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Now We ave a Voice:
n igenous Architects
Re esign Cana a

Thanks oane genera ion of visionaries, ci ies like Toron o and Vancouver are
finally beginning o reflec he legacies of heir na ive people.
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Stainless steel beads form shimmering fringe along the perimeter of the new

Anishnawbe Health Toronto, a comm nity center so theast of downtown Toronto

Above them, perforated al min m panels mimic the geometric patterns of
ndigeno s ceremonial shawls n the wind, the fringe gently jingles

“The fringe is abo t the so nd,” said Matthew Hickey, a partner at Toronto’s Two
Row Architects, one of the firms that designed the b ilding “Jingle dresses are

sed for ceremonies t’s a movement and effect yo don’t typically see in
architect re”



Anishnawb H alth Toronto, a comm nity ¢ nt r, willb
part of Toronto’s ndig no sH b

Th h althc nt r,whichaimstos rv mor than 90,000 local ndig no sp opl
with abl nd of W st rn and traditional m dicin , marks th first phas of a
plann d ndig no s H b in Toronto that will alsoincl d ho sing andr tail Mor
thanj stavis ald part r for Toronto archit ct r , which has favor d glass
tow rs and black ob lisks,ith raldsth m rg nc ofan wclassof ndig no s
archit cts, whos workhasb com aprimary driv rof th city’slandscap aft r
d cad sof xcl sionfrom th ir chos n prof ssion



“The past has not been recognized,” said Mr Hickey, 47, who is Mohawk and a
member of the Six Nations of the Grand River “A lack of identity has developed in
this place — we tend to import b ildings from E rope, with banks that imitate
Greek temples ”

Matthew Hickey is a partner at Two Row Architects, one of
the firms that designed Anishnawbe Health Toronto

Today, fewer than 0 licensed ndigeno s architects are practicing in all of anada,
according to Patrick Reid Stewart, a Vanco ver architect who leads the ndigeno s
Task Force of the Royal Architect ral nstit te of anada, and a hereditary chief of



the Nisga’a Nation “B t they’re making their presence felt There was never a
voice, and now we have a voice”

ntil 96 , anada’s ndian Act forced its ndigeno s people to choose between
seeking a professional ed cation and maintaining their stat s as First Nations
citizens — a choice that “p tyo inthe ncomfortable position between honoring
yo rc It re and heritage, or wanting to be part of anadian society,” said avid
Fortin, a professor of architect re at the niversity of Waterloo in Ontario and a
citizen of the Métis Nation of Ontario “ t wasn’tj st architect re — that was any
professional field ”

Stainless steel beads along the perimeter of Anishnawbe Health Toronto reference
jingle dresses

Fifty years after algary born o glas ardinal became anada’s first certified

ndigeno s architect, his legacy is being rekindled in the work of architects like
Eladia Smoke, fo nder of the Hamilton, Ontario based Smoke Architect re, whose
projects have incl deda $ 0 million anchor b ilding at entennial ollege in
Scarboro gh, Ontario



A collaboration with global firm Ellis on onstr ction and Toronto architect re
firm ialog,the entennial ollege project “drew on an ndigeno s narrative and

ndigeno sval es,” Ms Smoke said Among the b ilding’s distinctive feat res: An
indoor space inspired by wigwams, the traditional dome shaped dwelling of
Northeastern ndigeno s people; an exterior meant to evoke animal skin or fish
scales; and an o tdoor atri m “designed on principles of the Midewigan, an open
frame bentwood teaching lodge,” according to a project brief
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Eladia Smoke fo nded Smoke Architect re, based in
Hamilton, Ontario



esign concepts like these have long been part of ndigeno sc It res,b t
ndigeno s architects in anada have been “trained to se design principles from

places they’re not from,” said Ms Smoke, 47, who is Anishinaabekwe, and a
member of the Obishikokaang/Lac Se 1 First Nation “That’s how was trained”

