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Set wi t h i  n a n i  neteenth cen tu ry  g r i d ,  
Spadina Avenue represen ts  an anomaly i n  
Toronto:  s l i g h t l y  over-scaled, i n t e n s e l y  
ac t i ve ,  y e t  somewhat unprepossessing. I t s  
l ong  and r i c h  h i s t o r y  has been t h e  source 
o f  i t s  fame and i n s p i r a t i o n  as t h e  h e a r t  
o f  t h e  ' D i s t r i c t ' .  Yet, most o f  i t s  
h i  s t o r y  i s unwr i t t en .  What e x i  s t s ,  
su rv i ves  i n  f ragments o f  c o l  o u r f u l  s t o r i e s  
and 1 i n g e r i n g  memories, i n  i t s  b u i l d i n g s  
and c u r r e n t  neighbourhoods. I n  recon: 
s t r u c t i n g  Spadina's past ,  as an e x h i b i -  
t i o n  and subsequent ly as a book, these 
sca t t e red  and incomplete s t o r i e s  and 
resources were organized t o  fo rm a 
composite image -- t o  connect t h e  
c o l l e c t i v e  memory t o  a present  r e a l i t y  
and v i s i o n .  

The e x h i b i t i o n  'SPADINA AVENUE: 
A Pho toh i s to r y '  opened a t  A SPACE 
Ga l l e r y ,  204 Spadina Avenue i n  August 
1984. The bas i c  concept o f  t h e  
exhi  b i t i o n  was t h a t  Spadina Avenue i s  
a s p e c i f i c  s i t e ,  a p u b l i c  p lace.  The 
e x h i b i t i o n  was conceived around t h e  
i dea  o f  r e - c r e a t i n g  t h a t  s i t e .  Using 
a photographic  panorama o f  t h e  present  

SPADLNA AVE: A ~hotohistory11NSTALLATION s t ree t -wa l  1 , h i s t o r i c a l  and contemporary 
A SPACE, 204 Spadina Ave., 1984 photographs t h a t  es tab l i shed  t h e  geo: 
Peter  MacCallum, photographer g raph ic  l o c a t i o n  o f  events  were i n s t a l l e d  - .  

above and below t h e  panorama. The t e x t -  
ua l  m a t e r i a l  --  l abe l s ,  e x t r a c t s  f rom 
i n te r v i ews ,  h i  s t o r i  c a l  t e x t s ,  poems and 
newspaper a r t i c l e s  -- was then  i n s t a l l e d  
w i t h  t h e  photographs. The j u x t a p o s i t i o n  
o f  t h e  images and t h e  t e x t s  at tempted t o  
v i s u a l i z e  and e labo ra te  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  
process as a complex l a y e r i n g  o f  ideas, 
events,  and issues,  as opposed t o  a 
l i n e a r  development o f  p u r e l y  chronolog-  
i c a l  events.  



The I n t e r v i e w  Process 

As p a r t  o f  t h e  e x h i b i t i o n  research 
I conducted a  s e r i e s  o f  i n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  
l o c a l  and former  res iden t s ,  businessmen, 
p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i s t s ,  workers, p ro fess iona l  
p o l i t i c i a n s  and e n t e r t a i n e r s .  I wanted 
t o  o b t a i n  s p e c i f i c  i n f o rma t i on ,  names, 
s t o r i e s ,  and events, and a l s o  p rov ide  
a verba l  image o f  l i f e  on t h e  s t r e e t ,  t h e  
p u b l i c  p lace.  The i n t e r v i e w s  were 
f a s c i n a t i n g .  The people I t a l k e d  t o  o f t e n  
had h i g h l y  developed verba l  s k i 1  1  s  and 
were of a genera t ion  whose a b i l i t y  t o  
speak p u b l i c l y  was t h e i r  most impor tan t  
t b o l  . ' The process o f  conduct ing'  o r a l  
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I was, f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  an ou t s i de r .  
People were cu r i ous  about what I was 
doing b u t  somewhat guarded. What 
evo lved was a  d iscuss ion  s t a r t i n g  f rom 
my concern w i t h  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 
t h e  phys i ca l  s t r e e t  and t h e  t ype  o f  
a c t i v i t i e s ,  work, p o l i t i c s ,  and c u l t u r a l  
l i f e  t h a t  occured t he re .  S t a r t i n g  f r om 
t h e  pe rspec t i ve  o f  t h e  s t r e e t  as a  p u b l i c  
p lace,  as opposed t o  t h e  more t r a d i t i o n a l  
h i  s t o r i  c a l  ca tego r i es  o f  po l  i ti cs, 1  abour , 
o r  economic h i s t o r y ,  f o r c e d  people t o  
r e t h i n k  t h e i r  own exper ience w i t h i n  a  
broader urban con tex t .  Once i t  was c l e a r  
t h a t  what I was i n t e r e s t e d  i n  was ' p u b l i c  
i n f o r m a t i o n '  --  op in ion ,  ideas, gossip,  
rumours -- people were l e s s  guarded and 
q u i t e  eager t o  o f f e r  t h e i r  s t o r i e s .  What 
I discovered, bo th  i n  formal i n t e r v i e w s  
and i n fo rma l  d iscuss ions,  was t h a t  every-  
body had a  s t o r y  about t h e  s t r e e t  whether MILTON ACORN R E C E I V I N G  THE PEOPLE'S 
t hey  had l i v e d  and worked on Red Spadina POETRY AWARD, Grossman ' s  Tavern, 1971 
i n  t h e  30s o r  hung ou t  i n  t h e  bars  i n  t h e  A personal memento o f  A1 Grossman 

