
YOUR  
ONTARIO PLACE

Incredible change looms over Ontario Place. The iconic 
architecture and the bright colours of the village, the signs 
and the waterslides are at odds with the eerie silence. It is 
waiting for a decision from us.

How did we get here? How did the confidence that Ontario 
Place displayed in those early years slip into meandering 
uncertainty? Once we were able to say proudly, “Ontario 
Place: It’s All Yours!” and now it’s as if we’re left to ponder  
a question: “Whose Ontario Place?”

This exhibition reconstructs your Ontario Place through 
conceptual drawings, previously unseen photographs, and 
the original model from the archives of Craig, Zeidler & 
Strong architects. Visitors can also contribute their own 
stories at our Memory Wall.

But revisiting the past is not enough. This exhibition also 
presents 3 crucial principles to guide whatever Ontario 
Place becomes, and 3 proposals for what it could be.

HOW IT ALL BEGAN
Born out of Canada’s optimistic nationalism of the late 1960s, Ontario 
Place began as a desire to replace the Ontario Pavillion at the Canadian 
National Exhibition and revitalize Toronto’s over-industrialized waterfront. 
Perhaps due to jealousy over Expo ’67 in Montreal (and the sizable 
federal investment that facilitated it), the Government of Ontario 
proposed a brand new facility, separate from the CNE, and upon the 
suggestion of architect Eberhard Zeidler, they decided to “plunk it into 
the lake”—cavalier words that did not do justice to the challenges ahead. 

Quickly, Zeidler found that engineering the elevated Ontario Place 
Pods against waves and wind would cost 90% of the project’s budget. 
Distressed by this roadblock, he took a vacation with his family to the 
Bahamas where he observed the wave-breaking action of barrier reefs. 
He realized that by constructing an artificial reef of sunken ships and 
landfill around the foundations of the Pods, the cost of engineering them 
could be reduced from $9 million to $900,000.

As a result, the designers suddenly had 51 acres of landfill that needed 
a use. After some debate, they agreed to furnish the new grounds with 
the beloved Forum, the Children’s Village, three commercial “villages,” 
and a marina, not to mention a wealth of canals, walkways and wooded 
areas. Ironically, these secondary elements outlasted the exhibition in the 
Pods—the initial motivation for the project—by decades.

Almost all construction materials originated in Ontario: the steel of the 
Pods was mined and refined in Ontario, the landfill hauled from Toronto’s 
booming construction sites, the Cinesphere’s architectural processes 
and material hailed from Eastern Ontario, and many of the trees were 
transplanted from the Provincial lands near Barrie, Ontario.

“Ontario Place is a mirror to show you yourself. Your heritage. 
Your land. Your work. Your creativity. And your tomorrow.”

—Ontario Place promotional brochure, 1969

Above: Ontario Place, frozen.



THE PODS
The five suspended Pods were once the heart of Ontario 
Place. Built to replace the Ontario Pavillion at the CNE in 
1971, four of the Pods initially held an elaborate multimedia 
exhibition exploring the past, present and future of 
Ontario. At the outset, the exhibition was so integral to 
the idea of Ontario Place that Premier John Robarts 
used “exhibition” and “Ontario Place” interchangeably in 
a speech promoting the project. The remaining Pod held 
four restaurants, each with its own distinct atmosphere.

To tell the story of Ontario, the exhibition employed a 
combination of multitrack stereo sound, artifacts, and 
projections onto hundreds of hanging, inflated shapes that 
the audience could move through. The first three areas 
presented the natural and human history of the province—

from the beginning of life on earth to the post-WWII 
economic boom. The fourth area explored the future, 
featuring emerging technologies alongside our anticipated 
challenges, notably the degredation of the environment.

Due to mixed reviews and diminishing attendance, the 
exhibition was dismantled shortly after Ontario Place 
opened. The Pods eventually found another life as 
an event rental facility, only allowing a select few to 
enjoy these unique buildings today. In this new life, the 
Pods abandoned their role as a public space for all 
Ontarians—a torch passed on to other parts of the park.

BUILT TO ADAPT
From their inception, Eb Zeidler intended the Pods to 
accommodate nearly any use that might inhabit them, exhibitions 
or otherwise, so they were designed for maximum flexibility 
through simplicity. Despite the unique aesthetic of the bridge-
like suspension structure that elevates the Pods over the lake, at 
the most basic level, each Pod is an 8,000 sq. ft., three-storey 
box. It can be clad in glass or steel, cut up with interior walls or 
floors, and have its pedestrian traffic redirected with ramps and 
bridges. The Pods were even designed for easy reproduction, so 
the cluster of five could theoretically grow in number endlessly. 
Zeidler writes in the architect’s statement, “this principle of growth 
and change carries within itself the solution of the problems of our 
cities in the future.”

