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Synopsis

City Dreamers is a film about our changing urban environment and four trailblazing women architects who have
been working, observing and thinking about the transformations shaping the cities of today and tomorrow for over
70 years.

Documentary
Canada, 2018
81 minutes
DCP
Color and B&W
English & French
English or French

Phyllis Lambert, Blanche Lemco van Ginkel, Cornelia Hahn Oberlander and Denise Scott Brown may not be household
names, but architecture and urban planning aficionados likely know that these women have worked with some of
the greatest architects of our time, including the likes of Mies van der Rohe, Le Corbusier, Louis Kahn and
Robert Venturi. In the course of their inspiring careers, they have left an indelible mark on several cities across North
America and Europe.
Phyllis Lambert, for example, was responsible for the construction of the Seagram Building in New York, in addition
to being the founder of the Canadian Centre for Architecture and Heritage Montreal. Blanche Lemco van Ginkel is
credited, along with her husband, with saving Old Montreal from being destroyed to make way for an expressway
and with helping develop the master plan for Expo 67. Cornelia Hahn Oberlander, for her part, reinvented how
we develop urban green spaces and introduced the concept of green roofs in several major cities. And
Denise Scott Brown revolutionized the way we think about contemporary architectural and urban heritage, along
with her husband Robert Venturi.
These women, who are for the most part still active, hold the titles of architect, urban planner, landscape architect,
curator, educator and/or activist and have amassed a long list of illustrious accomplishments, publications, honorary
degrees and other distinctions over their respective careers. But while the credentials and achievements of these
great women deserve to be more widely known and celebrated, they are not the only focus of this feature
documentary. City Dreamers is above all inspired by what has united these four women throughout their careers:
the “dream” of a fundamentally human and inclusive city.
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Featuring

Phyllis Lambert
Architect and Curator

Architect and Founding Director Emeritus of the CCA – Canadian Centre for Architecture,
Phyllis Lambert has been actively engaged in shaping cities since the 1950s. As an activist,
author, curator and critic, she doggedly champions conservation and the mise en valeur of
heritage and the urban fabric.

Denise Scott Brown
Architect and Urban Planner

Denise Scott Brown is among the most influential architects of our era. With her husband,
Robert Venturi, she has designed and executed building complexes and plans for cities and
universities, and pioneered theories that redefine architecture.

Blanche Lemco van Ginkel
Architect and Urban Planner

Blanche Lemco van Ginkel and her husband, Sandy van Ginkel, co-founded van Ginkel
Associates in 1957. The firm had a steadfast focus on circulation, the conservation of
historic districts, sustainable solutions, and pedestrian-friendly environments long before
these concerns became popular.

Cornelia Hahn Oberlander
Landscape Architect
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Cornelia Hahn Oberlander has been creating innovative environments for over 60 years.
A world leader in landscape architecture, she imagines and promotes sustainable and
socially conscious designs that combine grace and pragmatism to benefit citizen of
all ages.

Director
4

Joseph Hillel
Filmmaker

Joseph Hillel now lives in Montreal. He wrote, produced and co-directed his first documentary, Regular or Super,
Views on Mies van der Rohe, in 2004. This film on the famous architect won the Award for Best Canadian Film at
the 22nd FIFA, Best Photography Prize at the Roma Art Doc Fest, and Special Mention at the Docùpolis International
Documentary Festival in Barcelona. In 2009, his second documentary on photography, Karsh Is History, once again
received the Award for Best Canadian Film at the 27th FIFA. His previous film on Haitian culture, Ayiti Toma, was
released in Quebec in the spring of 2014 and has toured international festivals in such cities as Hamburg, Trieste,
Boston, Paris, Guadalajara, New York and Montreal.
Formerly the head of the production house Qu4tre par Quatre Films, he has also produced various short and feature-length
films, including La moitié gauche du frigo (The Left Half Side of the Fridge) by Philippe Falardeau, Un crabe dans la tête
(Soft Shell Man) by André Turpin, and the documentary Beckett’s Prisoners by Michka Saäl.

