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Heritage and Geographic Context
Introduction

The heritage value of the residence at 11342-64 St in Edmonton,
Alberta, Canada rests with Dr. Herbert Marshall McLuhan born in

Edmonton in 1911. McLuhan’s family lived here from 1912 to 1915.
In August 1912, McLuhan’s parents Herbert McLuhan and Elsie (nee.
Hall) paid the minimum down payment of $3000 on the lot in the
brand-new luxury suburb of the Highlands. The house was designed by
Nesbitt & Morehouse and built by Bailey & Berry.
In 1915, the global economic depression precipitated by WW1 and the
Spanish influenza forced the McLuhans to move to Winnipeg for
opportunity. The couple continued to own the house until they sold it in
1923 to Gladys Griffith, a teacher and assistant principal at Highlands
Junior High School.

Julia May and Walter Husband at 11342-64 Street cir. 1929

McLuhan became a leading 20th century thinker and spent his later years in Eastern Canada developing his theories and
forecasting trends including globalization in the digital era. He studied new media and the impact on human perception
through manipulation of the central nervous system. McLuhan passed away in Toronto on Dec 31, 1980, at the age of 69
after surgery to remove a brain tumour and a series of strokes.

Standout architectural features of the Craftsman Bungalow are the double-hung sash windows, low pitch roof, open
verandah, wooden finishing carpentry and double front gable with cedar shakes. The verandah has tapered square columns
with concrete block piers. Now restored soffits, rebuilt rafter tails, and replaced shingles in the gable ends are
complemented by the repainted original horizontal cladding on the ground floor.
McLuhan House was added to the Inventory of Historic Resources in Edmonton in 1993. In June 2012, Arts Habitat
purchased McLuhan House with the support of the City of Edmonton and the Edmonton Arts Council, preserving the
legacy of Marshall McLuhan and embracing the history of this celebrated Canadian intellectual. The property was rezoned
under Direct Development Control Provision (DC1) in January 2013, and City Council designated the Marshall McLuhan
Residence as a Municipal Historic Resource in November 2014. This provision is designed to accommodate the arts and
preserve one of Highland’s oldest residences, allowing commercial, cultural services, and limited residential use of the site.
The house allows for arts-related uses including office space for small nonprofit organizations such as Edmonton Poetry
Festival, workshop space for the Art Studio Residency Program, and a gathering space for community meetings and
cultural events. The interpretive display includes the McLuhan Family Portrait Gallery, TV Wall media installation, a frieze
of McLuhanisms around the interior, and a collection of books authored and inspired by McLuhan.
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Herbert Marshall McLuhan; Man & His Work in Overview
By Marco Adria. 2014.

Marshall McLuhan’s ideas have become part of our language. He coined the phrases; the medium is the message and the
global village. Through his books, lectures, and appearances on television and radio, he helped many people realize that
technology changes how we experience the world. The media we use to acquire information, entertain ourselves or
communicate impact us as much as the content or message does. Even categories as apparently fundamental as “space”
or “time” are changed depending on whether we interact with them as the linear flow of a book’s pages or the
fragmented pop-in-pop-out of channel surfing.
Marshall McLuhan’s ideas first became current more than fifty years ago, yet he foresaw the potential explosion of
electronic media that has occurred in the last decade. We now interact with our environment routinely using everything
from GPS devices on dashboards to iPhone apps, and from Wikipedia to Second Life avatars. The galloping ubiquity of
digital media has created planetary linkages previously unimaginable – McLuhan’s “global village” in overdrive. It has also
created the intense tribalism he foresaw, as poets, pornographers and other like-minded groups gather in electronic
pockets.
Marshall McLuhan was born in Edmonton, raised in Winnipeg, and educated at Cambridge University in England. He
taught at the University of Toronto until his death on New Year’s Eve, 1980.
DID YOU KNOW? Marshall claimed that his earliest memory was a view of
the North Saskatchewan River, seen from a streetcar on a bank overlooking
the river. According to this memory he saw horses in the distance and was
profoundly impressed that they appeared small enough to fit into his
nursery. In view of McLuhan’s later obsession with visual perspective as an
invention of the print era, and his almost visceral rejection of that
perspective. Graham, S., S. Marvin. (1996). Telecommunications and the
City. London: Routledge. (p. 118)