1 Suspension structures;  2 constructing steel frames;  3+4 exterior views; 
5+6 two areas of the now defunct restaurant Pod;  7 crowd entering the Pods; 

8 “Welcome Wall” of the opening exhibition;  9 view from the East.
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THE CINESPHERE
On opening weekend, Ontario Place brought in far fewer 
visitors than expected, but even then, the Cinesphere 
attracted people in droves. The “golf ball” next to the Pods 
(technically, a triodetic dome) was the first permanent 
home of IMAX—a Canadian-made, large-format film 
projection system, invented for Expo ’70 in Osaka, Japan. 
Refining earlier experimental techniques that used multiple 
projectors to create films that wrapped around the viewer, 
the first ever IMAX movie,Tiger Child, required only one 
projector, and filled a six-storey screen in Osaka. Ontario 
Place bought that projector from Expo ‘70, and used it at 
the Cinesphere for 40 years, finally retiring it in 2011.

A 1969 promotional brochure for Ontario Place proudly 
advertised the wonders of the Cinesphere a year before 

Tiger Child had been produced, and in fact, before the 
technology itself was even usable. What’s more, the 
Ontario Place dome attempted to push IMAX even further. 
Cinesphere was equipped to show conventional film 
formats alongside IMAX films. It also featured 24-track, 
400-speaker audio and an innovative curved screen that 
even surpassed the Expo display’s sense of immersion. 
IMAX went on to perfect this curved screen technique 
with Omnimax, as seen at the Ontario Science Centre. 

Before its closure in 2012, Cinesphere still served as a 
cinema, presenting a variety of documentaries, popular 
films, and film festivals.

FIRST FOUR FILMS
The first four films commissioned for presentation at the 
Cinesphere each examined a region of Ontario with a budget of 
$270,000. The two lesser-known films, Home By the Waters and 
Where the North Begins (directed by David Mackay, producer 
of the award-winning A Place to Stand) showcased life in South-
Western and North-Central Ontario respectively. Michael Milne 
and Peter Pearson’s better-known Seasons in the Mind offered 
a lyrical portrait of the people of Eastern Ontario throughout 
the seasons. The most famous of the four, IMAX co-founder 
Graeme Ferguson’s North of Superior, presented the wild beauty 
of Northern Ontario, from waterfalls and rapids to forest fires. 
Ferguson’s stunning use of aerial cinematography became a staple 
of future IMAX documentaries.

1 Lineup for the show;  2 resting in the shadow of the dome;  3 parade marching 
toward Cinesphere;  4+5 exterior lights by night;  6 view from the West.
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THE FORUM
Over the years, the Forum hosted such big names 
in music as Ray Charles, BB King, Bruce Cockburn, 
Murray McLauchlin, Tina Turner and Gordon 
Lightfoot, not to mention a host of ballet, orchestral, 
and multicultural acts. With an impressive tented roof 
and a rotating stage, the Forum comfortably seated 
2,500 under the canopy and 5,000 more on the 
surrounding hills, though the Canadian Encyclopedia 
claims some events packed in up to 20,000 people.

In 1991, talks began about adding a new amphitheatre 
to Ontario Place, which evolved into a plan to replace 
the Forum. In 1994, a group opposing its demolition 
(and the “chainsaw massacre” of 400 mature trees) 

formed around journalist Lisa Rochon and architect 
Eb Zeidler. The demolition moved ahead regardless, 
protected by the autonomy Ontario Place held as a 
Crown Corporation located on Provincial land.

The Molson Amphitheatre that replaced the Forum 
seats 16,000 and sports updated audio-visual 
systems. It continues to draw crowds and top musical 
acts, however unlike the Forum, the Amphitheatre 
rarely shares patrons with Ontario Place itself due to 
its poor connection to the rest of the grounds.

5

2

1 Zeidler’s proposed master plan for Ontario Place with new amphitheatre on 
East Island and Forum intact, 1991;  2 exterior view;  3 seating in the round faces 

rotating stage;  4 “save the forum” flyer;  5 view into the Forum from hillside.

