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HERITAGE CHARACTER STATEMENT 

The Main Cellblock, Saint-Vincent-de-Paul Penitentiary, Laval, Quebec was built in 
several stages between 1864 and 1978. It consists of 11 wings, namely B-1, B-2, B-3, 
B-4, B-5, B-6, B-9, B-1 5, B-1 8, B-1 9, C-7. However, this designation is specific to Wings 
B-1, B-2, B-3, B-6 and B-9 only. The North Wing (B-2) was designed under the direction 
of the Prison Inspectors by Pierre Gauvreau. Other 19th century work was designed by 
architect John Bowes, Department of Public Works. The architectural staff of the 
Department of Justice designed the 20th century work until 1962; the Department of 
Public Works after 1962. It is the property of Correctional Services Canada. See  
FHBRO Building Report 89-33. 

Reasons for Designation  

The Wings B1, B2, B3, B6 and B9 of the Main Cellblock were designated a Recognized 
heritage building for their historical associations, craftsmanship and landmark character. 

The Main Cellblock represents the expansionary phase of federal corrections policy in 
the 19th century. In its use of established design approaches in its expansion, it also 
represents the lack of innovation in correctional policy in the 20th century. It is 
associated with the 1962 prison riot, the worst such event in Canadian penal history. 
As an integral part of the penitentiary, the Main Cellblock was a major economic factor 
in the development of the village of Saint-Vincent-de-Paul. The original exterior 
stonework is of exceptional quality; the dome is a landmark in the community as well as 
a rare survivor of this type of engineering work. 

Character Defining Elements  

The heritage character of the Main Cellblock is defined by the detailing and materials of 
the exterior elevations of three sections: the north wing (B-2), the northeast wing (B-3), 
and the dome (B-1). The dome interior and the overall landmark quality of the Main 
Cellblock are important elements of the structure's heritage character. 

The original stonework is composed of enormous blocks of finely worked ashlar 
limestone laid in regular courses. The dome, which is relatively unaltered both inside 
and out, has a square base with heavy stone walls and a convex, mansard roof topped 
by a roofed monitor. The roof assemblage of gently arched roof trusses is virtually 
intact except for its original copper roofing material and a cast-iron weathervane. The 
interior cast-iron stairs and galleries and the surviving floor support system of shallow 
brick arches and cast-iron beams should be retained. The north wing, believed to be 
the oldest section, has retained its original exterior stonework and 
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restrained Italianate detailing, including tall arched windows and cut-stone lugsills and 
voussoirs. The scale and handling of materials on the northeast wing exterior, largely 
copied from the earlier wings, is relatively unchanged. 

The original stonework, detailing, scale, proportion and siting of the dome, north wing 
and northeast wing should be retained. Repair and restoration work should be 
preceded by consultation with skilled masonry conservators. 
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