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Born in Victoria, British Columbia, 
Emily Carr was one Canada’s most 

influential and important painters 
throughout the first half of the twen-
tieth century, heavily inspired by the 
natural world and by the art of the 
region’s First Nations. Carr’s works were 
among the earliest Canadian examples 
of a Modernist and Post-Impressionist 
painting style and she is regarded to be 
a pioneer for women in the arts and an 
icon in the Canadian art community.

And, almost a century-and-a-half 
after her birth, she is also the namesake 
for Vancouver’s elite Emily Carr Univer-
sity of Art + Design.

First founded as the Vancou-
ver School of Art in 1925, Emily Carr 

University of Art + Design is recognized 
as is the only specialized post-secondary 
institution in British Columbia offering 
exclusive programming in visual arts, 
media arts and design, and only one of 
four such institutions in the country.

With the majority of its graduates 
going on to do great things, Emily Carr 
University has earned its reputation 
as the most celebrated art design uni-
versity in Canada, a feat accomplished 
through the empowerment of its stu-
dents in reaching real success.

Now approaching a century-old, 
Emily Carr University has outgrown 
its original Granville Island campus 
location due to an increase in student 
demand and a greater need to accom-
modate the evolution of current and 
emerging program areas. Because of 
this, the university will be occupying its 
first purpose-built campus location at 
Great Northern Way for the upcoming 
fall 2017 semester.

“It is significant that, for the first 
time in 92 years, we own both the 
building and the land upon which 
it sits,” says Ron Burnett, President at 
Emily Carr University of Art + Design. 
“We have been able to design the new 
university very much to the specifica-
tions of the community and of our 
Emily Carr faculty and staff, deciding on 
the best way to create a new campus 
that reflects the approach we take to 
learning.”

Diamond Schmitt Architects was 
the firm tasked by their client, EllisDon, 
with the design of the $122.65 million 
Emily Carr project in 2015; a joint ven-
ture with Chernoff Thompson Archi-
tects. Diamond Schmitt’s combination 
of design sensibility, capacity to inno-
vate and experience with the P3 deliv-
ery model is what ultimately helped 
the company secure the project. Their 
end goal is to deliver a 21st century 
building designed for the present but 
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with the flexibility to incorporate the 
course of learning well into the future. 

“This new Emily Carr building will 
be a landmark for the City of Vancou-
ver and will act as a future catalyst for 
growth,” says Ana Maria Llanos, Project 
Manager at Diamond Schmitt Archi-
tects. “This new building will be an 
anchor and focal point for the regen-
eration of the former railroad yard site 
and, by this design, Emily Carr will be 
able to better engage with the city of 
Vancouver; connecting creativity to 
the community with the heart of the 
school.”

In fact, the move of Emily Carr to 
Great Northern Way has already paid 
dividends for the city. The arrival of the 
new facilities has played a direct role 
in the development of two additional 
private-sector buildings in the area and 
has given the university a greater ability 
to reach out to the broader community 
from across the region.

A state-of-the-art design
Fundamental to Emily Carr Univer-

sity’s design is the prevalence of multiple 
spaces that will be able to accommodate 
informal gatherings, valuable discus-
sion and foster a culture of making and 
remaking.

The built form is compact and 
has been composed as a sequence of 
connected volumes with strategically 
placed openings, relating to the func-
tional requirements found within. With 
this design, Emily Carr has been able to 
fully define legible, accessible and wel-
coming entries from the south, east and 
north, and to also shape outdoor space 
for programming and public engage-
ment, and also facilitate services and 
deliveries. 

The principal entrance to the uni-
versity is located on the Public Plaza to 
the south and accesses the building 
on the second level. This Public Plaza is 
Emily Carr’s main entrance and, as such, 

is a central anchor point for the site. The 
plaza has been designed as a promi-
nent open public space that is directly 
accessed from Great Northern Way 
and along the east-west pedestrian 
spine, activated by visual connection 
with the building’s library and learning 
commons.