The i n t e r v i e w s  were s t i m u l a t i n g ,  
demanding and occas ional  l y  i r r i t a t i n g  
r e v e a l i n g  t h e  i nhe ren t  t e n s i o n  w i t h  t h e  
i n t e r v i e w  format .  A  t ens ion  t h a t  arose 
f rom t h e  c o n f l i c t  between what t h e  sub jec t  
i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  d i scuss ing  and what t h e  
i n t e r v i e w e r  wants t o  know. Also, t h e  
s t o r i e s  t h a t  people t o l d  were o f t e n  t h e  
'dominant memory', t h e  t ype  of i n f o r m a t i o n  
t h a t  I was a l ready  f a m i l i a r  w i t h .  But 
what I never understood u n t i l  I heard t h e  
e n t i r e  s t o r y  again, was how t h e  sub jec t  
would r e - i n a c t  h i s  o r  her  own r o l e  o r  
s u b j e c t i v e  v iewpo in t  w i t h i n  t h e  s to r y .  



The i n t e r v i e w s  were a l s o  an emotional  
exper ience -- memories spark wounds, 
photographs p rov ide  phys i ca l  images o f  
f am i l y  and events now l o s t ,  names o f  one ' s  
c l o s e s t  assoc ia tes and f r i e n d s  a re  f o r g o t -  
ten.  The i n te r v i ewe r ,  f o r  p ro fess iona l  and 
personal reasons and mot ives, s t imu l  a ted 
and probed memories, o f t e n  p a i n f u l  and 
confusing f o r  t h e  sub jec t ,  and then  shut  
o f f  t h e  tape  recorder  and went home. What 
i s  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  bo th  p r o f e s s i o n a l l y  
and persona l l y ,  o f  t h e  i n t e r v i e w e r  t o  t h e  
sub jec t?  

Using photographs w i t h i n  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  
was ext remely  use fu l  as i t  o f t e n  e l i c i t e d  
s t o r i e s  and events and d e t a i  1  ed d e s c r i p t i o n  

STREET SCENE, AUGUSTA AVE. o f  t h e  l o c a l  s to res ,  s t r i k e s ,  d e l i ' s ,  and 
Kensi ngton Market Area, 1955 so on. Yet t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n  I would o b t a i n  
Michel  Lambeth, photographer i n  an i n t e r v i e w  I would o f t e n  know was 

inaccura te ,  as I was ab le  t o  r e 1  a t e  
s p e c i f i c  events  and dates t o  accu ra te l y  
dated photographs. Yet t h e  verba l  desc r i p -  
t i o n s  were, i n  t h e  end, no more i naccu ra te  
than t h e  photograph-as a  s i n g l e  image o f  
one p lace  and one t ime.  The o r a l  descr ip -  
t i o n  e labora ted  on, f o r  example, t h e  
demonstrat ion i n  t h e  photograph and cou ld  
u s u a l l y  t e l l  me what was go ing on i n  t h e  
back a l l e y  t h a t  a c t u a l l y  s t a r t e d  t h e  events 
i n  t h e  photograph. 

FUR WORKERS GENERAL STRIKE 
Spadina & Dundas, June 1958 
York U n i v e r s i t y  Arch ives 

For  example, t h e r e  i s  an o f t e n  repea t -  
ed s t o r y  t h a t  t h e  i n l e rna t i ona l l y - known  
Jewi sh anarchi  s t  and f em in i  s t  Emma Goldman 
had d i e d  above Swi t z e r  ' s, a  1  oca l  de l  i . 
I was never ab le  t o  l o c a t e  any f a c t u a l  
evidence t o  support  i t  and a  death c e r t i f -  
i c a t e  c l e a r l y  c o n t r a d i c t e d  t h e  s to r y ,  
showing Emma had d i e d  a t  t h e  home o f  f r i e n d s  
on Vaughan Road. Yet t h e  s t o r y  o f  her 
death on Spadina Ave i s  f a r  more i n t e r e s t i n g  
and i n d i c a t i v e  o f  l o c a l  mythology and how 

- 

i t  i s  passed down, than  t h e  ac tua l  
h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t s .  

