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For almost half a century, the Royal 
Alberta Museum (RAM) has been 

considered one of Canada’s greatest 
museums of human and natural history. 
Located in Edmonton, Alberta, the RAM 
collects, studies and preserves speci-
mens and artifacts important to the 
heritage of Alberta’s people and natural 
habitats. In addition to this, the museum 
also fosters a wide range of curatorial 
programs, such as (but not limited to) 
western Canadian history, ethnology, 
cultural communities, military and polit-
ical history, archaeology, invertebrate 
zoology, botany and geology.

Over the last 50 years, the RAM has 
had its collection balloon from 42,000 
pieces to close to 2.4 million pieces, 
quickly outgrowing the museum’s 
original location at Glenora. In 2011, 
RAM made the decision to move the 
museum, constructing an impres-
sive new building right in the heart of 
Edmonton’s downtown. The new facil-
ity is approximately twice the size of 
the old location and will have access to 
major bus routes and the city’s light rail 
transit (LRT). Work on the new down-
town location began in 2013, with the 
construction phase ending just last 
summer. The new RAM came with a 

price tag of $375.5 million; the province 
of Alberta provided $253 million and 
the government of Canada chipped in 
an additional $122.5 million.

“The privilege of designing a 
museum from the ground up gave us 
opportunities that many other muse-
ums don’t have access to,” says Chris 
Robinson, Executive Director at the 
Royal Alberta Museum. “It really allowed 
us the chance to not only ensure that 
we had all the space we needed but 
to also maximize accessibility in both 
the building design and for the exhibits 
themselves.”

As a landmark cultural institution for 
Alberta and the city of Edmonton, the 
new building is now western Canada’s 
largest museum with 419,000 square 
feet in total; of which more than 82,000 
square feet are devoted to exhibition 
space. Once open in early 2018, the new 
RAM will become one of Alberta’s great-
est cultural attractions and will be an 
integral part of Edmonton’s Arts District. 

“Our vision as a museum is to be a 
place that fosters wonder, inquiry and 
new understandings about the prov-
ince of Alberta,” says Robinson. “To be 
part of a downtown that is striving to 
entirely transform itself and be able to 

look out upon the changing cityscape 
from the museum is really a great 
opportunity for us.”

The 2011 competition for a design-
builder generated a high degree of 
international interest, including submis-
sions from two Pritzker Architecture 
Prize-winning architects. In the end, 
the project was awarded to an Alber-
ta-based team; Ledcor Design Build 
(Alberta) and the multidisciplinary firm 
DIALOG. The DIALOG team consisted of 
Edmonton and Calgary-based design-
ers (there was also some help from 
other DIALOG studios across Canada).

The building’s design concept pres-
ents a contrasting yet interwoven nar-
rative between humanity and nature, 
and the dynamic melding of interior 
and exterior places. Designers worked 
to find a proper balance between cre-
ating a wonderful and engaging public 
space for all Albertans while also offer-
ing a highly technical and environmen-
tally demanding facility. The new 
RAM has an authentic 
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Construction workers on the scene of western 
Canada’s newest/largest museum; it is 419,000 
square feet in total.



WESTERN EXTERIORS   summer 2017  15

and beauty, offering a sense of perma-
nence and endurance for the building.

“A museum that works on every 
level needs to work from a city scale 
and from a visitor perspective, and it 
also needs to work for the people who 
come to work in it every day,” says Clare. 
“There is a really important balance that 
this building strikes between its aspira-
tion, its aesthetics and its function. We 
couldn’t fail to deliver on any of these 
factors.”

The new RAM invites visitors inside, 
leading them through the main lobby 
and into the museum where gallery 

destinations are only then revealed. 
Each gallery experience will begin 

and end at the grand central 
lobby, which also serves as 

the building’s hub. Stair-
ways are designed 

as symbols of 
the way rush-

ing water 

Alberta “feel” and speaks to the aspira-
tions of the museum, telling the stories 
of Alberta and becoming a place for 
curators and researchers to preserve 
and protect the province’s rich history 
and heritage.  

“When we were designing the 
building, we asked Albertans what the 
province meant to them and found 
a strong link to the natural aspects of 
the province, which we then strived 
to incorporate into the building along 
with a very strong sense of place,” says 
Donna Clare, architect at DIALOG. 
“We only have one Royal 

Alberta Museum so the ability to have 
the building speak to what’s important 
to Albertans and connect to the natural 
and human history of the province was 
a wonderful architectural opportunity.” 

Well-suited to its site
The new museum recalls an 

early modernist architecture 

design style that can be easily found 
across Edmonton. Limestone clads the 
museum’s exterior walls and is used 
inside along the interior public spaces, 
coupled with granite flooring. Natural 
materials were chosen in the construc-

tion of the new RAM 
for their strength 
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carves canyons into Alberta’s western 
mountains, a ceiling sculpture takes its 
inspiration from how spring ice breaks 
up on the river, and the sun-shade in 
the children’s gallery has perforations in 
the shape of Aspen leaves; features such 
as these all coalesce together to ensure 
that Alberta’s natural world is evident for 
visitors of the new RAM.

The once-hard line between the 
front-of house and back-of house has 
been blurred in the RAM’s new design. 
Large, triple-glazed windows allow 
natural light to spill into the museum 
and offer clear views into the RAM from 
the street and—conversely—out into 
the city from inside. In keeping with 
this theme of transparency, the RAM 
has moved some of its interesting but 
well-hidden functions, such as its areas 
devoted to the conservation of collec-
tions, more out into the open where 
visitors are able to see what goes on 
behind the scenes at the museum.