Excerpts of the Media
Herzog on Heritage: Marshall McLuhan Residence by Lawrence Herzog. April 16, 2012

Herbert Marshall McLuhan predicted the World Wide Web nearly 30 years before it arrived and coined the expressions
"the medium is the message" and "the global village." He was a leading and often controversial thinker on the universal
impact of mass media. The arrival of the Internet helped sparked renewed interest in his work and perspective, long after
his death in 1980.
Now, the Highlands house where McLuhan lived for a time as a boy is going to be preserved as an interpretive centre,
library, and home for residency programs for artists and writers. City councilors voted on February 1st to provide the
Edmonton Arts Council with $75,000 to purchase the property at 11342 64 Street NW.
The Craftsman-style bungalow was built in 1912 from plans drawn by Ernest William Morehouse and Arthur Nesbitt,
architectural partners responsible for more than 30 houses in the early days of the Highlands. Their firm, Morehouse and
Nesbitt, designed the mansions of William McGrath and Bidwell Holgate, founders of the district. Morehouse and Nesbitt
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also designed the Ash Residence, Chown Residence, Atkinson Residence, Highlands Methodist Church and the Gibbard
Block on 112th Avenue, among others.
An assessment of the McLuhan Residence compiled in January by the City's heritage planning department, reported that
the historic integrity of the 100-year-old house is high. "The style is fairly typical of residences developed prior to World
War 1 in Edmonton's earliest neighbourhoods," the report says. "The house is significant for having been the early
boyhood home of Marshall McLuhan."
Biographer W. Terrence Gordon writes that Marshall was the older of two boys born to Elsie Naomi Hall and Herbert
Ernest McLuhan. His mother was a Baptist schoolteacher who later became an actress, and his father was a Methodist
who worked as a real estate agent.
Marshall was born in Edmonton on July 21, 1911, shortly after the family arrived from Creighton, Alberta. His parents
purchased a lot in the fledgling district in August 1912 and were granted a permit to build a $3,000 house on it.
Local contractors Bailey & Berry constructed the home. “In line with its Craftsman bungalow style, the McLuhan
Residence appears almost rustic,” says a description written in 1993 by historical consultant Dorothy Field. “The exposed
beams, cast concrete foundation, low pitched roof, and large front porch columns are typical of the style.”
With the coming of war and boom going bust in 1914, Herbert’s business failed, and he enlisted in the Canadian Army.
He contracted influenza and was discharged in 1915. The family moved to Winnipeg that year but retained ownership of
the house until 1923. Gladys Griffiths, a teacher and assistant principal at Highlands School, then purchased it.
Griffiths sold the house in 1928 to her sister Julia May and husband Walter Husband, a salesman for the National Drug
and Chemical Company. Husband’s brother Herbert owned the Highlands Drug Store in the Gibbard Block, from 1926 to
1944. Walter Husband sold the McLuhan Residence in 1956. Doug and Cheryl Toshack bought the house in 1974 and
have owned it for 38 years.
Over the years, they’ve been visited by countless of the curious and scholarly. CBC even filmed part of a documentary on
McLuhan at the house.
In a CBC Radio documentary aired in 1980, his brother Maurice talked about how Marshall was always interested in the
latest technology, even as a small boy. They would huddle listening to the crystal radio set that Marshall had built.
Marshall McLuhan received a PhD from Cambridge in 1934, and taught English at various colleges in the United States
before settling in to teach in Toronto in 1944. Even so, he maintained a strong connection with Edmonton and returned
often.
The University of Alberta awarded McLuhan an honorary Doctor of Laws in 1971.
He died in Toronto in 1980 at the age of 69. To mark the 100th anniversary of McLuhan’s birth in 2011, the University
of Alberta hosted the Herbert Marshall McLuhan Edmonton Centenary.
“Professor McLuhan often commented that his upbringing in Western Canada provided a valuable alternative, or
peripheral, perspective on the world,” says Dr. Marco Adria, director of the U of A’s Master of Arts in communications and
technology program. “In his writings, he recalled experiences in Edmonton that were to shape his intellectual life.”
The Marshall McLuhan Residence was added to Edmonton’s Inventory of Historic Resources in 1993, acknowledging
McLuhan’s accomplishments and connection to the Highlands neighbourhood and his birthplace. The new use for the
property will recognize McLuhan’s connection to Edmonton and his place in history and modern culture.
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The Edmonton Arts Council’s affiliate organization, Arts Habitat Association of Edmonton, is working on various business
models to manage the residence. The proposal to make the house a destination for local, national and international
writers and thinkers has the support from the University of Alberta, the Writers Guild of Alberta, the Highlands Historical
Society and the Highlands Community League.
The City is also moving forward to designate the residence a Municipal Historic Resource. It’s a fitting 100th birthday
present for a little house with a bigger connection to the cultural history of the “global village.”

