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FIG. 1. STUDENTS, NUNS, AND PRIESTS POSING IN FRONT OF ST. JOSEPH’S INDIAN INDUSTRIAL SCHOOL, HIGH RIVER, ALBERTA, 
1896. | LAC, DAVID EWENS COLLECTION, E006610127, COPY NEGATIVE PA-182268.
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The collections of Library and Archives 

Canada (LAC) contain an extensive 

store of architectural records chron-

icling the work of the government as 

well as architects and firms in private 

practice. Among these archives is a sub-

stantial collection of plans generated by 

the Department of Indian Affairs, the 

federal arm that historically managed 

Indigenous-Canadian relations and, until 

the 1970s, implemented policies that 

explicitly aimed to segregate and assimi-

late Indigenous peoples.2 

These drawings and other documents 

date from the late nineteenth century to 

the 1980s. They demonstrate the ways in 

which the government used architecture 

as a significant tool to enact its racist poli-

cies by constructing entire built worlds—

the notorious residential schools where 

Indigenous children were taken to be 

assimilated into mainstream Canadian 

society, as well as on-reserve day schools, 

houses, churches, council houses, jails, 

hospitals, and farm buildings. The docu-

mentary remnants of these projects, built 

and unbuilt, locate these building typolo-

gies within the colonial agenda: whether 

carried out on the reserves to displace 

traditional ways of living on the land, or 

off the reserves, in the case of residential 

schools that were intended to indoctrin-

ate children into Euro-Canadian customs.

THE FIRST GENERATION:  
MISSIONARY SCHOOLS, THE INDIAN 
ACT AND THE DAVIN REPORT3

Although the greater part of the Indian 

Affairs architectural archive dates from 

the twentieth century, its origins can 
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be traced to the Indian Act of 1876. The 

Act, which consolidated sweeping federal 

powers over Indigenous populations, still 

remains “the principal statute through 

which the federal government adminis-

ters Indian status, local First Nations gov-

ernments and the management of reserve 

land and communal monies.”4 It incorpor-

ated both the Gradual Civilization Act 

of 1857, which promoted the elimina-

tion of First Nations through voluntary 

enfranchisement—the relinquishment of 

legal Indian status in exchange for land 

and the right to vote—and the Gradual 

Enfranchisement Act of 1869, which 

aimed to replace traditional Indigenous 

governance structures with band councils, 

a form of non-traditional government 

imposed on First Nations.5 In addition, 

it gave the Superintendent General of 

Indian Affairs a great deal of control over 

the lives and lands of status Indians (a 

legal term used to refer to First Nations 

individuals registered as such with the 

Canadian government). The same racist 

agenda was written into the very foun-

dation of Canada in the Constitution Act 

of 1867, which gave the fledgling state 

the authority to legislate for “Indians and 

lands reserved for the Indians.”6

Three years after the Indian Act was 

passed, Canada’s first prime minis-

ter, Sir John A. MacDonald, engaged 

Nicholas Flood Davin, an English journal-

ist, to investigate boarding schools for 

Indigenous children in the United States 

as a possible model for assimilation in 

Canada. Based on his visit, Davin, who 

later became a member of Parliament, 

advised that a federally funded system of 

industrial schools should be established 

throughout the country.7 He reported that 

in the USA, “the industrial school is the 

principal feature of the policy known as 

‘aggressive civilization’” and was preferred 

over the establishment of day schools on 

reserves, as “the influence of the wigwam 

was stronger than the influence of the 

school.”8 This culturally imperialistic archi-

tectural metaphor—in which the wigwam 

stood in for Indigenous culture and the 

school for settler culture—reinforced an 

association between “civilization” and the 

built environment. It revealed the true 

aim of these schools, in both the USA and 

Canada, as the separation of Indigenous 

children from their families in order to 

prevent the perpetuation of traditions, 

leading to the eventual elimination of 

Indigenous cultures. This cultural separa-

tion was maintained by the location of the 

schools, which were mostly off reserve and 

often several days’ travel away from the 

children’s communities. 

