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Abstract

David Marvin’s Griffintown:
An archival exploration of a ghosted neighbourhood

This thesis explores an archive of photographs by Montreal-based photographer David Wallace
Marvin and its potential for reimagining Griffintown, an historically working class
neighbourhood and industrial district located near Montreal’s downtown waterfront. Drawing
upon sociologist Avery Gordon’s “haunting-as-method,” I examine how David Marvin’s
photographs bear traces of a community left out of the histories of Montreal currently in
circulation, revealing the imaginative and geographical displacements brought about by more
than two centuries of municipal neglect and isolation, eviction, and gentrification.

Key words: haunting; photography; photographic archives; public histories; visibility;
memory; blind field; ghosted community; cities; urban displacement;

community-based organizing; working class histories; gentrification
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[. PREFACE

[ first came to Griffintown in 2008, not long after I moved to Montreal. Within a few months, I
started played with a couple of bands in a space called The Pines, a recording studio built in an
old CCM bike factory loft on Murray Street. During breaks in rehearsal, I often took the studio
dog for walks along the canal or circled the loop of rowhouses and empty lots between William
and Ottawa streets. I started noticing things during these walks — old facades exposed by new
construction, cobblestones that suddenly appeared beneath the asphalt during the spring thaw,
building foundations whose outlines were still visible in an overgrown lot. Meanwhile, I
gradually became acquainted with the social life of the neighbourhood at that time: the elderly
Polish carpenter who lived in an unheated flat next door; the late night punk shows at
Friendship Cove; the makeshift homeless camps at the bottom of Peel Street and in the bushes
near the postal depot. Eventually, I started coming to Griffintown almost every day and began
documenting my walks through photographs and sound recordings. I wanted to know if
investigating the landscape in this way might tell me something of the neighbourhood’s past that
I hadn’t yet been able to learn through its written histories or maps.

This thesis is but one of several paths I could have taken in my research of Griffintown
and David Marvin’s photographic archive. When I first envisioned this project - when I first
began thinking of what I was doing as a project — I imagined a place-based exploration of
Griffintown’s landscape, something that would directly engage with and reanimate the traces I

encountered during my time there. During my undergraduate studies at the University of



Alberta, I trained as a classical archaeologist, with a particular focus on landscape archaeology
and religious iconography, and it was this training that first drew me to thinkers such as E.V.
Walter, whose chorographic investigations sought to convey the multiple and interconnected
registers of meaning and experience that make a place whole (Walter 1987), as well as the
photographer Mark Ruwedel, who has suggested that photography can be a form of social
inquiry that reveals the material landscape as a dynamic “historical archive” (Ruwedel 1996). 1
was searching for a field where I would be encouraged to draw upon a range of literatures
concerning memory, photography, landscape, and place, that might help me account for
something that seemed to be conspicuously absent from the imaginary of the city that I had
encountered so far. I wanted to find a way to approach Marvin’s photographs that would allow
me to account for what E.V. Walter describes as the “feclings, symbols, memories, dreams,
myths, and the subtle energies that go into. .. the most human region of urban life” (Walter
1987, 16).

David Marvin’s photographs shifted the course of my exploration. I found myself
confronted by thousands of images of Montreal. Some of these images corresponded to the
traces I had encountered in my Griffintown walks; others did not. For the next several years, I
returned to the McCord Museum almost every week to review the images and work to identify
the location and dates for each image, with a particular eye for images of Griffintown. The
archival research that followed involved 6000 images, three institutional archives, nearly a
dozen interviewees in four cities (each with their own stories and leads), as well as frustrating

financial and logistical barriers to image reproduction and magnification. There were also



uncanny coincidences and clues along the way: an interviewee whose friend’s life story directly
inspired storylines in W.G. Sebald’s Austerlitz and The Emigrants; the sudden appearance of the
Labre House van on the highway in front of us during a lengthy conversation in the car about
Marvin’s life; the word “Albédo” scrawled on a notebook in Don Bell’s archive. There were also
painful lacunae and dead ends: missing notebooks and newspapers, house fires, and the deaths
or dementia of potential interviewees. Others shared with me stories that I ultimately decided
were not mine to tell, at least not at this time.

