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Eden Smith and the Canadian Domestic Revival 

Annmarie Adams 

Abstract 
The designer of more than 2500 
detached houses in late 
nineteenth-century and early 
twentieth-century Toronto, Eden 
Smith has been hailed as the author 
of a distinctly Canadian style of 
domestic architecture. Yet his 
self-promotion and the reception of 
his work in both the professional 
and popular presses of the time 
emphasize the Englisbness of his 
houses. This paper considers the 
domestic architecture of Eden Smith 
as an index of attitudes held by 
Toronto's upper middle class toward 
Britain in the early twentieth 
century. What did the image of an 
"English house" represent in 
Edwardian Toronto? Why were these 
particular qualities attractive to 
Toronto's landed gentry? 

Eden Smith's architecture was both 
distinct and derivative. The language 
of the elevations was unmistakably 
British, while the plan of his houses 
was something completely new. 
Smith's popularity and his influence 
on subsequent generations of 
Canadian house-architects speak 
eloquently of the willingness of 
Toronto's middle class to try new 
things, but only clothed in the 
auspices of a British past. 

The search for a national style of domes­
tic architecture in English Canada did not 
begin in earnest until the second decade 
of the 20th century.1 Although Confedera­
tion in 1867 had marked the transforma­
tion of the colony to the Dominion of 
Canada, the cultural authority of Britain 
remained strong in the new nation for 
another generation. The British North 
America Act had granted self-govern­
ment to the new nation, but there had 
been no revolution. Canadian architec­
ture continued to express English charac­
teristics until a generation of artists and 
architects bom about the time of Con­
federation began to question the ap­
propriateness of British models for the 
new nation. Even then, a national style in 
architecture was measured only in terms 
of its relationship to English architecture. 

The career of Toronto architect Eden 
Smith (1858/9-1949) spanned this critical 
transition in Canadian architectural his­
tory.2 His formula for success was to ap­
pear both British and Canadian at once; 
the mark of Smith's architecture was the 
design of a seemingly British house, 
drawn directly from the vocabularies of 
Voysey, Shaw, Webb, and other well-
known English domestic architects, but 
reformed and marketed in Toronto as a 
distinctly Canadian house-type. 

Eden Smith carefully constructed his 
reputation by presenting himself to 
Toronto's middle class as an expert on 
all matters of English culture.3 When 
avant-garde art and architecture ap­
peared to question the authority of British 
forms after the turn of the century, Smith, 
by association, marketed the same 
houses as distinctly Canadian. His ar­
chitecture actually changed little during 
this period, but his public image and 
his private associations altered the 
way his houses were seen. 

Smith offered middle-class Torontonians 
a fairly predictable product. Although the 
design of his houses differed slightly in 

terms of size, materials, and details, the 
architect's repeated use of a standard 
formal vocabulary within a range of pos­
sibilities assured the client that their 
house would be of a recognizable type 
(Figures 1 and 2). Drawn loosely from 
the British Arts and Crafts tradition, 
Smith's house type became known as 
the "English cottage style" and was as­
sociated in Toronto exclusively with his 
name.4 

There was, however, much more to his 
houses than a keen awareness of British 
fashion. Behind conservative eleva­
tions, Smith's plans clearly questioned 
the traditional arrangement of the 
English detached house 5 Unlike his 
elevations, the plans of Smith's houses 
were unpredictable and usually acted 
without the authority of British precedent. 
Often inspired more by sun angles than 
by history, the plans were inverted, or as 
they were called at the time, "turned 
about.1'6 Historian Eric Arthur called them 
revolutionary.7 

The typical Victorian detached house in 
Toronto was two storeys high, on a long 
and narrow site (Figure 3). The main 
entry was in the short end of the house, 
facing the street, which also held the 
large window of the front parlour. Some­
times a front porch marked the transition 
from the exterior to interior. The entry hall 
extended along the side of the house, 
leading to a pair of parlours. The kitchen 
was at the rear of the house, looking onto 
a small garden that was separated from 
adjacent yards by tall fences. It was a 
common plan in English, American, and 
Canadian cities in the late 19th century. 

Smith rejected this arrangement even in 
his earliest work (Figure 4). He preferred 
to place the major living spaces at the 
rear of the house, while the kitchen was 
on the street front of the building. The 
porch was also moved to the rear. These 
"tumed-about" houses were frequently lo­
cated on south-facing sites, allowing the 
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