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Architect Tomasz Sztuk makes a case for some of Calgary’s 
great buildings that, until now, have gone mostly unnoticed

by Jaelyn Molyneux photography by Jared Sych

Quick, name some of Calgary’s most impressive 
architecture. !e Bow Tower, the Water Centre, assorted 
sandstone schools and any number of buildings along  
Stephen Avenue probably come to mind. 

!ere are other buildings, of 
course, but sooner rather than later 
the conversation about Calgary’s 
great architecture dwindles and 
turns to talk of future development. 
!e East Village will be our crown-
ing jewel, we say, or maybe the 
promised new library or National 
Music Centre. 

But, before we move on and start 
dismissing what we already have, 
architect Tomasz Sztuk says we 
should take a closer look.  

“!ere are buildings that have 
the valour of greatness, but are 
rarely noted,” he says.

When Sztuk came to Calgary in 
1991 a"er growing up in Poland 
and living in Germany and Toronto, 
his #rst impression of our prairie 
city’s architecture was decidedly 
underwhelming. 

But, instead of despairing, Sztuk 
decided to get to know his new 
city better. He walked down quiet 
streets, paused in front of build-
ings others quickly walked by and 
looked at them with the discern-
ing eye of someone who built his 
career on designing buildings of 
substance. 

Sztuk designs residential, hospi-
tality and commercial buildings in 

Calgary, including family homes, 
car dealerships, o$ce buildings and 
churches. He is currently leading 
the design team for a master-
planning project that is developing 
a new garden city in China. 

Sztuk says when he took the time 
to really look at what Calgary had 
to o%er, he found plenty of build-
ings that were built with careful 
thought and cra"smanship that is 
still relevant today. “Calgary’s archi-
tecture has its own character that 
represents realizations of the past, 
which shape what the city looks like 
today,” says Sztuk.

He can name dozens of buildings 
that are deserving of more appre-
ciation, including the seven shown 
here. Some are in disrepair, some are 
tucked away in suburbs and some 
have been shu&ed through the years 
to serve di%erent functions. 

!ese buildings are the wall'ow-
ers of Calgary architecture. !ey 
aren’t the most popular, but if you 
take the time to get to know them, 
they are some of the most interesting. 

“Keep your head up and ob-
serve,” says Sztuk. “Finding beauty 
in the composition and details of 
these buildings will help enhance 
your point of view.”

OVERLOOKED TREASURES



Elveden Centre
717 7 Ave. S.W.

In the years between the Leduc oil strike in 1947 
and the building of Elveden Centre in 1959, oil 
companies formed quicker than o!ce space 
was being built. Companies even worked out of 
hotel rooms. 

It took a bylaw amendment to allow the centre 
of the three Elveden towers to soar to 20 storeys, 
eight storeys higher than the previous cap. 

Architect "rm Rule Wynn and Rule — the 
same team behind that was McMahon Stadium 
— designed the complex for British Paci"c 
Building, which is owned by the Guinness fam-
ily. #ose Irish roots might explain the green hue 
of the centre. #e porcelain enamel panels that 
create the buildings’ grid pattern, the tiled pillars 
at the entrance and even the tiles on the ground 
outside are all green. 

“#e façade is monotone, but the texture 
makes it almost shimmer like "sh scales in the 
light,” says Sztuk, pointing to the three-dimen-
sional pattern on the panels.

What makes this block of buildings an architec-
tural gem and ahead of its time is the way the cen-
tre tower is set back to allow for a conservatory at 
street level that not only connects the three build-
ings, but also serves as a public space accessed by 
stepping through the revolving doors and onto an 
interior sidewalk. It’s the same sheltered-from-the-
elements concept Calgary’s Plus-15 connectors are 
going for now, but at street level it makes pedestri-
ans feel like they are still connected to the outside.

“It’s not just about movement. It’s also about 
experience,” says Sztuk. “It was built half a cen-
tury ago, but it still works brilliantly.”

The interior court-
yard runs parallel to 
the sidewalk, giving 
the experience of 
being outdoors with 
the comfort of be-
ing inside.

Iconography around 
the building shows 
the influence of the 
Guinness family. The 
building was origi-
nally built for British 
Pacific Building, a 
company owned by 
the Irish family.

The porcelain panels 
that help create the 
grid pattern add 
interest through 
texture. 

Elveden Centre was 
the first block-wide 
complex in Calgary. 
The centre of its 
three towers was 
once the tallest 
building downtown.

The tiled sidewalk 
leading to the 
revolving doors 
creates an easy 
transition from the 
street to indoors. 
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Calgary Electric  
Substation #1
738 9 Ave. S.W.

The re-skinned 
building sits on the 
corner beside the 
lot of transformers, 
which themselves 
add interest to the 
urban setting.