Last year, Ms Smoke fo nded Amplify ndigeno s Voices in Architect re, a
nonprofit that aims to “enco rage yo ng people to enter the profession, and to

s pport elders to convey architect ral teachings to the next generation,” she said
After a “birthing ceremony” in September, Ms Smoke hopes to begin operations
this year

ollaborations between ndigeno s architects and larger legacy firms are starting
to change the discipline For Toronto’s awes Road P blic Library, Smoke
Architect re conceived ab ilding inspired by a blanket “On the one hand, it’s a
metaphor for comm nity services,” said Andrew Frontini, design director of the
global firm Perkins + Will, a larger firm that partnered with Ms Smoke on the
project “On the other hand, a blanket drapes and folds How do yo make a
b ilding do that? ’med cated in Western architect ral traditions, so large
metaphors were both o t of my comfort zone and a concept al str ggle”
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Th nt nnial oll g proj ct“dr wonan ndig no snarrativ and ndig no s
val s”Ms Smok said

With nco rag m nt from Ms Smok , Mr Frontini’st am “st pp d back and
fo nd an wway of working,”h said singf It, wood n scaffolding and a
scanning app, th firm “b gan to translat th story of ablank tintoab ilding
This proj ct got s pasto rown inhibitions, and th cli ntlov dit”

Firms lik P rkins + Will ar n’tj st partn ring with ndig no sd sign rso tof
altr ism n 0 5, anada’sTr th and R conciliation ommission p blish d 94 calls
to action aft r cons lting with ndig no s comm niti s, civicl ad rsand s rvivors
of th co ntry’s notorio s ndian R sid ntial Schools, which p nish d st d nts for
sing th ir nativ lang ag or acknowl dgingth ir h ritag Now, obtaining
1 crativ gov rnm nt contractsr ir sth ngag m ntof“atl aston

ndig no sknowl dg carri r who can advis ad signt am,” said Mr Fortin, th
archit ct r prof ssor andth first ndig no sp rsontodir cta school of

archit ct r in anada



“Architects haven’t been the best listeners thro gho t history, nor do they come
with h mility,” Mr Fortin said “That’s why see reconciliation as so important, and
design as s ch an opport nity forit t’san nderemphasized way tob ild
relationships with First Nations people Get to know them, b ild tr st and create
something together”

Some ndigeno s architects bristle at the notion of favoritism nder the Tr th and
Reconciliation re irements “ didn’t come p thro gh the reconciliation type
atmosphere,” said Alfred Wa gh, 58, the fo nder of Vanco ver’s Formline
Architects who identifies as “stat s ndianin anada with both ndigeno s and
Northern E ropean descent” “ came o tof schoolin 993, when people tho ght
was getting a free ride beca se of my ndigeno s stat s My approach was to prove
myself thro gh my merit as a designer”

With its design of the ndian Residential School History and ialog e entre on the
niversity of British ol mbia camp s, Formline became the first ndigeno s
owned firm to win the Governor General’s Award, one of anada’s highest honors

Mr Wa gh’s 9 person firm “tries to combine ndigeno s ways of knowing with
Western knowledge as a positive way of moving forward,” he said On the

niversity of Toronto’s Scarboro gh camp s, that approach prod ced ndigeno s
Ho se,a“h mane and organic” timber b ilding in a sea of Br talist and modernist
facades Formline collaborated with Toronto’s LGA Architect ral Partners on the
design, which “makes yo think abo tyo r place in this world and heightens yo r
awareness of the connection to nat re,” Mr Wa gh said

B t his choices were also practical, incl ding ndergro ndt besthat p mp fresh
air into the b ilding “They’re based on an old anthropological diagram where birch
barkt besran ndergro nd to provide oxygen to a fire,” he said



Th b ildingat nt nnial oll g was a $120 million proj ct

ndig no s principl s ar informing landscap archit ct r too “ sign has
mov d so far against nat ral syst ms and laws that hav gov rn d ndig no s
c It r sfor alongtim ,”said Ashl y Mac onald,ad sign r with Toronto bas d
Spr ¢ Lab,an ndig no s own d planning firm fo nd din 2020 “Now,w 'r
coming back to thos lawsofnat r t’sabo tharn ssingth pow r of wind and
solarthathav b n s dfor v r,inst ad ofj std corativ asp cts Th s ar

1 ssonsta ghtfor g n rations”

Thanks in part to thatinh r nts dofs stainability, ndig no s archit ct r “isn’t
j sthaving amom nt,” said Mr Hick y, of Two Row Archit cts “ t'sth f t r ,
sp cially in North Am rica”