Avery Gordon’s writing on haunting became important for me because of its concern
with the social life of images and haunting, which offered a way of writing about the missing and
absent that acknowledges their material afterlife and the ways in which the past remains to
disturb the present. I felt that Gordon’s work might be able to help me respond to David
Marvin’s photographs in a way that would allow me to speak about the ways in which structural
forms of violence, including poverty and gentrification, shape urban life in ways that are visible,
but not always obvious.

There is something inherently ghostly about the way photographs trouble the
relationship between seeing and knowing and between the visible and the unseen. They seem to
“belong” to their referents more closely than any other visual medium, offering a seemingly
objective representation of past realities." When we look at photographs, however, their most

powerful significance lies not in the images themselves (the surface), but in the network or

" Olin 2011, 99.



community of identifications through which the viewer comes to relate to the image.? Looking
at a photograph entices us to fabricate our interpretations, and often our memories, with the
photographic index as our alibi: we are only “seeing” what is there. But of course, the
photograph’s referent is not there — it was there, a distinction often overlooked in the
presentation of photography as evidence.’

There is a paragraph early on in Ghostly Matters where Gordon questions whether
scholars (and sociologists in particular) “have truly taken seriously that the intricate web of
connections that characterizes any event or problem is the story” (Gordon 20). In a sense, it’s the
story, the web of connections, that [ am attempting to explore in this thesis. I want to
understand what forces lead to the erasure of a neighbourhood and how the photograph is a site

where these connections, these stories, are made visible.

?Olin 2011, 114.
> Cf. Morris 2011, Sontag 2008.



II. INTRODUCTION

And so they are ever returning to us, the dead. At times they come back
from the ice more than seven decades later and are found at the edge of
the moraine, a few polished bones and a pair of hobnailed boots.

- W.G. Sebald, The Emigrants
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Figure 1. The Ship’s Fever Monument, Poin.te—Saint—Char]es,1942.

2.1 The Black Rock
At the north end of the Victoria Bridge, where Bridge Street stretches toward Pointe-St-
Charles, a large rock sits on a small grass island in the middle of a four-lane highway. Across the

highway on one side sits a vast parking lot; on the other, a raised embankment for the CN rail



line. The rock sits there, mysteriously, fenced with wrought iron and surrounded by a small,
overgrown garden. From the west (the rail side), it’s just a rock — from the east (the parking
lot), an inscription is barely legible: something about “THIS STONE.”

It’s an odd monument, placed here in the middle of a highway. The only way to read the
stone is to sprint across two lanes of traffic — no easy task even outside of rush hour. The speed
limit here is 50 km/hr, and traffic swings quickly around a blind curve from the bridge. If you
do manage to cross the road and reach the stone, its inscription reads:

To preserve from desecration the remains of 6000 immigrants who died of ship
fever A.D.1847-8 this stone is erected by the workmen of Messrs. Peto, Brassey

and Betts employed in the construction of the Victoria Bridge A.D.1859.

I first visited the Black Rock in 2009 while walking through Griffintown and what used to be
Goose Village (now a Costco parking lot). I'd often heard a story that when the Victoria Bridge
was built in 1859, workers had unearthed a mass grave of typhus victims at this site. The typhus
outbreak of 1847 had claimed more than 6000 lives, Irish immigrants, mostly, but also those
who nursed them, including local nuns and the mayor of Montreal at the time. The story goes
that the bridge workers, many of whom were also recent Irish immigrants, were so horrified by
their discovery that they erected the Black Rock to ensure the grave would be remembered and
protected from future ruin. But it seemed to me, when I visited the site with this story in mind,
that what the stone represented was not so much a memorialization of the dead as it was of a
moment of realizing that something had been forgotten, something that had never been fully

known.