HMCS HAIDA
Every year at the Forum, the Toronto Symphony Orchestra would 
perform Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture, punctuated by a gun salute 
from the warship HMCS Haida docked nearby at Ontario Place. 
The last surviving example of WWII-era Tribal Class destroyers 
built for the Royal Canadian Navy, the Haida sat in a basin North 
of the Children’s Village until 2002, when it moved to Hamilton. 
One of the most famous ships in the RCN, the ship served during 
preparations for D-Day off the coast of France, sinking more 
enemy ships than any other in the RCN, and in 1952 it became the 
first ship ever to receive the title of Her Majesty’s Canadian Ship. 
While at Ontario Place, the ship acted as a museum recounting its 
service history, and the lifestyle of the 250 men who served on it.
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THE ISLANDS
Ontario Place was imagined as an integrated project, 
seamlessly fusing architecture, art, nature, and city, 
each element complementing and learning from the 
others. Landscape architect Michael Hough designed 
the islands as a complex network of wooded areas to 
explore, providing countless views of the Pods, Toronto’s 
skyline, Ontario Place’s 350-slip harbour, and the grounds 
themselves. Hough intended the islands to eventually 
evolve into an untended woodland, more like Tommy 
Thompson Park than the lawns and gardens of High Park.

Out of this landscape rose the East, West and Harbour 
Villages, the Forum, and the Children’s Village, which 
all used repetitive patterns to evoke the kind of beauty 
commonly found in nature. The Villages, in particular, 

were meant to appear from one side like a rock formation 
jutting out of the land, and like the Pods, new modules 
could be added to them, growing in geometric patterns 
like crystals. From the other side, however, this natural 
image gave way to an urban one. Storefronts inspired 
by pop art and contemporary graphic design exploded 
with colour and liveliness, and crowded restaurant patios 
spilled onto the waterside promenades.

This balance between tranquil natural settings and bustling 
urban ones offered visitors a variety of experiences, but 
this subtle balance has slowly been crowded out by the 
ever-growing number of mostly child-oriented attractions.

1 Shady canal;  2 footpath;  3 feeding Canada geese; 4 restaurant patio;   
5+6 West Island Village; 7 secluded beach; 8 aerial view of islands, 1979.
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“When we’re finished, it should look like God made it.” 
—Eb Zeidler, quoted in “The $19 Million Magical Mystery Tour,” Toronto Week, May 22, 1971
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THE  
CHILDREN’S 
VILLAGE

For the first year of its operation, Ontario Place 
offered no attractions designed for children. When the 
Children’s Village opened in 1972, attendance lept by over 
500,000—a success that marked the beginning of Ontario 
Place’s slow transformation into a children’s theme park.

However, the Children’s Village had a very different 
character than Ontario Place’s later child-oriented 
attractions. Designed by play structure pioneer Eric 
McMillan, it consisted of open-ended equipment where 
kids could test their skills in front of their parents and 
peers. Unlike amusement rides, which offer entertainment 
to be passively consumed, the Village relied on children’s 
own drives to run and scream, to build things and knock 
them over, to perform and flirt with danger.

The original play structure required relatively little 
maintenance and staff supervision (aside from a nearby 
First Aid tent), and no electricity. Much of the equipment 
could also be removed from under the tent, theoretically 
allowing the Village to double as space for events such as 
trade shows, and avoiding the need for a dedicated event 
area that sits empty when unused.

The conversion of Ontario Place at large into a  
profit-oriented, ride-based children’s theme park would 
eventually crowd out the simpler Children’s Village, which 
was free with entrance.

1 Collage of conceptual drawings;  2 mounted waterguns;  3 zipline over water;   
4 climbing equipment;  5 bouncy inflated cushion;  6 towers, nets and bridges.
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IT TAKES A VILLAGE...
“Ontario Place was a dream job ... Unfortunately 
the management of the project became driven by 
power struggles. I tendered my resignation three 
times to protest the strangling of the project’s 
spirit and potential. On the third occasion, the 
management’s response was to close down the 
whole design department.” 

—Eric McMillan, “Dreams for North America”
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THE  
LONG  
GOODBYE
The craggy line of Ontario Place’s attendance figures tells a 
story of short-term solutions, ever-changing leadership, and 
over-specialization.

...

SCANDAL
In 1988, the Province launched a public inquiry into Ontario Place’s 
accounting practices. Soon scathing articles began to appear in 
newspapers and magazines, enumerating the financial inconsistencies 
that Ontario Place had accumulated over the last 20 years of operation. 
Two of the more egregious errors involved the disappearance of 36% of 
contracts with suppliers, and an inexplicable leap of $3.7 million to $9.8 
million in the valuation of some of the park’s furniture from 1984 to 1987.

In 1988, control of the Ontario Place board was handed over to Patti 
Starr, a rising community leader in Toronto who vowed to clean up 
mismanagement and cut the park’s losses. In her first year as Chair, 
she reduced the park’s operating loss from $4.3 million to $2.2 million, 
largely through corporate sponsorship. However, the following year, Starr 
resigned from her post amidst allegations regarding the illegal use of 
funds from an unrelated charitable organization.

Since then, Ontario Place’s operating loss has continued to fluctuate 
erratically. Despite reaching nearly double the operating loss that 
prompted the inquiry in 1988, no further investigation has been pursued.
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