Only a year after the report was published, 

the government took over responsibility 

for the education of Indigenous children, 

providing funding and policy direction. 

However, the day-to-day operation of 

the existing missionary schools remained 

FIG. 2. ARCHITECTURAL VIEW OF ST. PAUL’S (RUPERT’S LAND) INDIAN INDUSTRIAL SCHOOL C. 1890. | LAC. 

CREDIT: DAVID EWENS, DAVID EWENS COLLECTION, E006610115, COPY NEGATIVE PA-185565.

FIG. 3. AN ELEVATION OF A GENERIC “INDIAN BOARDING SCHOOL” FROM 
1919, DESIGNED BY INDIAN AFFAIRS ARCHITECTS R.M. OGILVIE AND R.G. ORR. 
THE DESIGN WAS LATER EARMARKED FOR CHAPLEAU, ONTARIO, ACCORDING 
TO A NOTE IN THE UPPER-RIGHT CORNER. | © GOVERNMENT OF CANADA. REPRODUCED 

WITH THE PERMISSION OF LAC, 2015, DEPARTMENT OF INDIAN AFFAIRS AND NORTHERN DEVELOPMENT 

FONDS, ITEM NOS. 302-311.
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the responsibility of the Anglican, Roman 

Catholic, Methodist, and Presbyterian 

churches.9 These earlier schools for 

Indigenous children mimicked the Euro-

Canadian domestic environments of the 

time. Bedrooms and dormitories for both 

staff and children were located above the 

ground-floor educational functions, such 

as academic classrooms and industrial 

training facilities. The chief purpose of 

these “first generation Indian schools”10 

was to carry out the full assimilation of 

children into Euro-Canadian society—a 

project that demanded an architecture 

that would facilitate training in occupa-

tions such as trades and farming for boys 

and homemaking for girls. Historian Janet 

Wright suggests that “the design of these 

schools, which was firmly rooted in white 

society, was clearly intended to support 

and reinforce the values, skills, and codes 

of behaviour in which the students were 

so rigorously indoctrinated.”11 North 

American settlers imagined an inher-

ent link between “civilization” and the 

reorganization of space to suit Western 

modes of life and thought. This so-called 

“infrastructure of ‘civilization’—villages 

with day schools, churches, European 

houses and ploughed fields” was indis-

pensable in carrying out the assimilatory 

goals of both the religious orders and the 

government.12

Only after federal funding of schools 

began in 1880 do the first records of archi-

tects employed by Indian Affairs appear. 

In 1881, a firm called Paul & Son was hired 

to work on a new school house for the 

Mississaugas of Alnwick, Ontario, and in 

1886, a government architect identified 

only as Mr. Henderson designed several 

small structures at the Roman Catholic 

St. Joseph Industrial School in High River, 

Alberta (fig. 1).13 The smaller on-reserve 

day schools, which were attended by chil-

dren who continued to live at home, were 

often one- or two-classroom buildings 

similar to typical settler schoolhouses. 

These were constructed by Indian Affairs, 

as were residential or boarding schools, 

which were similar to the earlier off-

reserve missionary schools. Some larger 

industrial schools, including St. Paul’s in 

Manitoba (also known as Rupert’s Land 

Industrial School) or the Regina Indian 

Industrial School in Saskatchewan, were 

built by the Department of Public Works—

the governmental branch responsible 

for federal architecture at large (fig. 2).14 

These various school typologies were the 

beginning of direct federal involvement 

in building for Indigenous peoples, lead-

ing to a more centralized system of archi-

tectural production that supplanted the 

informal processes of the missionaries. 

This change indicated Canada’s growing 

involvement in both religious conversion 

and secular “civilization,” aimed at com-

pletely assimilating Indigenous peoples 

into Canadian settler society.

THE SECOND GENERATION:  
THE CENTRALIZATION OF INDIAN 
AFFAIRS ARCHITECTURE

The second generation of Indian schools 

developed by the federal government 

in the twentieth century were institu-

tional—with large, open dormitories on 

the upper floors and often a chapel or 

assembly hall comprising a back wing. 

