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A former bAnk in a 1928 neoclassical 
skyscraper in Old Montreal has found new 
life as a collective office and café for the 
young tech company Crew. Arch itect Henri 
Cleinge has created an elegant work - 
place through the skillful integration of 
the original architectural elements with a 
rich new material palette, adding contem-
porary flair to a historic space. 

Crew wanted a casual, flexible environ-
ment with a variety of work spaces, both 
private and public. Cleinge, whose work 
embraces simple forms and the use of  
raw materials, designed a layered space 
that comprises a public café, conference 
rooms and desks for the Crew team, and 
rentable “V.I.P.” desks and “quiet bunks” 
for freelancers. 

One challenge was to create distinct 
areas that would also encourage interac-
tion among all users. To accomplish this, 
the architect placed glazed conference 
rooms behind existing teller booths, using 
these historic cubicles as transparent 
buffer zones between the café and Crew’s 
private work area. The “quiet bunks” 
lining the café on two sides, offering 
seclusion for up to four people, also sepa-
rate the V.I.P. desks on the perimeter from 
the space open to the general public at  
the center. 

The design team carefully selected 
materials and finishes to inject a modern 
yet subdued feel into the 12,000-square-
foot café and offices. “The question was, 
what materials could we bring in that 
would have a dialogue with the historic 
architecture? We didn’t want to do any-
thing phony—we wanted it to blend in,” 
says the architect. Echoing brass elements 
from the ornate suspended light fixtures 
and teller stands, Cleinge opted for the use 
of brass-plated steel throughout, most 
prominently to clad the conference rooms 
and work booths. The architect installed a 
white oak floor in the sequestered zone 
behind the former teller stands, a choice 
that complements the golden tinge of the 
original materials while providing noise 
control. To balance the lighting, the design 
team replaced incandescent bulbs with 
warm LEDs in chandeliers, and installed 
custom fixtures over the café, and small, 
discreet downlights in conference rooms 
and bunks. 

The resulting intervention, which 
Cleinge likens to “a temporary installa-
tion,” nods to the past while embracing 
tenets of 21st- century work life: commu-
nity, collaboration, and creativity. nP
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The architect 
accommodated a 
complex program by 
inserting private, 
semiprivate, and 
public zones into the 
yawning first floor of 
a neoclassical 
building (above), 
once home to the 
Royal Bank of 
Canada. Through the 
use of glazing and 
brass-plated steel, 
conference rooms 
are visually 
permeable while 
being acoustically 
private (left).

HENRI CLEINGE TRANSFORMS A LAVISH BEAUX-ARTS INTERIOR 
INTO A MODERN WORKSPACE.  BY ALEX KLIMOSKI
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