01_UBC_Gelinas

A House for the Atikamekw
Marion Gelinas, The University of British Columbia, Canada

Autonomous Housing for an Indigenous Sovereignty
The history of the CanadianAboriginal First Nations is a dark
one. It is characterized by the
seizing of their ancestral lands,
their confinement to reservations,
social and economic exlusion, and
poverty.
Beyond material precarity, this
project aims at addressing the
question of the
Atikamekw identity.

1

Local resourses
Locally available wood and stone can be easily transported from the surrounding forests to the site by the
community.

2

Construction & knowledge transfer
The proposed assembly system makes use of carpentry and traditional methods of construction, from the foundations to the roof. The skills necessary for the construction are aleady known locally and can be taught within
the community.

2

Energy autonomy
The strategic choice and placement of a wood stove means the community is more independant when it comes
to its energy source.
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Concept sketch

Wemotaci Indian Reserve
Satellite image offerred by the band council

The Wemotaci Indian Reserve, in
Haute-Mauricie (Quebec), belongs to
one of the three Atikamekw First Nations. In addition to the trauma caused
by the Catholic boarding schools and
the social and identity issues that the
experience has carried into the community, a housing crisis is, today, part
of the inhabitants’ everyday life.
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To answer the indentity question, I drew from
the Atikamekw artcraft and construction traditions: weaving, knots, stacking, odors related
to the flora, colours and symbolism. Materials
tied to this expertise (canvas, skins, branches,
rope) are also reinterpreted into an architectural language.

Who?
Indigenous peoples in Canada
There are 1.7 million Indigenous people in Canada, representing 4.9% of
the country’s population, and they face
an unemployment rate twice higher
than that of non-aboriginal Canadian
people.
On the reservations, outside of the
federally controlled economic market,
the situation is worse and unemployment rates are 3 to 4 times higher
than for the rest of the population.
This housing project focusses on the
community of the Wemotaci Indian
Reserve, but its principles may be
applied and used for any of the thousands of reservations outside of the
large city areas.

Why?
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Economic independance
This project is inscribed in a broader
ambition to identify and address some
of the factors that cause a loss of independance amongst the reservation
residents.
Following literature research and
in-person interviews with members
of the community with different backgrounds, struggles and ambitions, I
have came to the conviction that the
identity crisis is at the heart of the
problematic economic circumstances.
Thus, beyond material precarity, this
project aims at addressing the question of the Indigenous cultural identity.

How?
Collaboration
Canadian architectural practitioners
know well the complexity of ethical
questions surrounding any project
destined for aboriginal people. The
dark history of the relations between
white settlers and the First Nations
has shed a cloud of mistrust, skepticism between the parties. Looking
back at the series of embarrassing,
misadapted buildings and urban planning projects undertook by non-aboriginal architects when designing
housing or any facility for the First
Nations, this situation is understandable.
Therefore, what I am proposing here
is a design process and, ultimately,
a house, based on close collaboration and on a genuine openness to
un-learn and re-learn about the ways
people interact with a house. To do
so, the building process, as well as its
usage, are strategically planned for a
more sustainable living, both socially
and ecologically.

Perspective view, main floor
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Sloped roof
A considerable slope in the roof was a natural solution to address several considerations: the snow and ice loads, the local construction expertise and the visual
and physical relation between the dwelling and its environment.
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Upper floor bedrooms
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Wood stove
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Wood piles

The debate between a one-storey or a two-storey house was discussed extensively with the members of the community. A second floor for the bedrooms was
ideal because it met their need for quiet setback spaces for sleeping and meditating. Also, it helps maximize the heat from the woodstove.

Travel photos
taken during a consultation visit

Exchange and
Collaboration

The reserve is located 300km North from the closest city and electricity is costly.
This, along with the quality of its heat, makes the traditional wood stove the preferred method for heating in the community.
Presentation model, patio

To further reduce the cost of transporting materials to site, the proposed foundation stucture requires no concrete and is made of wood that is available at the
building material supplier in La Chute, the closest city.

Presentation model, rear

For this reason, I have developed
the project around three essential
themes:

1

Local resourses

2

Construction and
knowledge transfer

3

Energy autonomy
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