2.2 In Search of David Marvin

Not long after I made my first visit to the Black Rock memorial, I came across a
mysterious photo caption on Spacing Montreal, a local urbanism and architecture blog that was
covering the news of the Devimco project, a controversial proposal to establish a mega-
development in Griffintown in the mid-2000s. The caption mentioned “the late David Marvin
who documented the history of Griffintown” and accompanied a grainy film still of a man
walking across an overgrown lot. * At the edge of the lot stood a three-storey rowhouse, its
brick siding stenciled with the shapes of rooms and staircases of a building long since torn
down. I recognized the lot, at the corner of Ottawa and Young streets, because it was around
the corner from the music studio where I rehearsed between 2008 and 2011. At the time, I had
begun my own documentation of Griffintown through audio field recordings and photographs,
and as I explored the area on daily walks, I witnessed the demolition and transformation of
several of the site’s former industrial spaces and began tracing the remains of its earlier uses. I
wanted to know what communities may have persisted or disappeared during the site’s
transformations. The sudden appearance of Marvin’s name in my research was a welcome, if
unsettling, surprise: here, it seemed, was a fellow surveyor and a potential (but posthumous)
archival companion.

The Spacing Montreal caption led me to the CinéRobotheque, the former National Film

Board (NFB) multimedia space, where I viewed Albédo, a 1982 NFB film by Jacques Leduc and

+ http:/ /spacing.ca/montreal/ 2008/02/1 9/griffintown—news—roundup—3—feb/



Renée Roy directly inspired by David Marvin’s life and work.” It is a strange, surreal, and
sometimes deeply upsetting film that I will discuss in further detail in section 6.1 of this thesis.
The film credits for Albédo led me to the McCord Museum, where I found an archive of nearly
6000 photographs of Montreal taken by David Marvin during the 1960s and early 1970s that

have remained largely unknown since their archival deposit in the late 1970s.

Griffintown News Roundup #3: Feb. 6-Feb. 21

FEBRUARY 19, 2008

Still from the 1982 NFB film Albedo, a film about the late David Marvin who documented the
history of Griffintown. The film can be viewed at the NFB’s CineRobotheque at the corner of de
Maisonneuve and St-Denis.

Figure 2. Spacing Montreal caption mentioning David Marvin.

> The NFB was forced to close the CinéRobotheque in 2012 due to federal budget cuts, in spite of
significant protest from the local community. Its name was derived from the robotic arm used to retrieve
selections from more than 10,000 NFB films for viewing in individual screening booths.



This thesis is a study of Griffintown as seen through the David Marvin photographic
archive, which features extensive and intimate documentation of daily life in Montreal.
Marvin’s photographs document the people, places, and architecture left out of the city’s
ambitious redevelopment during the 1960s and 1970s: ageing factories and obsolete
infrastructure; the homeless, elderly, and working poor; Victorian-era taverns, seedy hotels,
and wooden working class tenements; declining religious orders; draft dodgers, students, and
loitering youth. It is an archive full of fascinating and troubling juxtapositions, of a city
occupying multiple eras simultaneously, and of struggling but often resilient communities for
whom there was little room in the utopian, modernist future promised by Expo 67.

David Marvin, as I would uncover in the course of my research, was born in 1930 in
Kentville, Nova Scotia, the seventh in a family of ten children. Deaf from the age of 10 as the
result of scarlet fever, he was orphaned in his early teens and came to Montreal shortly
afterward to live under the care of his older sisters.® He was a gifted student, but discrimination
toward his deafness prevented him from receiving a scholarship that would have allowed him to
continue his studies beyond high school.” Faced with ongoing discrimination as an adult, he
struggled to find work, and eventually spent several years living homeless in Montreal’s

waterfront neighbourhoods before finding a position as a newspaper proofreader sometime in

¢ Conversation with John McLeod, February 10, 2015. I do not refer to Marvin’s deafness as a “disability” in
this thesis, because I have yet to find any evidence that he described it in such terms. In fact, in one of the
only direct statements I’ve found by Marvin about his deafness, he says, “I don’t like to dwell on my
deafness much. .. It is more a problem for other people than for me. I’ve become reconciled to it. But it
seems to make a lot of trouble for them” (Bell 1975, D1).

"Bell 1975, D1.
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the late 1950s. Around this time, he also began taking photographs. For nearly 15 years until his
death in 1975, between night shifts at the Montreal Star, he photographed the city’s streets on
foot, with a special regard for its architectural and social revolutions. The resulting archive is a
remarkable chronicle of Montreal during some of its most significant urban transformations.

