CRYSTAL CLEAR

FUMIHIKO MAKI'S FIRST
BUILDING IN CANADA IS A
DECEIVINGLY COMPLEX
CULTURAL BUILDING OF A
QUALITY RARELY SEEN IN
THIS COUNTRY.
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It is a rare occurrence when the complex engi-
neering strategies and design details comprising
a building merge into a sublime architectural ex-
perience. Such is the case with the Delegation of
the Ismaili Imamat building in Ottawa. Designed
by Fumihiko Maki, the building is the veteran
Japanese architect’s first commission in Canada.
Working with Moriyama & Teshima Architects—
the architects of record—Maki and his team have
achieved an extraordinary level of resolution and
refinement throughout the building. No detail
was overlooked or overdesigned. Equally remark-
able is the commitment of His Highness the Aga
Khan, an enlightened client who understands
how architecture can become a significant testa-
ment to his efforts in global pluralism, cultural
heritage, and social and economic development—
efforts that focus on both the Islamic world and
the Ismaili diaspora.

The building's program is relatively simple.
What is decidedly complex is the precision con-
tained within the architecture. Every joint, cor-
ner and seam is perfectly aligned—wall panels,
reveals, mullions and ventilation grilles were de-
signed with extremely low tolerances. From the
lowly floor drains in the parking garage to the
concealed hinge detail on the exterior emergency
exit doors, the building’s architectural language
is tightly edited. When discussing the construe-
tion process with Maki and Associates Design
Director Gary Kamemoto and with architects
from the Toronto and Ottawa offices of Moriyama
& Teshima Architects, it became clear that the
coordination of all aspects of the building had to
be diligently and diplomatically resolved with the
contractor and numerous tradespeople. Each had
his or her own working culture that needed to be
meshed with the culture of design in Maki's
Tokyo office.

The site of the Delegation building was origi-
nally owned by the National Capital Commission
(NCC), a Crown corporation entrusted with the
management of federal lands and buildings.

When the Aga Khan was looking for a site, he
wanted his building to be on a section of Sussex
Drive that is part of Confederation Boulevard, a
7.5-kilometre ceremonial route containing some
of Canada’s most important institutions which,
according to the NCC, helps “people to discover
important aspects of Canada’s government, cul-
ture, heritage, landscape and relations with
other nations of the world.” The site eventually
chosen was a tight one-hectare leftover parcel of
land adjacent to the Saudi Arabian embassy. The
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site lies four metres below street level and is dif-
ficult to access. given that it is marooned to the
north by a busy highway and off-ramps of the
MacDonald-Cartier Bridge and King Edward
Avenue. Moreover, the building was restricted
to an 11-metre height with specific setbacks on
either side.

Because of the height restrictions, Maki and
his team adopted a horizontal approach to the
building’s massing and sought to frame views of
several significant elements nearby, such as the
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Ottawa River to the west, and both Old City Hall and the Gatineau Hills to

the north.

From the outset of the project’s announcement in 2002, His Highness the

Aga Khan stipulated that the building must contain a material palette that
would range from clear to translucent—an architectural language that would
serve to describe his organization's work in the public realm. Moreover, the
architecture had to capture the Islamic spirit, but not in a slavish manner

I'he Delegation building is intended to represent the Aga Khan's institu

tional network comprising a range of non ational. thropic

and development agencies that constitute the Aga Khan Development

Network (AKDN). Open to the public every Saturday, not only does the
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While the symbolic entrance to the building is on Sussex Drive. the main



entrance is off Boteler Street. Two rectangular-
shaped wings encase an exterior and interior
courtyard. The exterior courtyard was designed
around the concept of the chahar-bagh, a tradi-
tional Islamic garden. The interior courtyard or
atrium space is contained beneath a structural
steel and glazed roof that the Aga Khan mandated
to serve as the metaphorical equivalent of a rock
crystal “because of its translucency, its multiple
planes, and the fascination with its colours.”

Wrapping the two courtyards with administrative,

educational and residential program serves to
create an inner sanctuary protected from the out-
side world. To lift the Delegation building to a
level that is more in line with Sussex Drive, its
brilliantly white base sits atop a large granite
plinth.

When His Highness the Aga Khan opened the
building in December 2008, he stated that his
intention for the building was “to share, within a
western setting, the best of Islamic life and heri-
tage.” Similar to the Ismaili Centre (designed by
Charles Correa) and the Aga Khan Museum (also
designed by Fumihiko Maki) to be built in To-
ronto, the Delegation building is supposed to re-
flect the Aga Khan's conviction that “buildings
can do more than simply house people and pro-
grams. They can also reflect our deepest values,
as great architecture captures esoteric thought in
physical form.”