The shifting purpose of the schools, from 

assimilation based on industrial training 

to a program of segregation and cultural 

decimation, is reflected in both the archi-

tectural evolution of these institutions 

and their educational models.15 The newer 

schools focused on delivering a basic cur-

riculum with a half-day of manual labour 

to defray operational costs, but little 

effort on the part of the government, 

churches, or the (often-underqualified) 

teachers to impart useful skills or aid in 

academic success. The schools continued 

to be operated by the churches, and the 

religious program remained a strong ele-

ment of residential school life. Having 

spent years away from home in a state 

of cultural confusion, returning to their 

communities only in the summer, many of 

the graduates were left prepared neither 

for a traditional way of life on the reserve 

nor to become functional in settler soci-

ety. This pattern of cultural disrespect and 

separation of children from their families 

has often been noted by survivors of 

these institutions as their most harmful 

practices, leading to the intergenera-

tional trauma still experienced by many 

Indigenous communities today.

By 1931, there were eighty residential 

schools across the country—the high-

est number in the history of the system. 

This period of expansion in the first third 

of the century was characterized by the 

work of architects Robert Mitchell Ogilvie, 

who came to the Department of Indian 

Affairs in 1905 after practising in Toronto 

and Hunstville, and Roland Guerney Orr, 

whose father had held several different 

positions within the Department. Having 

had no formal architectural education, 

Orr learned the profession as a drafts-

man under Ogilvie, and took over his post 

as Chief Architect of Indian Affairs after 

Ogilvie’s death in 1921.16

As government policy refocused on cul-

tural annihilation rather than assimila-

tion into settler society, Indian Affairs 

continued to build new houses, churches, 

council houses, and jails, altering the 

built landscapes of reserves themselves. 

Repeatable housing designs for those 

living on reserves, as well as specific 

designs for temporary inhabitants like 

schoolteachers, translators, and Indian 

agents (representatives of the federal 

government), demonstrated the extent 

to which the Canadian government 

enforced its policies through the built 

environment (figs. 4-5). These buildings 
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served as markers or symbols of Euro-

Canadian dominance on the reserve—

actively transforming the population 

into productive participants in the set-

tler economy while folding them into 

European notions of domesticity and 

forms of justice.

The projects that Orr completed under 

Ogilvie drew on the neoclassical vocabu-

lary (figs. 3-5), consistent with prevailing 

trends in North American institutional 

and residential architecture in the 

first decades of the twentieth century. 

However, once Orr became chief archi-

tect, he shifted away from the aesthetics 

and historical symbolism of neoclassicism 

to the Collegiate Gothic style popularly 

used in colleges and high schools in 

the United States and Canada. Later, 

in the 1930s, he embraced a version of 

Classical Moderne or PWA Moderne, as 

it was commonly known in the United 

States (in reference to the Public Works 

Administration) (figs. 6-7).17 The influ-

ence of new European and American 

architectural styles served as an exten-

sion of the symbolic capital contained 

in earlier architecture produced by the 

Department of Indian Affairs—ever-

present reminders of state power and 

the dominance of Western culture over 

Indigenous populations.

THE THIRD GENERATION:  
COLONIAL MODERNISM

The continued expansion of residen-

tial schools after the Second World 

War occurred in the context of shift-

ing Indigenous-Canadian relations. 

For the first time, the government 

consulted First Nations regarding pro-

posed changes to the Indian Act and, in 

1951, removed the more extreme polit-

ical, cultural, and religious restrictions, 

like the prohibition of the Sun Dance 

and potlatch tradition. These reforms 

were, however, also accompanied by 

new restrictions on women (the loss 

of Indian status when marrying a non-

status man and, bizarrely, the ability for 

non-Indigenous women to gain status 

when marrying a status Indian), the pro-

hibition of alcohol, and the extension of 

provincial laws to reserves.