[ have chosen to focus on a selection of images Marvin took of Griffintown, a former
industrial quarter bordering the Lachine Canal and the western edge of Montreal’s Old Port.
Marvin took a particular interest in Griffintown: his photographs include extensive
documentation of the neighbourhood, including detailed portraits of its homes, factories, and
alleyways; the traffic and industrial debris of the Lachine Canal; and, perhaps most importantly,
the social life of its streets and community spaces.

Marvin’s connections to Griffintown date from at least 1953. Laid off from a low-wage
job in a newspaper mailroom, he was forced to move into a rooming house on the edge of
Griffintown and Little Burgundy.® Less than three months later, having run out of
unemployment insurance, he found himself living on the streets of Griffintown and the Old
Port, where he would remain for the next several years.” Throughout the 1960s and into the
early 1970s, he maintained a connection to the neighbourhood through his photographic
practice, which involved near-daily walks through the area, as well as his contributions to Unity,

a Griffintown community newspaper published by Labre House, a local Catholic organization. "

¥ Marvin 1975b, D1.
° Marvin 1975b, D4. The McCord Museum’s brief archival biographical entry on Marvin also mentions that

he “spent several years drinking, and living as a bum on Montreal's waterfront.”
' Marvin 1970, Marvin 1975a.
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Marvin’s writings, as well as his photographs, suggest that his work was intended to
draw attention to the unjust neglect of the communities living in the so-called “city below the
hill.”"" The archival materials I have collected so far, however, provide tantalizingly few
descriptions of his actual photographic practice, and nothing to indicate exactly when and how
he first began taking photographs. The accounts I have found are second-hand, shared with me
by former Griffintown community workers like Robert O’Callaghan, or recorded by the
Montreal Star reporter Don Bell in his conversations with Marvin during the early 1970s."
“What I'm trying to do is to avoid cliches. I don’t like gimmicks in photography,” Marvin told
Bell in 1974. “I like to show the absolute truth. I'm not looking for pretty pictures.”"’

In the McCord Museum’s biographical notes, David Marvin is referred to as an “amateur
photographer,” a term generally used to describe someone who practices photography in their

spare time, without professional training or employment. As far as I have been able to ascertain,

he was self-taught and rarely received payment for his photographic work.'* For Marvin,

"' Marvin 1970, Marvin 1975a. For more on the “City Below the Hill,” see the discussion of Herbert Ames
on page 33 of this thesis. Marvin mentions Ames in his own history of Griffintown (Marvin 1975). For
more of Marvin’s writings on Griffintown, see my discussion of the Unity newspaper on pages 91-93 of this
thesis.

"? Bell 1974. Don Bell mentions that most of his conversations with David Marvin consisted of Marvin
speaking while Bell wrote back to him on notebooks. The Don Bell archive at Concordia University,
donated after Bell’s death in 2003, includes several dozen notebooks written by Bell during his research and
reporting work, but having searched them carefully, I have yet to identify any of these notebooks as being
used in his conversations with Marvin. In fact, they seem largely personal in nature, including story ideas,
rough drafts, and task lists, much like any writer’s notebook cache.

B Bell 1975, DI,

" Bill Ewing, quoted in Bell 1975: “[Marvin] was never schooled in the genteel traditions of fine art
photography.” Pamela Miller, however, a former archivist at the McCord Museum, mentions that Marvin
had been hired by McGill University’s School of Architecture at some point in the late 1960s to conduct
research on Griffintown. It is unclear whether this work may have involved taking photographs as well
(conversation with Pamela Miller, January 17, 2013).
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however, like many so-called “amateur” photographers, photography was no casual hobby. His
daily routine, as described by former McCord archivist Pamela Miller, sounds grueling:
following his nightly shift at the Montreal Star, Marvin walked to the McCord Museum on
Sherbrooke Street, where he conducted research in the museum’s McCord family papers and
other Griffintown materials from 7am until noon." In the afternoon, he would walk for several
hours, photographing various neighbourhoods across Montreal, including Griffintown, Cote-
des-Neiges, Le Plateau, Ville-Marie, Pointe-Saint-Charles, and Lasalle. At the time of his death
in 1975, Marvin was on the verge of presenting his first-ever solo photography exhibit at
Galerie Optica, a small venue attached to the Centaur Theatre in Montréal’s Old Port.'® A
posthumous exhibit was launched in August 1975 instead, under the direction of Bill Ewing,
then director of the gallery.

