neighbourhoods, the preservation of the 
Yaletown Roundhouse, and the revitalization of Granville Island. 
 
The Lasserre Building remains a part of the Norman MacKenzie Fine Arts Centre, along with the Music 
Building, the Frederic Wood Theatre, and, across NW Marine Drive, the Museum of Anthropology. The 
Lasserre Building continues to house the School of Architecture and Landscape Architecture (SALA). 
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REDEFINING MODERNISM: THE EMERGENCE OF FORMALISM  
Within the realm of architectural ‘Modernism’ there were varying influences of building design, 
ranging from Brutalism, International Style, Structuralism, and Neo Expressionism to Formalism. The 
latter began to emerge in the mid-1950s as a rejection of the strict rigidity and confines of 
Modernism. Although initially shunned by the architectural mainstream for what was perceived as 
fussy historicism, American architects Edward Durrell Stone and Minoru Yamasaki (architect of the 
World Trade Centre Twin Towers in New York City) became widely popular for their development 
of a “romanticized modernism” that sought inspiration in a variety of classical and historical 
precedents. This fusion of a modernist aesthetic and materials with historical, traditional styles 
ultimately paved the way for the widespread acceptance of Postmodernism in the late 1970s, as 
well as a renewed appreciation of historic architecture and the development of the heritage 
conservation movement. 

The Formalist style, most common between 1955 and 1975, was representative of a connection 
between traditional and contemporary building forms, which were supported and exhibited by 
advances in building technology. This inspiration of traditional architecture, however, was exhibited 
through a Modern lens as innovations in the use of concrete and manufactured materials allowed 
designers to explore new forms. The design of Formalist buildings often focused on a careful 
organization of space and an emphasis on the exterior structural grid of the building. Often designed 
as single volume structures, Formalist buildings were typically separated by nature and/or the street 
level by a designed raised podium or structural base. The design concepts of Formalism were also 
applied to urban planning in the use of grand axes and symmetry to achieve monumentality.  
 
 

 
New Delhi Embassy, Edward Durell Stone, Architect, 1956-59 
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United States Science Pavilion, Seattle World’s Fair [now Pacific Science Center], Minoru Yamasaki, 

Architect, completed 1962 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE: FREDERIC LASSERRE BUILDING 

 
Name of the Historic Place: Frederic Lasserre Building/School of Architecture 
Other Historic Name: The Frederic Lasserre Building for Architecture, the Fine Arts, and Planning 
Address: 6333 Memorial Road, University of British Columbia 
Date of Construction: 1962 
Architect: Thompson Berwick & Pratt, with Frederic Lasserre 
 
Description of the Historic Place 
The Frederic Lasserre Building is a large, concrete-frame, four-storey building located along 
Memorial Road in the Norman MacKenzie Fine Arts Centre complex on the University of British 
Columbia’s Point Grey campus. Completed in 1962, the Frederic Lasserre Building is characterized 
by its ground floor projecting podium and encircling colonnade, its ground floor cladding of grey 
brick and concrete, and upper two storeys of patterned panel cladding with regularly-spaced banks 
of tripartite vertical window assemblies. The building features a setback top storey with extended 
eaves, surrounded by a rooftop terrace.  
 
Heritage Value of the Historic Place 
The Frederic Lasserre Building is valued for its association with the Modern-era development of the 
University of British Columbia (UBC), which completed a building expansion program during the 
1960s. The building is additionally significant as a representation of the importance and growth of 
the School of Architecture, first established in 1946, and more generally, the Norman MacKenzie 
Fine Arts Centre, as well as for its Formalist architecture, as designed by prolific local architects 
Thompson Berwick & Pratt within the overall context of their long-term design of the UBC campus.  
 
The Frederic Lasserre Building, opened in 1962, is an important part of the postwar expansion of 
the University of British Columbia, when tremendous growth was resulting in the demand for new 
facilities, infrastructure, and disciplines. In the early 1960s, UBC embarked upon an ambitious five-
year, $30 million building program, which would see the construction of nine new campus 
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buildings, including the Frederic Lasserre Building. Among the policies guiding the expansion was 
the goal of creating a student-oriented centre of campus, located near the intersection of Main Mall 
and University Boulevard, which would see the convergence of four complexes – education, 
biological science, physics, and arts-commerce. This central hub was intended to reduce the 
sprawling nature of the campus, making it convenient for students to commute between classes and 
buildings.  
 
The establishment of a Department of Architecture in 1946 marked a progressive shift at the 
University of British Columbia. President Norman MacKenzie strove for the creation of professional 
degree programs and promoted a vision for an arts complex which included Architecture, Music, 
and Theatre; the complex was meant to function as a university within a university – a place for the 
arts to flourish. The Frederic Lasserre Building for Architecture, Fine Arts, and Planning was opened 
in 1962, and remains a part of the Norman MacKenzie Fine Arts Centre along with the Music 
Building, the Frederic Wood Theatre, and, across NW Marine Drive, the Museum of Anthropology. 
 