Director’s Statement

After the Second World War, few women had access to the very masculine profession of architect, even though there
was no lack of work. Many European centres had been destroyed, while cities in both Europe and America were
struggling to cope with their burgeoning populations and automobile traffic.
The city needed to be rethought. Dreaming of a more human urban environment, the four protagonists of our film
broke into this boys’ club and began creating the city of tomorrow. Their story is that of women in modern society and
of a world that was becoming more open and inclusive.

City Dreamers follows four women whose careers intersect, resemble and complement each other. Denise, Phyllis,
Blanche and Cornelia, now between the ages of 87 and 97, are the heart and soul of this documentary. Although our
four engaged citizens are seen in a historical context, they are resolutely part of the modern world.
The quality of city life depends on a variety of sociological, economic and other factors. While issues such as urban
sprawl, traffic, density, heritage preservation, green spaces and ghettoization existed before the Second World War,
it was only with the sudden growth of cities after the war that we really began to grasp their scope and complexity.
The experience of these four women exemplifies that growing awareness: they were pioneers seeking understanding
and solutions, and their originality may well stem from the fact that they were some of the rare women in what was
a male-dominated world.
The challenges facing our cities have not changed much since then. Instead, they are scaling up and becoming
increasingly complex as our cities grow at an accelerating pace. What will our cities look like? What will it be like to
live in them?
Part of the answer can be found in these women’s long experience of the changing city. Another part lies in the hands
of citizens who, like them – like us – must strive to determine how we can “live together” in our cities. This concern
and active engagement are necessary at a time of growing social inequality, increasing ghettoization of rich and poor,
worsening racial and religious tensions, and, most importantly, the looming environmental crisis. They are necessary
because today’s city, once again, needs to be rethought.
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Shot on location in Montreal, Toronto, Vancouver and Philadelphia, City Dreamers features new interviews with the
women and reveals archival materials that shed light on how our cities have grown from the mid-20th century to today.

Credits

A film by Joseph Hillel

Sound Mix: Alexandre Wang-Legentil
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Director: Joseph Hillel
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Producer: Ziad Touma
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Editor: Heidi Haines
Cinematography: Stéphanie Weber Biron,
Léna Mill-Reuillard, Étienne Boilard
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Motion Design: Guy Lessard
Produced by: Couzin Films
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Telefilm Canada, The Rogers Group of Funds
Feature-Length Theatrical Documentary Program
Sodec
Quebec Film and Television Tax Credit
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Canadian Film or Video Production Tax Credit
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Production

Photos courtesy of
CCA – Phyllis Lambert Fonds
– van Ginkel Associates Fonds
– Cornelia Hahn Oberlander Fonds
Denise Scott Brown / Venturi, Scott Brown & Associates
Studio Couzin

Couzin Films
Founded in 1999 by Ziad Touma, Couzin Films is a Montreal-based film production company. In addition to Joseph
Hillel’s feature documentary City Dreamers / Rêveuses de villes, Couzin Films has produced five fiction feature films:
Ghost Town Anthology / Répertoire des villes disparues (2019) by Denis Côté, premiering in Official Competition at
Berlinale; The Sound of Trees / Le bruit des arbres (2016) by François Péloquin that premiered in Official Competition
at the Karlovy Vary International Film Festival; The Guardian Angel / L’ange gardien (2014) by Jean-Sébastien Lord,
winner of the Gilles-Carle Award; Adam’s Wall (2008) by Michael Mackenzie, nominated at the Quebec Film Awards;
and Saved by the belles (2003) by Ziad Touma, nominated for three Canadian Screen Awards.
Couzin Films also produces interactive projects including the award-winning interactive web series The Judas / Le
judas (2012) for Radio-Canada and the multiplayer virtual reality series The Passengers / Les Passagers, developed at
the Sundance New Frontier Story Lab and that will be launched in 2020.
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Canadian Distribution
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World Sales
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www.citydreamersfilm.com
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