By the time Marvin managed to get off the street and find regular work as a newspaper
proofreader in the 1950s, he was alcoholic and his health had been permanently damaged.
Sometime in the early 1960s, he underwent surgery to remove a damaged lung, only to learn
afterwards that his doctors had removed the wrong lung. The subsequent corrective surgery left
Marvin with only half a lung for the remainder of his life.'” In late 1974, he underwent
additional surgeries to remove painful gallstones. He committed suicide on June 6, 1975 at the

age of 45, a few months after learning that cancer had reappeared in his remaining half-lung."®

" Conversation with Pamela Miller, January 17, 2013.

' Don Bell 1975, D1.

" Conversation with John McLeod, February 10, 2015, and personal correspondence with Duncan Marvin,
November 20, 2014.

" Bell 1975, DI.
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2.3 The David Marvin photographic archive

The David Marvin photographic archive contains approximately 5771 black and white
35mm photographic negatives, four colour 35mm negatives, and nine large albums containing
617 gelatin silver prints, all of which were donated in 1978 by David Marvin’s widow, Mavis
Taylor Marvin (“Mrs. David Marvin”). 241 of Marvin’s negatives, including the colour
negatives, were donated in a slender, 100-page blue album. The remainder of the photographic
negatives were received in reportedly poor condition (many of them, according to senior
cataloguer Nora Hague, appeared to be “stained with red wine”), and were later cleaned, cut,
and organized in storage binders by museum staff."” Some of the print album pages are blank,
with 47 photographs noticeably removed, leaving behind empty photographic album corners.
Some of these missing images were kept by David Marvin’s son, Duncan, and were not
included in the original donation.”

The curator of the Notman Photographic Archives, Stanley Triggs, met Marvin through
his volunteer work at the museum in the late 1960s and later acquired Marvin’s photographs for
the McCord Museum because he felt they were “strong” images that provided a unique point of
view of Montréal.?' Throughout his tenure at the museum, Triggs worked to expand its existing

image collections to include a broad range of Canadian historical photography, as well as the

" Conversation with Nora Hague, January 30, 2013.
* Personal correspondence with Duncan Marvin, January 30, 2012.
*' Conversation with Stanley Triggs, January 19, 2015,
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work of promising local artists throughout the 1970s and 1980s, particularly documentary
photographers such as David Marvin, Claire Beaugrand-Champagne, and Clara Gutsche.”” The
museum’s official accession numbers suggest that the archive was donated in its entirety by
Mavis Marvin, David Marvin’s widow, in 1978. However, my interviews with Triggs, and my
correspondence with David Marvin’s son, Duncan, suggest that the donation may have taken
place over several years and from multiple sources, between 1975 and 1982.%

In 1982, the McCord Museum received a grant to clean and catalog the negatives, from
which the museum staff produced 180 corresponding sheets of contact prints.** As of 2014,
only five of Marvin’s nearly six thousand images have been digitized for public viewing on the
McCord Museum’s online gallery. Two of these photographs were displayed as architectural
illustrations for the museum’s extensive 2009-2010 multimedia exhibition, Being Irish O’Quebec,
while the remaining three have been incorporated into Montréal: Points du Vue, a permanent
exhibition on display since 2011.? Until now, no comprehensive analysis of the collection has
been undertaken.

There are hundreds of historical photographs of Griffintown in the archives of the

McCord Museum and other Québec heritage institutions such as the Bibliotheque et Archives

* Ibid.

?Ibid., and personal correspondence with Duncan Marvin, November 14, 2014 Triggs could not
remember the specific date (or dates) of the donation, but he could recall meeting with David Marvin
several years before his death to discuss acquiring his photographs for the museum’s collections.