The Frederic Lasserre Building is additionally valued for its Modernist, and specifically Formalist, 
architecture, as designed by the pre-eminent architectural firm of Thompson Berwick & Pratt (TB&P), 
pioneers in the introduction of modernism to Vancouver and in the development of the West Coast 
style of architecture. The design of the building was undertaken in collaboration with Frederic 
Lasserre, first director of UBC’s Department of Architecture. In 1912, Sharp & Thompson won the 
competition to design the Point Grey UBC campus and guided the architectural growth of the 
campus until the 1960s. Bob Berwick and Ned Pratt became partners in the firm in 1945 and led 
the development of a regional architectural language inspired by the principles of European 
modernism. Through the 1950s and 1960s, TB&P received international attention for their work, 
including the 1957 B.C. Electric Building. On the UBC campus, structures such as the Frederic 
Lasserre Building, the Hebb Building (1963), the Frederic Wood Theatre (1963), and the Buchanan 
Building (1956-58) illustrate the firm’s Modern aesthetic, as expressed through cubic volumes, 
symmetrical forms, cast-in-place concrete construction, flat roofs, and ribbon or curtain windows. 
Input into the design was provided by Lasserre, an accomplished architect in his own right and 
responsible for the design of the War Memorial Gym and the Faculty Club. The Frederic Lasserre 
Building, notable for its clean, spare design, which directly expresses the classroom and circulation 
functions within, remains one of the superior local examples of Formalist architecture. 
 
Character-Defining Elements 
The elements that define the heritage character of the Frederic Lasserre Building are its: 
 
Site 

• location along Memorial Road in the Norman MacKenzie Fine Arts Centre complex of the 
University of British Columbia’s Point Grey campus; 

• setting among adjacent UBC cultural buildings; 
Exterior 

• institutional form, scale and massing as expressed by its rectangular, symmetrical, four-
storey, expressed cubic form and full basement; 

• concrete construction; 
• Formalist modern design features including its: clearly articulated symmetrical floor plans, 

with substantially glazed northern facade; rigidly symmetrical façade expression; recessed 
base and roof forms; flat roof with a setback top storey with extended eaves, surrounded 
by a rooftop terrace; colonnaded ground floor set on projecting concrete podium, with 
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glazed stairwell corners and glazed grey Roman brick infill walls; concrete columns 
extending from the ground to the roofline of the third storey, with expressed intermediate 
pilasters on the second and third floors; and second and third floor cladding with 
rectangular patterned fiberglass panels;  

• vertical aluminum sconce lighting on the ground floor 
• original aluminum-profile fenestration including ground floor curtain walls; second and 

third floor tripartite assemblies with fixed panels of patterned glass flanking central jalousie 
panels; and mixed aluminum frame glazing and jalousies at the basement and fourth floor 
levels; 

• full-height teak glazed entry doors with original hardware; 
Interior 

• floating concrete and terrazzo corner staircases with curved teak wood balustrades;  
• glazed grey Roman brick walls, matching the exterior; 
• terrazzo flooring throughout; and 
• teak interior doors. 
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RESEARCH SUMMARY 
 
Address: 6333 Memorial Road, University of British Columbia, Vancouver 
Construction Date: 1962 
Architect: Thompson Berwick & Pratt with Frederic Lasserre 
Historic Building Users: Architecture, Fine Arts, Planning 
Sources: UBC Archives; The Ubyssey; UBC Buildings (Campus Planning) 
 

 

 
1962. Invitation to Opening of the Frederic Lasserre Building for Architecture, the Fine Arts, and Planning 

[CVA PAM 1962-7] 
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The Vancouver Sun, March 26, 1962, page 22 
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ORIGINAL PLANS 
 

 
Frederic Lasserre Building, 1960, UBC Infrastructure Development Building Records, 028-06-027 

 

 
Frederic Lasserre Building, 1960, site plan, UBC Infrastructure Development Building Records, 028-03-001 
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Frederic Lasserre Building, 1960, south elevation, UBC Infrastructure Development Building Records, 028-

06-034 
 

 
Frederic Lasserre Building, 1960, north elevation, UBC Infrastructure Development Building Records, 028-

06-035 
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ARCHIVAL IMAGES 
 

 
1960s. Model of the Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 1.1/1583] 
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1960s. Artist sketch of Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 1.1/2483] 

 

 
1960s. Artist sketch of the Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 1.1/1585] 
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1960s. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 1.1/5680] 

 

 
1961. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 3.1/730-3] 
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1961. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 104.1/39] 

 

 
1961. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 104.1/40] 
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1961. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 104.1/41] 

 

 
1961. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 104.1/42] 
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1961. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 104.1/44] 

 

 
1962. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 1.1/736] 
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1962. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 104.1/45] 

 

 
1962. Holborne, P. Aerial view of Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 1.1/3258] 
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1962. Holborne, P. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 1.1/3257] 

 

 
1961. Cunningham, B. Opening ceremony of Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC 41.1/2615-1] 
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1968. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 1.1/1454] 

 

 
1969. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 93.1/217] 
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1970s. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 41.1/1584-1] 

 

 
1970s. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 41.1/1584-2] 
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1970s. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 41.1/1584-4] 

 

 
1971. Holborne, P. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 1.1/12601] 
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1974. Frederic Lasserre Building [UBC Archives 41.1/84-3] 

 

 
1979. Frederic Lasserre Building interior [UBC Archives 41.1/569-1] 
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CONTEMPORARY MAPS AND IMAGES 
 

 
Google Maps looking north 

 

 
Google Maps looking east 
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Google Maps looking south 

 

 
Google Maps looking west 
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South and west elevations 

 

 
South elevation 
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Entrance on south elevation 

 

 
West elevation 
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North and east elevations 

 

 
North elevation 
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East elevation 

 

 
Entrance on east elevation 
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Columns and cladding                                                   Windows and brick 
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Pilasters and brick 

 

 
Sunken level along south elevation 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 