I n te r v i ews  a l s o  enabled me t o  pene t ra te  
some physco log ica l  and s o c i a l  aspects o f  t h e  
rasc ism o f  t h e  per iod .  For  example, once 
I became aware t h a t  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  Black 
community had l i v e d  i n  t h e  ' D i s t r i c t ' ,  
I s t a r t e d  l o o k i n g  f o r  photographs. But 
apar t ,  f rom a  s i n g l e  Black c h i l d  i n  a  
school playground o r  t h e  occas ional  B lack 
pedes t r i an  i n  a  s t r e e t  scene, Blacks 
d i d n ' t  seem t o  have any presence i n  t h e  
neighbourhood. In d i scuss ing  t h i s  w i t h  
a  l o c a l  bookstore owner, he wasn ' t  
su rp r i sed  he s a i d  "we ' re  n o t  i n  t h e  



p i c t u r e ,  because we were t augh t  t o  be 
i n v i s i b l e .  You were always a  negro 
wa l k i ng  around p re tend ing  you were a  w h i t e  
man l i k e  everybody e lse ,  b u t  we a1 1  knew 
i t  j u s t  wasn ' t  so." 

One of t h e  major  themes I pursued 
i n  bo th  t h e  photographic  and o r a l  research  
was t h e  phys i ca l  changes t h a t  shaped t h e  
s t r e e t .  Q u i t e  o f t e n  t h i s  d i d  n o t  mean 
t h e  ac tua l  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  b u i l d i n g s ,  b u t  
r a t h e r  t h e i r  adap ta t i on  t o  new purposes 
which p a r a l l e l e d  t h e  s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  
development o f  t h e  area. Us ing o r a l  
i n f o r m a t i o n  -- vague memories, suggest ions,  
c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  -- especi  a1 l y  those  
gathered f r om 1  oca l  amateur  h i  s t o r i  ans, HYMAN'S BOOK AND ART SHOP 
enabled me t o  make connect ions and f i n d  #371 Spadi na Ave., 1925 
v i s u a l  documents t h a t  would have eluded Toronto Jewish Congress Arch ives 
my e f f o r t s  i f  I had used p u r e l y  documentary 
a r c h i v a l  approaches. 

The S t r e e t  

Through t h e  process o f  i n t e r v i e w s ,  
photographic  research,  and documentation, 
t h e  h i s t o r y  and p resen t  r e a l i t y  o f  t h e  
s t r e e t  began t o  t a k e  shape. Spadina, 
a l though  n o t  i n  i t s e l f  a  s i n g l e  homogenous 
community, rep resen ts  a  s e r i e s  o f  shared 
meanings f o r  t h e  c i t y  and t h e  people who 
work and l i v e  t he re ,  and operates i n  a  
number o f  ways bo th  p h y s i c a l l y  and 
physcol  og i  c a l  l y  : 

-a phys i ca l  s t r e e t :  a  s p e c i f i c  p l ace  
w i t h i n  t h e  c i t y ,  a  t r a f f i c  and t r a n s i t  
a r t e r y ,  an unusua l l y  wide s t r e e t  

-a d i s t r i c t :  a  ma in - s t r ee t  focus  f o r  a  
number o f  communit ies and ne i  ghbour- 
hoods 

CITY WORKERS 
Spadi na Ave., May 191 9 -an economic base: a  source o f  p roduc t i on  City of Toronto Archives 

i n  t h e  manufactur ina and s e r v i c e  sec to r .  
as we1 1  as c u l t u r a l  ap roduc t i  on 

-a symbol : f o r  t h e  immigrant  and e t h n i c  
community as a  f a m i l i a r  enc lave and 
s t a r t i  ng p o i n t  

-a p ressure  p o i n t :  w i t h i n  l o c a l  and 
h i s t o r i c a l  consciousness as a  s i t e  o f  
p o l i t i c a l  s t r u g g l e  and c u l t u r a l  a c t i v i t y .  

By us i ng  t h e  phys i ca l  fo rm o f  t h e  s t r e e t  as 
t h e  framework and o rgan i z i ng  p r i n c i p l e  f o r  
t h e  e x h i b i t i o n  and t h e  book, Spadina Avenue 
(Doug1 as & MacKi n t y r e ,  Vancouver/Toronto, 
November, 1985) photographic  images, 
documentary t e x t s ,  and o r a l  i n t e r v i e w s  
combine t o  p rov i de  a  vantage p o i n t  f r om  
which t o  observe t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  and 
contemporary l i f e  o f  t h e  s t r e e t .  