McLuhan’s boyhood home remains uncelebrated:

Investment in McLuhan house would be shrewd cultural move.
“Riverview MLA Kevin Taft and a handful of passionate academics and administrators at the U of A have some fine ideas
about the house: it could be restored as a historical monument and serve as a residence for visiting writers and academics,
a meeting place, an idea factory, McLuhan house.” (Babiak, Todd. Edmonton Journal. 25 Sep, 2010.)
City considers buying philosopher Marshall McLuhan’s boyhood home in Highlands

“The Edmonton Arts Council says the main floor could be used for a writer’s office, library and interpretive displays about
McLuhan, a longtime University of Toronto professor who died in 1980. The rest of the building might be turned into
studios, offices for such groups as the University of Alberta’s Festival of Ideas and a suite for visiting scholars and artists.
These revenues should cover the operating costs, arts council executive director John Mahon said. “The idea of a writer’s
house, a place for professional writers to go to work outside their home, has been there for a while, and also I think the
symbolism is important,” he said. “The city needs to claim its intellectual past as much as its built architectural heritage.
The fact is that he was born here, that his family roots were here, that he maintained contact with our community
throughout his life.” The move is supported by the Highlands Community League, which is also interested in having 112th
Avenue renamed Marshall McLuhan Avenue. Although Coun. Ben Henderson said he’s intrigued by the idea of buying the
house, he needs more details such as where the money would come from before deciding whether to support the scheme.
“There is a strong connection to McLuhan, who was one of the really formative thinkers of the last half of the last
century, and there hasn’t been a lot of recognition of that connection,” he said. “I think it creates a kind of energy that
would not be creatable in another situation.’” (Kent, Gordon. The Edmonton Journal. January 12, 2012)
Cheryl Toshack in front of her and Doug Toshack’s home. Photo by Rick MacWilliam, Edmonton Journal. 2012.
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Restoration Project Timeline
2012