In the case of school design, these 

backhanded reforms were reflected in 

the adoption of a modernist style that 

remained influenced by the govern-

ment’s colonialist and paternalist atti-

tudes toward Indigenous peoples. The 

residential school at Norway House, 

Manitoba, provides an appropriate 

example—completed in 1954, it is the 

picture of mid-century modern, with 

clean lines that would have stood out in 

any Canadian town (fig. 8). But behind 

this modernist screen, the basic plan of 

the preceding decades remained: two 

symmetrical wings contained classrooms 

on the ground floor, dormitories above 

and a rear wing comprising the chapel, 

FIGS. 4-5. DESIGN FOR A FARMER’S COTTAGE INTENDED TO BE BUILT ON RESERVES IN THE PORTAGE LA PRAIRIE AGENCY IN 
MANITOBA, 1915. DRAWN BY R.G. ORR UNDER THE SUPERVISION OF CHIEF ARCHITECT R.M. OGILVIE. | © GOVERNMENT OF CANADA. 

REPRODUCED WITH THE PERMISSION OF LAC, 2015, DEPARTMENT OF INDIAN AFFAIRS AND NORTHERN DEVELOPMENT FONDS, MICROFICHE NOS. NMC177717 AND NMC177718.
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assembly room, and dining hall (fig. 9). 

This design, at least in plan, had been 

used in Canada since the early twenti-

eth century, including those buildings by 

Orr from the 1920s and 1930s. The layout 

dates back to English industrial schools 

from at least 1870.18

The Department of Indian Affairs went 

through numerous structural changes 

during the 1950s and the 1960s, even-

tually becoming part of Indian and 

Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) in 1966. 

More importantly, the middle of the cen-

tury was a time when Indigenous peoples 

in Canada joined the worldwide struggle 

of colonized populations for self-deter-

mination. By the mid-1970s, most resi-

dential schools were closed or turned 

over to First Nations communities, and 

the National Indian Brotherhood was 

formed in 1968—a predecessor to the 

contemporary Assembly of First Nations. 

Indian Affairs continued to be involved 

in design and construction on reserves 

until 1987, when these services were 

integrated within Public Works Canada.19

THE ARCHIVAL GENERATION: 
INSTRUMENTS AS EVIDENCE

In typical architectural practice, instru-

ments of service are retained for a 

number of years, often for litigation pro-

tection and legacy creation.20 Within the 

government’s architectural production, 

their retention may serve the additional 

purpose of revealing acts of material 

significance executed during periods of 

systemic oppression. As typically under-

stood, service is associated with help or 

assistance, and architects use instruments 

to assist clients in realizing projects. How 

does one define service within architec-

ture that furthers colonization? What 

does “service” mean when it is used in 

attempts to erase entire cultural groups 

from the landscape of a nation?

FIGS. 6-7. DESIGN FOR THE NEW SHINGWAUK INDIAN RESIDENTIAL SCHOOL IN SAULT STE. MARIE, ONTARIO, WHICH 
UNDERWENT A SIGNIFICANT CHANGE DURING A TWO-YEAR HIATUS BROUGHT ON BY THE DEPRESSION. THE ORIGINAL 
DRAWINGS BY R.G. ORR FROM 1932 REVEAL A CLASSICAL MODERNE DESIGN SIMILAR TO OTHER SCHOOLS BUILT AROUND 
1930. A SECOND VERSION OF THE DESIGN FROM 1934 (CONSTRUCTED IN 1935) DEPICTS A COLLEGIATE GOTHIC DESIGN AKIN 
TO ORR’S EARLIER WORK FROM THE 1920S. | © GOVERNMENT OF CANADA. REPRODUCED WITH THE PERMISSION OF LAC, 2015, DEPARTMENT OF INDIAN 