** Interview with Nora Hague, January 30, 2013.

» Two additional photographs were also included, but not digitized, for display as part of the McCord’s
Reveal or Conceal? exhibition from 2008-2009. At least 24 additional images by Marvin will soon be
digitized, however, for the museum’s first-ever solo exhibition of Marvin’s work, to take place June 12-
October 18, 2015 in downtown Montreal, and of which I am co-curator, along with McCord archivist
Hélene Samson.
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nationales du Québec, but Marvin’s photographs are unique because they document the
ongoing inhabitation of Griffintown from the perspective of someone intimately familiar with
its social life, at a time when the neighbourhood is often described as “dead,” “destroyed,” or

“abandoned” by historians.”®" His images appear to counter these descriptions, rendering visible

experiences that have so far remained overlooked in Montreal’s histories.

The photographs I have chosen to present in this thesis date between 1969 and 1972, at
least two years after Expo 67 and more than five years after the bulldozers arrived to clear the
way for the construction of the Bonaventure Expressway.”” The image selection process was
challenging. The precise chronology of David Marvin’s photographic negatives is unclear: the
contact sheets of his negatives were prepared by McCord Museum staff using cut film strips of 2
to 7 images each. The individual strips provide a clear chronology and some context for the
images they contain, but the contact sheet order of the strips themselves, however, does not
necessarily (and frequently does not) reflect the original order of the frames on the 35mm film
rolls. The images themselves lack fixed titles or dates, since none were provided with them on
deposition; any titles or dates attributed to them since have been created by McCord Museum

staff for the purposes of public exhibition.

*¢ Barlow 2009, Burman 2003, Driedger 2010, Hustak 2005. As recently as 2012, Wikipedia’s article on
Griffintown described the area in the past tense, noting it as “the former southwestern downtown part of
Montreal... which existed from the 1820s until the 1960s” (http://en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/ Griffintown,
accessed October 4, 2012).

7 All of the photographs presented in this thesis are new, digital reproductions made directly from
negatives by Marilyn Aitken, the McCord Museum’s staff photographer and photographic technician.
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Since the vast majority of Marvin’s images have yet to be digitized and relatively few of
his Griffintown photographs appear within the archive’s selection of prints, my examination of
these images has taken place primarily through a magnifying loupe, using the original 35mm
photographic negatives or the contact sheets prepared by the McCord Museum’s staff during
the 1980s.

Looking through a magnifying loupe is a lot like looking through a periscope: a circular,
somewhat myopic point of view. The photograph comes into focus one detail at a time, often
distorted, and never quite magnified enough. It was only in early 2015, during my involvement
as the guest curator for an exhibition of Marvin’s street photography at the McCord Museum,
that I was able to view any of his images as high quality, large format reproductions and refine
my selection process.” For this reason, some of the images selected were initially chosen
because they were the most readily identifiable as views of Griffintown, either through the
magnifying loupe or because they had been printed elsewhere in a context that tentatively
identified them as belonging to Griffintown (an issue of the a community newspaper, for
instance, or a photographic print in the possession of one of the individuals I interviewed in the

course of my research).

*® The reasons for these constraints were both logistical and financial: all digital reproductions and
enlargements for the Notman Photographic Archives must be carried out by the museum’s photography
technician. Currently, each image costs $20 to reproduce for personal use and there are additional fees, per
image, depending on its intended publication use. The McCord Museum hopes to eventually digitize at least
part of its David Marvin collection, but its current budget cannot accommodate such an undertaking at this

time.
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Many of the images discussed in this thesis, however, only became recognizable to me as views
of Griffintown after extensive research and comparison with other archival images (including
Marvin’s own), as well as interviews with individuals familiar with David Marvin and the
topography of the neighbourhood during the late 1960s and early 1970s.” These interviewees
include former Griffintown residents and community workers (Joanabbey Sack, Gerry Pascal,
Robert O’Callaghan, Rick Battistuzi), as well as students and professors involved in the
Griffintown Community Design Workshop from 1970-1972 (Joe Baker, Sandra Marshall),

independent researchers (Patricia E. Nolan), McCord Museum staff members who met David

» Approval for the interview component of my research was granted by the Research Ethics Committee of
the Department of Communication Studies, effective February 1, 2012.
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Marvin through his volunteer work in the archives (Nora Hague and Pamela Miller), and David

Marvin’s son, Duncan.*

III. METHOD
My method? A kind of accretion.
- 