In January, the Edmonton Arts Council and city administration recommends to City Council that purchasing Marshall
McLuhan House would allow its conversion into offices and meeting space along with a residential suite for artists-inresidence managed by Arts Habitat Edmonton. The City offers $75,000 towards the purchase in February. The Edmonton
Arts Council (EAC) requests that Arts Habitat assume responsibility for the purchase and management. The EAC is willing
to cover the mortgage costs for the initial period until the mortgage can be paid down or the leasing results in enough
income to cover costs.
After Arts Habitat tours the house, meeting the vendors and finds the home is in very good shape. Arts Habitat meets
with the Edmonton Community Foundation to gauge interest in the project and learn about options for funding.
Financing is possible through the Social Enterprise Fund and may be in place by the end of March.
The rezoning from residential to commercial use will be a significant challenge but Arts Habitat feels that with the
support of the City and the local community league, there is a good chance of success. Upgrades for change of use need
to be explored. Initially, the University of Alberta, Festival of Ideas and The Writers Guild express interest in leasing space.
The Offer to Finance is ready to be reviewed by March. The requested changes and the revised Offer are approved by Arts
Habitat’s Board of Directors. The House Inspection Report is completed. No major deficiencies were noted. The house is
appraised at $475,000.
A team meeting with some helpful and supportive City planners takes place to discuss change of use and historical
designation. The designation and change of use applications will take at least six months.
By April, conditions have been removed and possession date is set for June 1. Plans for Arts Habitat to move into the
house and start engaging with the literary and new media community to determine the best use of the space. The
Heritage designation and rezoning to DC1 is underway. A Heritage Planner will visit on site to make recommendations.
Arts Habitat coordinates to obtain a selection of photos and documents for printing and framing in the McLuhan Family
Portrait Gallery with the Toronto-based Marshall McLuhan Estate, as well as Edmonton-based Stuart MacKay–McLuhan’s
cousin-once-removed and genealogist.
During Summer, community is engaged through the Highlands Community Garden Society utilizing the vegetable garden
and meetings with the literary community are scheduled. Arts Habitat gathers insight for the planning of McLuhan House
and long-term tenants like The Edmonton Poetry Festival who seeks to rent an office.
A hurdle arising in the funding by the City of $75,000 down payment is resolved when Council must revise the recipient
from EAC to Arts Habitat. The Heritage Planning Department spearheads the process and a 10-year funding agreement
is approved.
The application for change of use in the zoning from residential to DC1 is submitted in September. The Heritage
Designation application requires quotes on planned repairs over the next three years to be eligible for funding by
Heritage Department. A maintenance schedule and plan for a building reserve are approved by the Board.
Arts Habitat works with the Planning Department on the DC1 application. While the house is being rezoned, Edmonton
Poetry Festival needs an office and an arrangement is reached to rent an upstairs bedroom. Arts Habitat is glad for more
people in the house day-to-day, to watch the condition and contribute to the vision of McLuhan House being a place for
writers and ideas. Edmonton Poetry Festival moves in on November 1.
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An agreement between the City of Edmonton and Arts Habitat for the $75,000 is received in November.
A Public Open House for immediate neighbours is planned on Thursday, November 8 from 4:00 pm to 6:00 pm.
Representatives from the Planning and Heritage departments volunteered to answer questions and concerns with Arts
Habitat’s application for DC1 re-zoning from members of the Highlands community. Arts Habitat also gives a
presentation to the Highlands Historical Society and to the Highlands Community League to a strong reception. The
Community League offers to write letters of support. Arts Habitat assembles an Advisory Committee to help set the vision
for use of the space and programming of the interpretive features. The neighbours receive notification of DC1 rezoning
in December.
Winter is a time of discovery in the one-hundred-year-old home. It has many quirks: Cold drafts in the kitchen freeze
water pipes unless cupboard doors are left open for air circulation; Ice damming on the roof requires regular removal of
snow build-up with roof rake; and upper storey temperatures necessitate the use of space heaters.
During -30º weather, a sudden leak through the upstairs office ceiling is traced to 3-foot long icicles inside the attic.
After some urgent consultation, the entire attic space is reinsulated and the area of the leak tarped until the roof failure
in the Northwest valley can be assessed next Spring. New cedar shingles will be installed in the Spring to meet heritage
standards and protect from further water issues. Because the insulation work had to be done from the interior, the entire
upstairs is repainted. At the same time, insulation around the kitchen pipes is installed to prevent freezing in very cold
weather.
2013

In January, Arts Habitat receives $75,000 in funding from the City of Edmonton to cover the cost of the down payment.
The DC1 application has gone through all departments and service companies without objections. Arts Habitat is in
attendance to answer questions at a public hearing for the rezoning is held February 4 in Council Chambers.
The McLuhan House Advisory Committee is convened consisting of:
•
•
•
•

Marco Adria – Professor at U of Alberta Faculty of Extension in Masters of Communications and Technology
Johanne Yakula – Highlands community member and historic designer
Ericka Chemko – Heritage Council Program Coordinator
Tom McFall – Arts Habitat Board representative, designer and history enthusiast.