The tile pattern 
and placement of 
windows create a 
rhythm within  
the design. 

The mosaic tile 
detail wraps around 
the corner making it 
suit its location at a 
busy intersection.  

If you think this building looks more mid-
century mod than early 20th century Edward-
ian, you would be right. In 1959, architects 
A. Dale & Associates added Enmax’s red and 
white touch to the outside. Up close, you 
can see the mosaic detail around the bottom 
includes various shades of red tile. Above, the 
white frontage is broken up by stripes per-
fectly spaced around small, square windows. 

At two storeys, what this Enmax building 
lacks in stature it makes up for with a façade 
that has !air. 

"is corner building was built in 1912 and 
is the oldest of four brick buildings in the 
complex. It was designed by one of Calgary’s 
#rst architects, J.T. Child, and built at a cost of 
$16,857 during the pre-First World War popu-
lation boom when the demand for electricity 
was rising. 

“"e staggered stripes give it rhythm and 
breathe life into the building,” says Sztuk. 
“"is is an example of ‘re-skinning’ done 
well to allow the old building to grow into 
something better. Not everything has to be 
taken down to make a place for something 
else.” Even the side lot, #lled with transform-
ers, looks good in this urban setting.
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Relief panels in 
precast concrete, 
as well as the vary-
ing colour and 
composition of the 
brick, were carefully 
selected details. 

The building steps 
back, cheating the 
perspective as you 
view it from  
di!erent angles.

The building’s U 
shape welcomes 
visitors to the 
entrance, which 
is surrounded by 
glass blocks and 
concrete.

Athlone  
Apartments
330 19 Ave. S.W.

It is one apartment building among many in 
Mission, but the Athlone is quietly command-
ing in its presence and is one of the few ex-
amples of Art Moderne architecture in Calgary. 

“You feel invited when you walk up,” says 
Sztuk. !e U-shaped design pulls you toward 
the entrance, which is surrounded by glass 
blocks and precast concrete casings.

!e two-storey, 46-unit complex was de-
signed by architects Fordyce and Stevenson in 
1940 to be one of Mission’s "rst luxury apart-
ment buildings — complete with hot and cold 
water, electricity and Venetian blinds. Flying 
ace Capt. Fred McCall, Rose Reader (widow 
of Calgary Parks Superintendent William 
Reader) and librarian Louise Riley all called 
the Athlone home.

!e impressiveness of the original interior 
luxuries, such as the hot and cold water may 

have faded, but the exterior detailing has 
stood the test of time. Concrete strips wrap 
around the building above the windows, cre-
ating horizontal lines. Between the entrance 
and the two side wings, the building steps 
back, cheating perspective and changing how 
the building looks as you walk closer. 

Even more impressive is the brickwork. Its 
seemingly monotone colour becomes much 

more complex the closer you get. !e brick 
includes insets of the blocks in a herringbone 
pattern. “!e building is simple in form 
but the architect designed the brick —the 
composition, colours and coursing — to add 
expression,” says Sztuk. All that, along with 
the concrete base around the raised basement, 
helps ground the building. 
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Jennie  
Elliott School
3031 Lindsay Dr. S.W.

Praise for Calgary’s education-related 
architecture is o!en reserved for sandstone 
schools or high-pro"le post-secondary 
expansions. But nearly 500 elementary-aged 
kids are learning in a building, tucked into 
the southwest community of Lakeview, that 
has its own clever architecture. 

Jennie Elliott Elementary was built in 1962, 
with additions added in the 1970s. #ose 
additions were not the wood portables used 
today, but instead concrete-and-brick pods 
with sloped roofs and windows put in at a 
child’s eye level. #ey are a surprise as you 
walk around the original two-storey, simple, 
rectangle-shaped school to see the sudden 
complexity at the back. 

“#ere is a special composition happening 
here that isn’t loud,” says Sztuk. “It doesn’t 
scream at you, but you can appreciate it as 
you think about the function.” #e additions 
merge with the original concept of the build-
ing, as if they were planned all along. 

“When I drive by, I feel fortunate that I get 
to see it every day,” says Sztuk. “Someone put 
their heart and soul into making it a better 
place for the kids and the community.” 

The additions at the 
back of the school 
add interest with 
alcoves and long, 
narrow windows.

The elementary 
school is a func-
tional place for 
kids to learn and an 
architectural gem in 
the neighbourhood.

The original build-
ing is a simple 
rectangle while 
the slanted roofs 
include asym-
metry and slanted 
rooflines.

This entrance is the 
transition between 
the original building 
and the additions at 
the back.
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Centre for 
Spiritual  
Living
103 17 Ave. S.E.

!e roo"ine slanting from both sides to 
form a so#, prayer-like V helps indicate 
that this building has had not one, but two  
lives as a place of worship. 

