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Ask Douglas Cardinal, one of the world’s foremost architects and designer of the distinctively sculpted Canadian Museum of Civilization in Ottawa, how he creates and the answer is surprising. 

“The architectural design comes from the inside out. I have no idea what the exterior will look like – that’s the excitement for me. I don’t have a preconception of how a building should look. Each design is a creation,” says Mr. Cardinal, the 70-year-old native architect. 

“When I design a building, it is around the needs of people who will use it. I must know what their vision is. Then I look at each room or cell. Each is different and has a specific function. It also has a relationship to the cells around it. I see how these cells function and try to understand their genetic code.”

A firm believer in form following function Mr. Cardinal says, “the design evolves almost as a living thing. Sometimes I see a knot in its spinal cord!” He says that when placed on the site, he can see its relationship to the sun and the wind. It’s more exciting to work with the needs of people, to see how they flourish in certain spaces. I still enjoy it,” admits the architect who first used the organic concept to design St. Mary’s Church in his home town of Red Deer, Alberta, in 1965.

He says that while people credit him with developing an indigenous style of organic architecture, he has always looked at it in the broader sense – as a modification of the International Style. 

“As a student I felt that Bauhaus and Modern architecture had little to do with people. They were devoid of art, beauty, sculpture,” he says warming to his favorite subject. “These are important to our environment. When we are surrounded by McArchitecture or throw-away buildings it affects our psyches, our growth, our evolution.”

Organic architecture is not so much a style as a process he explains. “It actually grew out of Greek and Egyptian architecture. The Greek columns and capitals are derived from the area’s flora and fauna. This architecture grew out of the people’s relationship with the environment and with the human form.”

Mr. Cardinal says he was first influenced by the Baroque style. “It intrigued and amazed me, especially after Art Nouveau and Art Deco – that wasn’t architecture. It had been degraded into boxes and lacked integrated qualities. I thought if I’m in a setting like Canada – and not Greece or Egypt – why not do what the Group of Seven did? Why not emulate the dramatic forms of nature here, and the relationship of male and female forms?” So he investigated the works of Alvar Aalto in Scandinavia, Antoni Gaudí in Spain and Frank Lloyd Wright in America. And, as they say, the rest is history. 

His distinctive beautifully curved undulating forms have garnered him the Order of Canada, the Governor General’s Award for Visual and Media Arts, the National Aboriginal Achievement Award and made him a Fellow of the Royal Canadian Architecture Institute. 

Now with concerns about sustainable development and respecting the environment, he wonders how architects can make a difference. Rather than wasting energy, he asks “why aren’t we bringing more light and sunshine into buildings, and using solar and wind power, and putting in green roofs where plants grow on the rooftops?” Maybe, he says, the Kyoto Agreement will have some influence. “There is a real opportunity in the future to create a harmony with people and the environment,” he says.

Interview conducted January 2005.

To find out more, visit: 

Douglas J. Cardinal Architect Ltd.

http://www.djcarchitect.com
Architectural Tour of the Canadian Museum of Civilization

http://www.civilization.ca/cmc/architecture/tour08e.html
New Organic Architecture: The Breaking Wave by David Pearson  http://www.gaiabooks.co.uk/books/new_organic_architectureintro.htm
Archiseek: online architecture resources

http://canada.archiseek.com/buildings.html
Building Canada: Selection of images from the John Bland Collection of Canadian Architecture

http://cac.mcgill.ca/cac/bland/building/
