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Report on the Conservation of Heritage Buildings in

Vancouver, Canada

Doctoral Student, Architecture and Building Engineering, Graduate School of Engineering KANG Myungchae

Introduction

Heritage buildings gain historical value in a given re-
gion over time and are one of the essential components
of the lives of local people. Among the various activities
carried out to conserve historical structures around the
world, this report will focus those in Vancouver, Canada.
The city is well known for its urban and natural attrac-

tions, with its streets lined with heritage buildings, name-

ly structures built more than twenty years ago and recog-
nized as having historical value by a local heritage com-
mission. This suggests that Vancouver is actively involved
in efforts to protect its historical environment and heri-
tage. The author stayed in Vancouver as a visiting re-
search fellow at the Department of Asian Studies, Uni-
versity of British Columbia (UBC), for three weeks from
February 8 to February 28, 2017 in order to visit histori-
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cal building and conduct research on the conservation of

such heritage.

City Area

Vancouver consists of various ethnic cultures estab-
lished by immigrants, and the city’s diversity can also be
seen in its building structures. The three major districts
in the city — its business, commercial and residential dis-

tricts — possess the following architectural characteristics.

In the business district there are two types of skyscrap-
ers. One type is characterized by modern designs with
glass walls, and the other, by elaborate, geometric deco-
rations in the Art Deco style. The Marine Building sur-
rounded by glass-walled skyscrapers is an Art Deco
structure inspired by the Chrysler Building in New York
and erected in 1930 (Figure 2). We can easily recognize
the building’s ocean theme from the seaweed, shells, tur-
tles and fish carved on the exterior and interior walls, as
well as the decorative tiles with ships and whales on the
lobby floor. There are also delicate, geometric decorations
in the form of small ships riding waves in the lighting fix-
tures on the walls. These elements capture the features
of Art Deco structures (Figure 3). The Marine Building
is home to cafes and the offices of law firms and many
other companies, and movies and TV dramas are filmed
there. The structure has been used and conserved by

many people over the years.

Numerous buildings in the commercial district show
the influence of classicism, such as symmetrical elements
and architectural orders at their entrances. The area also
has buildings with simple and modern designs. One ex-
ample is the Old Hastings Mill Store Museum (Figure 4)
built as a store for lumber mill workers in 1865 and
known for being the oldest structure in Vancouver to
have survived the Great Fire. The museum is a box-
shaped, two-story building constructed from long timbers
painted in cream, with a brown gable roof on top. As
with many classical buildings, its red, vertical windows
and doors are arranged symmetrically so that they add to
the color and openness of the structure. Inside, the center
of the building is supported by two thin columns that re-
semble totem poles. On the first floor, First Nation’s folk
artefacts and costumes are exhibited in an orderly fash-
ion, along with reference materials and photographs,

while the dilapidated second floor is off-limits to the pub-

K

lic. The salient feature of this structure is its simple de-
sign with few architectural decorations. Even though it
was initially built as a store, it is now used and conserved
as an exhibition facility. The museum during the author’s
visit was hosting an event, with a regular volunteer
teaching both young and old how to sketch folk artefacts
(Figure 5).

Most structures in the residential area have been desig-
nated as heritage buildings. Streets in the area are lined
with houses with facades drawing inspiration from his-
toricism. These structures feature gable or hipped roofs
and architectural orders at their front entrances. Many of
them are managed by their owners. One major example
of heritage houses that are used as public facilities like

museums is the Roedde House Museum (Figure 6).

The house was originally built for bookbindery owner
Gustav Roedde and his family in 1893. It is now known
as the first building in Vancouver designed by the suc-
cessful architect Francis Rattenbury, who also designed
the British Columbia Parliament Buildings and many oth-
er structures in the province of British Columbia. The
house has an asymmetrical, two-story profile combining
steep gable and hipped roofs; it also incorporates a ve-
randa, bay windows, and an angular turret with a conical
roof. The house was constructed in a Queen Anne Reviv-
al style as seen in the porch columns, the eaves and the
chimney, all of which are painted in different colors. The
interior is filled with elaborate Art Deco elements that in-
clude flower-printed wallpapers and carpets in green and
cream colors, and furniture and lighting fixtures with
smoothly curved lines (Figure 7). Given that Art Deco
was in fashion in the late 1920s, the Roedde House was
most likely built at an early stage of the movement. Hav-
ing survived the danger of demolition, buildings of histor-
ical value are now conserved by ordinary people. For ex-
ample, full-time volunteers guide visitors through heritage
buildings. Based on a measurement survey by the UBC
School of Architecture and Landscape Architecture, a
book has been published as a guideline on how to hold
on-site drawing classes for elementary school students in
the Roedde House Museum. These types of activities
demonstrate the willingness of local people to conserve

historically important buildings.

This study found that conservation activities in Van-

Aiming at the Research into Nonwritten Cultural Materials

67



68

couver involve the efforts of its citizens. To uncover the
true picture of their undertakings, the author closely ex-

amined the Vancouver Heritage Foundation.

Vancouver Heritage Foundation

Vancouver Heritage Foundation is an organization
making the most strenuous efforts to conserve historic
buildings in Vancouver. Since its inception in 1992, it has
been stressing the importance of conservation activities
through organizing events, such as walking tours, visits to
heritage buildings and workshops, and detailing the flow
of its conservation activities and achievements in a com-
prehensive manner. As part of its activities, VHF presents
a map of the city’s heritage buildings on its website and
an application. For this report, the author participated in
the Stanley Park Lecture, the only official event hosted
by the organization in February (Figure 8).

Landscape architect Adrienne Brown, who gave the
lecture, explained the park’s history from the time of its
original landscaping to present, and emphasized that the
public’s cooperation is essential to maintain the lush,
green park (Figure 9). After the lecture, about 70 partici-
pants exchanged opinions on the way parks should be,
thereby confirming that the beautiful cityscape of Van-

couver is made possible through the active involvement

K

of its citizens.

Conclusion

Vancouver is a city rich in history and culture as exem-
plified by the First Nation’s totem poles and modern
glass-walled skyscrapers. According to an opinion survey
conducted by the Vancouver Heritage Foundation, 96.6%
of Vancouver citizens think heritage buildings should be
conserved, and 95% responded that the purpose of doing
so is to preserve the city’s historical features. It can be
concluded that historical buildings in Vancouver have
been conserved because its citizens believe such efforts
are an important way of establishing the city’s identity.
With this model in mind, we should consider how histori-

cal structures in Japan and Asia can be preserved.

I would like to express my sincere appreciation to Prof.
Nam-lin Hur at the UBC Department of Asian Studies,
my tutor Mr. Kim Jinsung my host family, and the Re-
search Center for Nonwritten Cultural Materials, Kanaga-

wa University for their kind support.
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