Brainstorming sessions take place a few times to write the vision of McLuhan House and discuss the interior program.
Talks are very productive, and they are impressed with what has been accomplished so far. They feel that the portrait
gallery will be successful as an interpretive display.
The insulation and repairs over the winter set back installation of the portrait gallery, although these delays allow time for
the interior to be painted in suit of the era the house was constructed. The colour in the hall is very close to the original
paint revealed by scraping. Neighbour and general handyman Brent Parkinson completes all the plastering and repainting.
Arts Habitat also purchases furnishings in keeping with the heritage house (large meeting table, chairs, lamps, and rugs).
A frieze of quotes is installed as a border in the main rooms and receives several positive comments. The Edmonton
Heritage Council’s Executive Director David Ridley and Program Coordinator Ericka Chemko visit McLuhan House and
express their support for the appropriate nature of the family portrait gallery in McLuhan’s childhood home.
In March, DC1 rezoning is approved by City Council with no questions and no objections from the public. The historic
designation and development permit application go into process at the same time. Approval of the Development Permit is
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still forthcoming, waiting to hear from Building Code department. The Notice of Intention to Designate goes to the
Executive Committee on April 29, then to City Council on May 8. On July 17 it goes forward to Council for approval as
Designation Bylaw.
The official opening of McLuhan House is scheduled to take place over two days. A reception for City Council and invited
guests happens April 18. Special guest speaker Michael McLuhan will join from Toronto and attend both days of the
McLuhan House opening.

From Left: Micheal McLuhan, Amarjeet Sohi, Stuart MacKay, Ben Henderson, Judy MacKay, and Tony Caterina.
On April 19, an open house for the general public and invited guests takes course over the day. Arts Habitat receives an
overwhelmingly positive response. Media coverage is plenty including stories in the Edmonton Journal and Metro News,
along with coverage by CTV. Over one hundred neighbours and McLuhan fans attend the public drop-in open house on
Friday.
A consultant prepares an asset analysis of the house and recommends annual contributions to a Building Reserve. When
reported, Arts Habitat will assess what needs to be done and prepare a plan for immediate and future needs.
Finding trades who can work with the specific heritage requirements proves challenging. For example, the painting of the
house exterior would have to be done by brush not sprayed, and most painting companies will not consider this.
In May, heritage home renovation expert Tony Hilliard–experienced in the complexities that restoration incurs and finding
trades willing to do heritage work–assists with the chimney and roof as general contractor. Over the last year, Heritage
Planners significantly increase their suggestions for changes not included in the original inspection. For example, new
recommendations include replacement of the soffits with wood, rebuilding the rafter tails and restoring the roof-line to
its original style. This will require significant reconstruction and the costs are yet to be determined. This in turn will impact
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the overall schedule for the roof replacement. The scope of work for the chimney also increased. Tony is helping locate a
mason to do the repairs.
On July 17th, City Council unanimously passed the Bylaw to designate McLuhan House as a municipal heritage resource.
July and August prove challenging, as both the City and the Province Heritage Planners have difficulty identifying the
scope of the heritage upgrades. For example, in order to restore the historic building’s original look, Arts Habitat will
have to remove the aluminum which was added in the 1970s and restore the soffits and fascia with wood. This work has
increased the projected costs significantly, however, the work is required by the City and Province in order to qualify for
Heritage grant funding.
Budget
Original

Revised

Chimney, Roof, Soffits, etc.

62,000

106,000

Upgrades for Building Code

20,000

(TBD)

$82,000

$106,000

City of Edmonton Heritage

32,000

32,000

Province of Alberta Heritage

13,000

(TBD)

Arts Habitat

50,000

61,000

$82,000

$106,000

Expenses:

Total
Income:

Total

Arts Habitat hires heritage architect David Murray to assist with estimating costs for Building Code upgrades. Originally,
the Building Code Officer indicated that the upgrades would be minimal, however, another Officer indicated very
substantial and costly interior changes. The architect, David arranges a meeting with the Officer to avoid excessive cost
and destruction of interior heritage character. If the costs are significant, Arts Habitat will reevaluate plans for using the
house as office/studio space. This process has been fraught with delays, lack of clarity, and huge increases to the scope of
work and the costs. Most of this should have been clarified before Arts Habitat purchased the house as there will be no
returning to the City for more funding.
On September 18th, a meeting between Arts Habitat and the Building Code Officer, the architect, City Heritage Planner,
and consultant from SCL Engineering takes place to review the building upgrades required to convert the house from
residential to commercial use. The first and perhaps most important point is that the house is considered low occupancy.
Arts Habitat is a single occupant with oversight and control of the building at all times. Therefore, it will not be required
to provide a protected second floor exit. An approved fire alarm system would replace the need to install fire-rated
separations between the floors. A consultant will design such a fire alarm system. The exterior siding on the north wall
must be non-combustible. The interior north wall must have a 45-minute fire resistance rating. The garage will need noncombustible North and South walls and fire-rated steel door. The architect draws up the plans and presents a Building
Permit Application in-person for review.
October brings great progress on the exterior of the house! The Building Permit Application is delivered in person to the
officer by the architect. The application for ‘Relaxation of Requirements for Accessibility’ is submitted to the province
based on the heritage nature of the building and granted in November.
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The Building Code Officer reduces many of the initial requirements that were proposed. However, the changes required
are still significant, and as the architect describes, subject to “scope creep.” For example, because the basement ceiling is
required to be drywalled, the plumbing and wiring must be assessed now. Although costly in the short-term, it will save
money and effort in the long-term by opening the walls up just once. The issues that will be addressed now, include:
1.