The east side of Emily Carr has been 
sited to create an Arts Plaza, providing 
additional access to the building on 
Level 1. The Arts Plaza was designed 
as a large multi-purpose space that will 
host convocation ceremonies, art dis-
plays, informal gatherings and univer-
sity programming. The south wall of the 
Arts Plaza is also geared with additional 
infrastructure for projection capabili-
ties and the landscape is contoured in 
order to create a large seating area that 
faces the projection area. A loggia offers 
protection from the elements for the 
south-facing veranda that overlooks 
the Arts Plaza.

ABOVE 
A palette of 15 colours honours the work of
Emily Carr.  All photos courtesy of Diamond 
Schmitt Architects. Renderings created by Norm 
Li: Toronto Architectural Renderings, Animation 
& Interactive. 
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A series of continuous walkways 
and terraces allow for pedestrian traf-
fic to move from the East Plaza into 
the southern Public Plaza. These ter-
races include a combination of soft and 
hard landscaping that was meticulously 
designed in order to create a successful 
open-space that will be used extensive-
ly by students, faculty and the visiting 
public.

A crosswalk will provide controlled 
pedestrian access from a parking lot 
north of Emily Carr, and it will act as 
the main entrance for those arriving via 
the city’s SkyTrain service. Bicycle park-
ing has also been carefully placed to 
accommodate the city of Vancouver 
and Emily Carr University’s very specific 
requirements, including Class A and B 
parking spaces.

The overall design goal of Emily Carr 
University of Art + Design is to reinforce 
visual connections, transparency and 
social interaction from visitors. The proj-
ect’s plan is linear along the length of 

the building site and has been bisected 
by three interconnected, light-filled 
atria. These atria divide up the building 
into four wings and bind all four levels 
of Emily Carr together, fostering a one-
of-a-kind environment for intellectual 
cross-pollination and interdisciplinary 
learning. 

“The atria create a dynamic spatial 
environment that allow for a constant 
exposure to multidisciplinary work and 
to the environments in which they are 
produced,” says Llanos. “These atria are 
also open light wells that bring natural 
light from the north and south facing 
windows, as well as from the skylights 
at the top.”

The Emily Carr lecture theatre will 
accommodate seating for up to 400 
people, with operable partitions along 
the east side that allow the room to 
open up to the atrium. Continuous 
openings along the east side allow for 
the visual integration of the balcony 
area overlooking the lecture theatre 
and the concourse area on Level 2. 

The library and learning commons 
have been designed to help establish a 
direct and visual connection between 
the concourse and the building exte-
rior, to maximize access to natural light, 
and to also develop a cohesive, well 
integrated multileveled space. Central 
to the design of the common spaces 

is maintaining a balance of the natural 
light sources through windows and 
having ample wall space dedicated for 
the display of art pieces. Clerestory glaz-
ing was introduced in areas close to the 
internal light wells that run in the north-
south direction and in areas within close 
proximity to the exterior.

Horizontal fire shutters were also 
brought into the design of Emily Carr 
to help establish and maintain the uni-
versity’s interconnected spaces. These 
shutters represent a relatively new tech-
nology and their introduction into the 
design brought with it some challenge 
from an approvals and installation point 
of view. 

“This shutter technology is not 
explicitly addressed in the current 
building code so our project team 
went through significant efforts to help 
ensure that the implementation of the 
shutters was feasible and that the exe-
cution was fully completed in a timely 
manner,” says Llanos. 

Creating colour for the 
cityscape 

The building and the exterior land-
scape of Emily Carr work together to 
engage visitors by providing welcom-
ing spaces that are imbued with the 
potential for impromptu performance, 
creativity and artistic experimentation.

TOP
Diamond Schmitt Architects created the design 
of the $122.65 million Emily Carr project in 2015.

INSET
The Arts Plaza was designed as a large multi-
purpose space that will host convocation 
ceremonies, art displays, informal gatherings 
and university programming.
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This engagement with the commu-
nity at large is perhaps best reflected 
through the building’s façade, which 
is a combination of glass, metal panel 
and standing seam metal cladding. The 
transparency of the glass reveals the 
interior to passers-by and gives them an 
opportunity to look inside and see the 
activities going on within.