“We have a bug nursery where our 
staff cares for invertebrates associated 
with our bug gallery,” says Robinson. “At 
Glenora, the work done there was strict-
ly back-of house and visitors rarely had 
the chance to see it in operation. But at 

our new facilities, the nursery is embed-
ded within the bug gallery itself so that 
all visitors will have the opportunity to 
see what it takes to rear the inverte-
brates that will eventually go on display.” 

The new RAM will also aim to 
evoke the memory of Edmonton’s “lost 
streets”—back to a time when the city’s 
downtown area was comprised of a 
much more intricate network of streets 
and avenues prior to the “super blocks” 
that were ushered into Edmonton dur-
ing the Sixties. The museum design ref-
erences those lost streets through the 
use of courtyards that help draw nature 
into the building.

“The RAM is unique in that it is both 
a human history and a natural history 
museum,” says Clare. “The collections 
and the exhibit spaces are extremely 
diverse and include everything from 
birds, insects and dinosaurs, to paint-
ings and textiles and red river carts. New 
galleries in both the natural and human 
history wings will tell Alberta’s incred-
ible stories.”

In addition to the galleries devoted 
to human and natural history, the new 
museum will also have a feature gallery 
to host traveling shows from around 

the globe, an expansive Bug Room, 
an interactive children’s gallery that 
focuses on learning through play, and 
a space that will be dedicated specifi-
cally to the Manitou Stone; an ancient 
meteorite considered sacred to the 
region’s Indigenous cultures.

“This really is a building that 
uniquely suits its site; one that could 
only have existed in this space, in 
Edmonton, and for Albertans,” says 
Robinson. “Through the collections 
that our curators have assembled, we 
are telling stories about this province 
that you won’t be able to get any-
where else.”

Designed to protect
The purpose of the museum’s 

building envelope is primarily for the 
preservation and protection of the col-
lections which it houses from dramatic 
changes in the building’s environment. 
Collection spaces need to be able to 
maintain temperature and humidity 
so that there is only gradual climate 
change during an instance of power 
outage or when heating issues arise, 
since an extreme shift in the building’s 
environment over a very short period 
of time could cause irreversible dam-
age to the collection.

“The museum is very complex and 
finding the proper balance between 
being an open and inviting public 
space and being a secure, controlled 
environment that protects the artifacts 
was a major challenge,” says Clare. “We 
had quite a few environmental condi-
tions to consider for both the galleries 
and collections; environmental condi-
tions to store fine art and furniture are 
quite different from how you need to 
store metals and gemstones.” 

The environment of each of the 
storage vaults and galleries is indi-
vidually tuned to protect and preserve 
the specific artifacts held inside. The 
design of the new museum had to be 
able to support an incredible stabil-
ity in terms of both temperature and 
humidity, managing a variance of less 
than two degrees in temperature and 
less than a five per cent change in 
humidity over a 24-hour period. This 
is an incredible feat considering that 

Large, triple-glazed windows allow
natural light to spill into the museum.
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Edmonton’s climate outside can change 
10-fold over that same 24-hour period. 

The travelling feature gallery has been 
cocooned within the embrace of the 
museum to better protect it from fluctuat-
ing exterior conditions. The gallery is also 
equipped with its own advanced temper-
ature and humidity controls in order to be 
able to meet the very specific demands of 
the lending institution.

To provide environmental stability, 
the new museum has been constructed 
with a high thermal mass. Concrete was 
poured on the roofs of the galleries and 
R-40 insulation was used over the entire-
ty of the building’s roof. 

As for the collection spaces them-
selves, designers included a stone 
veneer on the outside-facing walls and 
R-26 walls were also used throughout 
the building. Within the collection 
spaces themselves, insulated concrete 
block core-filled walls provide additional 
thermal mass to help further mitigating 
shifts in temperature.

It was very important that in the 
building of the new RAM, the design 
team steered away from treating the 
museum as a “testing ground” for new 
technologies and innovations because 
of the priceless value of the artifacts that 
the building was engineered to protect. 
As such, the new museum was built 
with combined tried-and-true materials 
alongside state-of-the-art technology 
and elements of history.

“We needed to rely on a lot of pas-
sive strategies to protect the collec-
tions within the building,” says Clare. 
“We couldn’t rely on active systems all 
the time because those active systems 
can—and do—fail. Everything that we 
did in the new RAM required multiple 
layers of protection in order to safeguard 
the collections and exhibits.” 

Making the move
In advance of the early 2018 open-

ing of the new facility, museum staff are 
now hard at work, behind-the-scenes to 

prepare the galleries for the public, as 
well as outfit the café, gift shop, theatre 
and offices. 

Then, of course, there are still the 
logistic challenges in moving the close 
to 2.4-million-piece RAM collection 
across the city of Edmonton to the 
new location. And while some of the 
pieces have already made the move—
such as the large dioramas and skeletal 
mounts—the amount of work left to be 
done is monumental.

“We currently have 5,300 pieces 
planned for display in the new building, 
which is only about one-quarter of one 
per cent of our entire collection,” says 
Robinson. “Our move strategy for the 
remainder of the collection is complex 
and complicated. That being said, this is 
a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for us 
and, likely, is the only chance we will ever 
have to do something like this. This is a 
building that has exceeded our expecta-
tions and we are all very excited to make 
this move.”   �

Two dinosaur skeletons travel across the city on 
the back of a semi-trailer. 