Fire Detection and Alarm System: Upgrades to current system includes new devices needed to meet this
requirement.

2.

Basement: Remove all the interior walls, partitions and ceilings and install 5/8" Type X drywall over the exposed
ceiling. Check for electrical boxes, valves and other devices in the joist spaces that can be moved or will need access
panels. Improve furnace ductwork, which will make the ceiling easier to drywall and also improve the heating of the
second floor. Prepare a new layout for the main floor bathroom and rough-in plumbing in basement. All wiring will
be checked prior to ceiling installation to confirm that it meets code. Basement column tops, which are currently
wood, will be replaced with steel plates.

3.

Exterior and Interior: The siding, soffits and window trims on the North and South walls will be prepared for
intumescent paint. The interior walls on the North and South will also be painted with intumescent paint. The
exterior will be completely repainted, already part of the upgrades planned for heritage designation.

4.

Garage: Remove all the vinyl siding on the exterior of the garage. Replace with HardiPlank siding and trims. Replace
the entrance door with a new hollow metal, insulated door and thermally-broken frame. Install 2 layers of 5/8" Type
X drywall on the north and south interior walls.

The architect and general contractor are preparing the revised budget for this work.
2014

Arts Habitat continues working with the architect on the application for building code upgrades through January and
forecasts the full scope of work will cost $125,000. Ice damming is still occurring on the roof with consultants monitoring
and seeking solutions.
In February, variances relating to the building code issues are approved and building permits are issued. Arts Habitat is
waiting for a final cost estimate on the intumescent paint, avoiding the installation of a very expensive hard-wired fire
alarm system. Work begins in March, resulting in a disruption to operations from McLuhan House. The summary of work
as discussed with the Building Code officer includes:
1.

2.

3.
4.

Garage interior: A single layer of 5/8" Type X drywall over the existing 1/2" drywall is all that is required on
the north and south walls. The existing ceiling finish will be removed and a single layer of 5/8" Type X drywall
will be applied.
Garage exterior: The vinyl siding will be removed on all sides. A layer of 5/8" Type X drywall will be applied to
the outside of the North and South wall sheathing. The exterior finish for all walls will be non-combustible
Hardi-Plank boards.
Garage entrance door: The existing entrance door will be replaced with a 1.5 hr FR steel door, frame and
hardware.
Basement: The existing heating ducts are removed with all interior walls. The plumbing and drains will be
upgraded. A new toilet rough-in will be provided for the main floor bathroom renovation. New forced air
distribution ducts will be installed. The entire basement ceiling will be clad in 5/8" Type X drywall - filled,
sanded and painted. (NOTE: Due to requirements that the basement ceiling be drywalled, the scope of work
expands to include upgrading the wiring throughout the house as well as improvements to the basement
plumbing system and a redesign of the main-floor bathroom to make it accessible.) If the Basement is ever to
be used for storage, the furnace room must be enclosed, but need not be fire rated. Re-location of the
furnace can be considered to improve the layout of the basement. The wood basement entrance door (in the
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5.

6.
7.

kitchen) requires a fire-rated drywall backing, increasing the width by 5/8". New commercial lever hardware
should be considered.
Main building exterior: The exterior will be coated with intumescent paint, which must be applied in
accordance with the manufacturer's instructions eg. a certain amount of coverage for a certain area. This must
be verified by the architect.
Main building interior: The north and south walls will be coated with intumescent paint, which must be applied
in accordance with the manufacturer's instructions.
Main building interior. A fire extinguisher is required on each floor. Impart the required fire-rating for the
main building (office occupancy) to the exterior of the smaller adjacent structure (artist studio). The distance is
approximately 3m. The rationale is that by enhancing the fire resistance rating of the north wall of the smaller
building, providing fire-rated protection on the ceiling and by replacing the entrance door with a 1.5 hr F.R.
door and frame, the south wall of the main building can retain its existing window openings.