It was originally designed as the Shaarey 
Tzedec Synagogue for a “modern ortho-
dox” congregation in 1959 by architects 
Abugov & Sunderland, the same $rm that 
designed West Edmonton Mall. !e build-
ing is now home to the Centre for Spiritual 
Living, which practises Religious Science 
through a%rmative prayer, visualization 
and meditation. 

“It was given another chance to ful$ll 
a life that is not far from its original pur-
pose,” says Sztuk. “It’s continuing its legacy.”

!e bending roo"ine, with transom 
windows underneath that let light into 
the main hall, as well as Mondrian-like 
patterned windows above the entry and to 
the side, are “a composition of pieces that 
harmoniously work together to create one 
object, which can be enjoyed from every 
side,” says Sztuk.

From a distance, the façade looks order-
ly, only broken up by thin vertical columns, 
but step closer and you’ll notice the bricks 
form a three-dimensional wave pattern. 

“!ere is a complexity that is appreciat-
ed only when you start looking,” says Sztuk. 

Windows in a 
Mondrian-like 
pattern add colour 
and another linear 
element.

The slanted roofline, 
vertical columns 
and transom 
windows all work 
together to create a 
cohesive look. 

The architect 
looked beyond 
the front of the 
building and added 
design elements on 
all sides.

Windows were stra-
tegically placed to 
allow light to flood 
into the main hall.
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Rideau Towers
3204 Rideau Pl. S.W.

Perched on the summit of the Elbow River 
escarpment, Rideau Towers o!ers views of the 
mountains and skyline and overlooks the estates 
along the river below. 

Four six-storey buildings fan out from the 
parking area. Narrow lanes around the perimeter 
lead to private garages built underneath grassy 
"elds. It’s apartment living in a park-like setting.

Built in 1955 during the oil boom and designed 
by Toronto-based Peter Caspari, Rideau Towers 
were Calgary’s "rst post-Second World War luxury 
apartments, and one of the "rst construction proj-
ects to use the “li#-slab” technique, where concrete 
slabs are formed at ground level, then hoisted to 
their "nal location. 

Rideau Towers were designed in the 
International style — a simple form with no 
fancy ornamentation and no attempt to copy 
other historic styles. Balconies wrap around 
the corners of the buildings, bookending their 
cubed shape and creating long, horizontal lines. 
Windows give the building a glass-curtain look.  

“$eir appearance is quiet and understated,” 
says Sztuk. “$ey are simple, straightforward 

buildings that are well-proportioned. 
$ey aren’t pretending to be a palace 
when they are really apartment buildings.” 

Rideau Towers’ simplicity might be what 
contributes to the development’s long-term 
relevancy. “$ey have an everlasting life 
and elegant appearance,” says Sztuk. 

Simple brick on the 
end walls distinguish 
them from the 
building’s overall 
glass curtain look. 

The building com-
plex was designed 
as an exclusive 
community and  
includes am-
menities such as an 
outdoor pool. 

The building’s flat 
roofline, horizontal 
lines and use of 
glass are all typical 
of International-
style architecture.

The four Rideau 
Towers are set on 
the top of the hill 
with views of the 
city below.
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Ravvins  
Building
1010 6 Ave. S.W.

In a quiet, underdeveloped corner of down-
town’s West End, this concrete cube has charac-
ter on every side. 

!e Ravvins Building is currently home to 
Attainable Homes Calgary, a non-pro"t corpo-
ration that helps middle-income Calgarians get 
on the property ladder. !e building started as 
Mewata Grocery and Confectionary owned by 
Frank Ravvins, has been used as a storage facil-
ity for the Calgary Police and Fire departments 
and, at one time, housed a billiards retailer and 
adult video stores. 

Its architectural merit starts with the brick 
basket-weave façade. “It’s a living façade, with 

the shadows and appearance changing as the 
light moves across,” says Sztuk. “It makes a 
major statement.” 

So#ening the building, the curved canopy 
waves across the front and continues through 
into the interior. 

“!e line of that canopy adds to the heavy 
feel of the top of the building and introduces 

the top and bottom of the building as two 
separate lives,” says Sztuk. !e small win-
dows along the side walls of the building are 
staggered, showing that, while the front is the 
attention-grabber, careful thought was also 
given to the whole design. 

“It was treated with respect from all sides,” 
says Sztuk. 

The curved canopy, 
while a prominent 
outdoor feature, 
also carries through 
to the interior.

Small, staggered 
windows on the side 
of the building were 
a conscious design 
element.

The basket-weave 
façade is a bold 
statement that is not 
seen anywhere else 
in the city. 

The soft curve of 
the canopy empha-
sises the heaviness 
of the windowless 
façade above.