Aside from its many windows, 
Emily Carr’s white Kalzip® aluminum and 
standing seam, metal panel exterior 
offers a calm, neutral palette, allowing 
for the introduction of subtle patterns 
that demonstrate the texture, richness 
and the complexity of Emily Carr’s exte-
rior expression. Additional splashes of 
colour, applied in a variety of ways, also 
brings a vitality and life to the building’s 
exterior.

“The use of the white Kalzip® on the 
exterior cladding is quite remarkable, 
especially at the scale of two blocks 
long and four stories high,” says Burnett. 
“There is colour throughout the length 
of the exterior, all taken from a palette 
of 15 colours that honour the work of 
Emily Carr. So, what you see right away 
is the story being told of the relation-
ship between the building and Emily 
Carr, and the history of her actual use 
of colour.”

To accompany the Emily Carr pal-
ette of colours, the university has also 
dedicated areas for artwork throughout 
the building with concealed suspension 

systems that are fully integrated into the 
cladding systems. These systems will 
support artwork pieces in prominent 
and strategic locations. The building 
articulation, choices of colour and the 
artwork cohesively work together in 
externalizing and demonstrating the 
culture of Emily Carr.

A focus on the environment
Emily Carr University of Art + Design 

has introduced a cutting edge, energy-
reducing strategy that focuses on ther-
mal efficiency and, as part of this focus, 
a window-to-wall ratio was used in 
the building envelope design. Efficient 
mechanical systems and lighting were 
also used, which helped contribute to 
an energy cost savings of approximately 
30 per cent. 

To ensure that these energy sav-
ings were tracked, a new measurement 
and verification plan was produced to 
account for energy use in the building 
and to also provide comparisons to the 
LEED energy model. 

A 35 per cent potable water-use 
reduction was targeted by the uni-
versity through the use of low-flow 
fixtures. In addition, all landscape water-
use for irrigation had targeted a 50 per 
cent reduction over the LEED baseline 
through efficient vegetation and irriga-
tion design. A storm water manage-
ment plan was also designed to address 
the quality of water leaving the site.

Challenges and solutions
Designing and delivering on a new 

purpose-built campus for an institu-
tion with the international reputation 
of Emily Carr University of Art + Design 
was a significant undertaking. Diamond 
Schmitt Architects was able to find 
success by listening carefully to stake-
holders and interpreting the overall 
vision, creating a sense of partnership 
and ownership, and by also establish-
ing a collaborative work environment 
that included all parties involved in the 
project. 

Working with multiple stakeholders 
with this degree of collaboration pre-
sented a few challenges for Diamond 
Schmitt to overcome; primarily centred 
on logistics and the meeting of a tight 
delivery schedule. 

Compressed time frames for the 
design process required that there be 
a highly-coordinated consultation pro-
cess with the approximately 50 invested 
user groups. During the design devel-
opment phase, plans went through on-
going revisions, reflecting the requests 
stemming from this focused consulta-
tion process to provide the appropri-
ate adjacencies, room configurations 
and support of equipment-related 
requirements.

The most critical decisions related 
to the structure, the building enve-
lope and the building systems, were 
needed to be made quickly and early 
on in the design so that the construc-
tion sequence could be followed. To 
do otherwise would have risked the 
completion falling outside the prom-
ised schedule. 

“Although there were time con-
straints, for us the consultation pro-
cess was very successful,” says Llanos. 
“The client in this case was able to 
communicate, discuss and be involved 
with us at every step, ensuring that the 
design proposals and project docu-
mentation met their requirements. The 
overall success of Emily Carr University 
of Art + Design really stemmed from our 
client’s level of engagement.”   �

The Emily Carr lecture theatre will accommodate 
seating for up to 400 people, with operable 
partitions along the east side that allow the 
room to open up to the atrium. 

The most critical 
decisions related to 
the structure, the 
building envelope and 
the building systems, 
were needed to be made 
quickly and early on in 
the design so that the 
construction sequence 
could be followed. To do 
otherwise would have 
risked the construction 
falling outside the 
promised schedule. 