AFFAIRS AND NORTHERN DEVELOPMENT FONDS, ITEM NOS. 1211-1268 AND 1256-1268.
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Aside from historian Geoffrey Carr’s 

work, little attention has been paid to the 

expansive body of architecture produced 

by Indian Affairs. Despite the thousands 

of projects undertaken by this depart-

ment for over a century, as well as their 

attendant impact on the built environ-

ment and cultural spaces of Indigenous 

communities, these structures and their 

means of production remain invisible to 

mainstream Canadian society.21 Yet the 

drawings and other representations of 

these projects archived at LAC are evi-

dence of the immense resources poured 

into the government’s project of assimila-

tion. Its Department of Indian Affairs and 

Northern Development fonds, containing 

“records pertaining to the construction 

and maintenance of buildings, homes, 

schools, roads, bridges and water systems 

on Indian reserves throughout Canada,” 

consists of 8687 architectural drawings 

and 3166 technical drawings created 

between 1913 and 1982.22 Little of the 

catalogued material has been digitized. 

Instead, most of the documents are cop-

ies, duplicated on microfiches, and held in 

tiny drawers on the top floor of the LAC 

building in Ottawa. Original drawing sets 

are retained in a facility across the river 

in Gatineau, as well as at three federal 

regional service centres spread across the 

country (in Dartmouth, Winnipeg, and 

Vancouver).

The LAC archive transforms instruments 

of service into instruments of evidence, 

demonstrating for whom—or to whom—

a service was rendered. In practice, instru-

ments of service constitute the architect’s 

“product” and are treated as tools in the 

construction of a building. As evidence, 

they become tools of a different sort. 

Through their scrutiny within a broader 

context, we can further the understand-

ing of the totalizing political landscape 

of the Indian Act and Canada’s difficult 

history with Indigenous peoples leading 

to the present moment.

In the words of Jacques Derrida, “the 

archive should call into question the 

coming of the future,”23 and this under-

standing of the archive necessitates an 

interrogation of what is yet to come 

more than a straightforward inquiry into 

the past. As the settler state of Canada 

examines its problematic relationship 

with Indigenous peoples, what role can 

these archived instruments of service 

play in negotiating the future? How does 

the archive help account for architects’ 

responsibility in carrying out systemic 

policies of racism and assimilation? 

The recently established National 

Centre for Truth and Reconciliation 

(NCTR) in Winnipeg will play a crucial 

role in answering questions like these. 

Following the recent conclusion of the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 

Canada’s seven-year mandate, the NCTR 

will steward and make available digitally 

the extensive archive on the residential 

school era, consisting of both survivor 

testimony gathered by the Commission 

and government documents, includ-

ing architectural drawings.24 According, 

again, to Derrida, the political effects of 

this change of ownership are not to be 

underestimated: “there is no political 

power without control of the archive, if 

not of memory. Effective democratization 

can always be measured by this essential 

criterion: the participation in and the 

access to the archive, its constitution, and 

its interpretation.”25

FIG. 8. PHOTOGRAPH OF THE INDIAN RESIDENTIAL SCHOOL AT NORWAY HOUSE, MANITOBA, 
IN 1954. WERNER EDGAR NOFFKE, ARCHITECT. | ARCHIVES OF MANITOBA, JOHN REIFSCHNEIDER COLLECTION 

133, N25919.

FIG. 9. SECOND FLOOR PLAN OF THE INDIAN RESIDENTIAL SCHOOL AT NORWAY HOUSE, 
MANITOBA, DESIGNED BY ARCHITECT WERNER EDGAR NOFFKE IN 1952. AT THE TIME OF THIS 
DESIGN, INDIAN AFFAIRS WAS, IRONICALLY, THE CONCERN OF THE DEPARTMENT OF CITIZENSHIP 
AND IMMIGRATION. | © GOVERNMENT OF CANADA. REPRODUCED WITH THE PERMISSION OF LAC, 2015, DEPARTMENT OF 

INDIAN AFFAIRS AND NORTHERN DEVELOPMENT FONDS, FILE NO. 997.
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The dispersal of the architectural archive 

of Indian Affairs will begin to reveal a 

little-known aspect of the government’s 

extensive power over Indigenous peoples 

and the significant historical impact its 

architectural practices have had on these 

communities. As the instruments shift 

from “service” to evidence, new ques-

tions will emerge about the visible and 

invisible intentions of architecture—and 

what purpose the architect “serves.”
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