An application is submitted to the provincial Heritage Preservation Partnership Program for $43,118. This covers
approximately 30% of the costs associated with the heritage repairs to the roof, chimney and the exterior painting as well
as a portion of the costs for the architect.
Renovations begin in April. Work on the electrical and plumbing means Arts Habitat must work from home occasionally,
but it is exciting to see progress begin. The work will take until June to complete. At that time, applications for occupancy
permit and business license are made and open public hours and rentals are planned.
A group of students from Kings College, Communications Program come for a tour and enjoy the historic portraits. For
some, being inside a historic home seemed to be the highlight. Their professor is a McLuhan scholar who was thrilled to
have the opportunity to show a more personal side of Marshall McLuhan to his students.
June sees renovations progressing, albeit slower than predicted and more disruptive than anticipated. Inspections on the
work for electrical, plumbing and H-VAC have all passed. Work that continues:
o

Drywalling of the basement, main-floor bathroom, garage and Julian’s office

o

Intumescent Paint application

o

Garage siding

o

Exterior and interior painting

Highlands Garden Society will be caring for the backyard garden again this year.
In August, The Alberta Historical Resources Foundation awards a grant of $22,130 for the heritage upgrades to McLuhan
House. At this stage, renovations include:
o

New drywall installation completed

o

The intumescent paint applied to both the exterior and interior.

o

A new larger attic vent installed on the roof and the interior wall and ceiling in main floor office repaired to
resolve the issue of heat escape into the attic. It is expected that the ice damming and interior water vapour
condensation problems will be resolved.

Arts Habitat moves their offices back into McLuhan House during September with renovations close to completion. The
exterior painting should be completed in two weeks, weather permitting. Electrical odds and ends need to be finished.
Security and Fire Alarm are installed but need to be verified. The compliance certificates are completed this month and
the building code inspection is arranged. The garage needs further work on both interior and exterior. The architect helps
put together a maintenance plan for the next three to five years.
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The Edmonton Historical Board Recognition and Plaque Awards occurs on November 6, 2014. McLuhan House opening
event takes place on January 28, 2016 with a crowd of fifty people from the community.

Edmonton Historical Board Designation of Marshall McLuhan House

The heritage value of the house is found in its association with Marshall McLuhan, who was born in Edmonton in
1911 and lived in this home with his parents from 1912 to 1915. As an adult, McLuhan completed a PhD at
Cambridge University in 1934, and was an English professor at several colleges in the United States. He
accepted a teaching position at the University of Toronto in 1944, where he remained for the rest of his career.
McLuhan became prominent for his views on language and perception, and how the mass media can manipulate
them. He coined the expressions “the medium is the message” and “the global village”. McLuhan died in
Toronto in 1980, at the age of 69.
The 1912 Marshall McLuhan House is a Craftsman-style bungalow in the historic Highlands neighbourhood.
Designed by architects Arthur Nesbitt and Ernest William Morehouse, who were architects associated with the
McGrath and Holgate development of Highlands. The house cost $3,000 to build, and was constructed by Bailey
and Berry, a local contractor. Set back from the street on a rise, the house has a low-pitch roof structure with a
full open verandah, supported by tapered square columns with concrete block piers. The main front gable is
complemented by a lower pitch roofline in the verandah, both of which have cedar shingles. The house features
horizontal wood cladding on the lower level and double-hung sash windows.
The house has been preserved as an interpretive centre for McLuhan’s life and achievements. (2014)

12

Features of McLuhan House
McLuhan House Interpretive Displays and Self-guided Tour

The permanent exhibits increase understanding and offer insight to Marshall McLuhan’s origins. Working with the
McLuhan Estate and other local professionals, Arts Habitat created this one-of-a-kind Museum Collection with:
o

Stuart MacKay, first cousin-once-removed, assisting on photo selection, McLuhan genealogy and didactics.

o

Michael McLuhan, Marshall and Coreen McLuhan’s youngest child, McLuhan Estate Executor and a professional
photographer donated restored family photos.

o

Folksgraphis Framing supplying all framing in McLuhan Family Portrait Gallery for wholesale prices.

o

Dr. Marco Adria, U of A Professor in Masters of Communications & Technology program and McLuhan scholar,
providing McLuhan Essays.

o

Brent Parkinson providing Interior painting and finishing carpentry.

o

Johanne Yakula, Highlands community member and historic house expert consulting on interior design.

o

Addenda Studios providing the wall vinyls for McLuhan quotes.