To achieve the immaculately white exterior of
the building, Maki's office selected 26-mm thick
panels of white Neopariés—a versatile material
comprised of erystallized glass beads that, when
compressed into slabs, resembles marble. Unlike
its stone counterpart, Neopariés has the ability to
maintain its colour and appearance over time—an
important quality given the building’s proximity
to the heavily salted wintry roads adjacent to the
site. Furthermore, the extremely smooth glass-
based panels don’t absorb water and are highly
reflective. When visiting the building late last
summer, the sunlight reflecting off the building’s
exterior panels was blinding at close range.

Nevertheless, the building contains significant
amounts of natural material: blue lapis lazuli
from Namibia graces the outside terrace, Croa-
tian limestone is used throughout the exterior
courtyard, and volcanic basaltina can be found
upon entry. Much of the material used for the
panelling, flooring, millwork and furniture is a
light-coloured maple. An interesting feature
contained within the atrium’s maple floor is the
incorporation of the number 49, symbolizing the
Aga Khan himself, who is the 4gth Ismaili Imam.

Although the building is 11 metres in height,
there was one variance required, and that was for
the rock crystal-inspired glass roof which reach-
es an apex of 17 metres. Engineered largely by
John Kooymans of the firm Halcrow Yolles, the
complex roof structure is comprised of 2 woven

rop SUSPENDED WOVEN GLASSFIBRE SCREENS ARE INSTALLED ON A DIAGONAL AXIS RELATIVE TO
THE GLASS ROOF ABOVE TO CREATE A DYNAMIC ARRAY OF SHADOWS ON THE MAPLE FLOCR.
asove THE EXTERIOR AND INTERIOR COURTYARDS COMPRISE TWO INNER SANCTUARIES WITHIN THE
ADMINISTRATIVE AND EDUCATIONAL WINGS OF THE DELEGATION BUILDING

glass-fibre fabric pulled tight and suspended be-
neath the roof on a diagonal axis, thereby provid-
ing an asymmetrical composition for the atrium.
The roof spans 25 metres and had to be strong
enough to support over 4o tonnes of glass, plus
the heavy wind and snow loads typical of a city
like Ottawa. The structural solution achieved a
grid of thin-profile solid steel bars braced with
tension rods and assembled with friction bolts.
The entire glass roof is suspended by a ring beam
running the entire perimeter of the interior
courtyard, resulting in a structure that appears to

float in position. Eliminating the clumsiness of
an aluminum frame system, the glass skin is
completely integrated with the steel structure.
The panels are constructed using three layers of
low-iron glass and include a ceramic frit to filter
sunlight. Even though the architects were given a
lot of time to design and build the project, the
only glazing manufacturers capable of fabricating
the glass roof—Gartner Steel and Glass GmbH of
Germany—initially required over two years to
build the 657 components. Since the roof needed
to be assembled in less than a year, Kamemoto
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visited the glazing manufacturer to convince them of the design concept
and to facilitate their intrinsic involvement with the project, all the while
helping them to develop a streamlined approach to expedite the construc
fion process

Beneath the glass roof, Islamic-inspired lattice screens constructed of
lightweight sand-casted aluminum add another dimension to the visual
clarity and translucency contained in the design brief. They are meant to
evoke carved marble and wood scereens found in traditional Islamic archi-
tecture. Custom Aluminum Foundry, a company that normally makes cast-
ings for machine parts, fabricated the 180 panels that comprise these lattice
SCTeens.

It took

memoto, who has spent his 25 years as an architect working solely at Maki

even to eight years to complete the Delegation building. Ka-

and Associates, led the project and flew to Ottawa nearly 40 times to see the
building through to its completion. Members of Moriyama & Teshima's de-
sign team were on site almost every day, with Norman Jennings managing
the coordination process within the office, Po Ma working through the de-
tails, and Louis Lortie coordinating the overall project’s construction.
Maki's design for the Delegation of the Ismaili Imamat demonstrates an
astute interpretation of the client's requirement for a building that symbol-
izes the activities of the Aga Khan and the AKDN. We can only hope that
such dedication to architecture continues to exist in more clients, and that
the efforts of the architects, engineers, and trades involved in this project

continue to inspire more buildings of similar quality. CA
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