Frieze of McLuhanisms

On the main level, McLuhan’s most interesting and famous quotes are floating atop of the rooms in a wall border. The
words ready to pick out of the air, creating the feeling that Marshall is still here.
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McLuhan Television Wall

“It is the framework which changes with each new technology and not just the picture within the frame.”
— Marshall McLuhan
Documentary images and sounds of Marshall McLuhan’s many appearances on U.S. and
Canadian television from the early 1950s until the late 1970s are montaged with static
and closed-circuit camera feed to evoke the zeitgeist of McLuhan and on into the future.
The TV Wall encourages viewers to think about the ways that new media, such as
Facebook or iPhones, illustrate Marshall McLuhan’s most famous ideas through an
intermedia art installation on vintage cathode ray television sets.
The TV Wall was first exhibited at the Art Gallery of Alberta in November 2010 to
inaugurate the Herbert Marshall McLuhan Edmonton Centenary, which marked the 100th
anniversary of McLuhan’s birth in Edmonton on July 21, 1911. It was then exhibited at
the Edmonton International Airport. It is credited to University of Alberta students and

Photo by Marco Adria, © 2012

professors, Joel Adria, Marco Adria, Roxanne Borowicke, Kyle Brown, Stephie Cadek, Wayne DeFehr, Regan Flavelle, Mel
Geary, Cezary Gajewski, Ross Hammermeister, Mark Hannesson, James Helberg, Taylor Machacek, Alice Major, Geoffrey
Merrick, Kevin Oberleand, Darya Ostapenko, Loren Wyard Scott.
McLuhan House Studio Residency Program

To encourage original work and support the local arts ecosystem, artists-in-residence are hosted in the garage studio on
the site of McLuhan House. The Studio Residency program began in 2016 with artist collective Tennis Club Edmonton,
followed in 2017 by Black Girl Magic, and then, Lauren Crazybull in 2018.
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Mural of Elsie McLuhan

Marshall McLuhan wouldn’t have been what he became, if it were not for the matriarch of McLuhan House, Elsie Naomi
McLuhan. Born in Nova Scotia in 1889, Elsie moved near Mannville, Alberta as a teen and developed a lifelong love of the
arts. She instilled her passion for elocution in her children and students late into her life. As an educator and theatre
artist, she travelled throughout North America to pursue her dreams as an elocutionist. Elsie McLuhan was a woman
ahead of her time, travelling widely to pursue her career performing readings, sketches and lectures about motivational
topics that were important to her. Elsie was a working Actress and teacher who had a great influence on her son, Marshall
McLuhan. She died in 1961 with her son close by and is buried in Etobicoke, Ontario.
From very early on in McLuhan’s life, Elsie’s vocation must have been a topic of intense discussion and, indeed,
of controversy within the family. As McLuhan grew, and particularly after he changed his university concentration
from Engineering to English at age 18, this interest grew with him and exchanges about it on a theoretical level
became common between mother and son. These were conducted orally as long as both of them remained in
Winnipeg, and then by letter when Elsie left for Toronto in 1933 and McLuhan began his studies in Cambridge
in 1934. Indeed, their correspondence in Letters broaches the subject of elocution over and over again. (C.
McEwan, April 18, 2016, McLuhan’s New Sciences)
In commemoration of this unrecognized woman artist, Arts Habitat commissioned resident artists of the Tennis Club
collective to paint a mural on the overhead door of the studio facing the alley. The purpose of the project is to engage
with the importance of the arts, the Highlands community, and encourage original artworks at McLuhan House. The mural
beautifies the alley, contributes walkability, and celebrates the history of the McLuhans’ interest in the arts.
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