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When you get a call to meet the head of the Royal Canadian Geographical Society, John Geiger, about a
design-build project at the venerable institution located on Canada’s Capital Ceremonial Route, you

try to tamp down excitement while corralling expectations.

When you walk through the underground halls and rooms and are told that they need a designer to
conjure magic equal to the gift bestowed by none other than Sir Christopher Ondaatje, whose

eponymous medal is awarded to outstanding explorers each year, realization dawns that something
special needs to be delivered.

Inspired by Ondaatje’s birthplace and novels, it was important to give the rooms the vernacular and heft
of the world-renowned Gentleman Explorer. Referencing Renaissance’s best, with a double-tiered library

based on Michelangelo’s Farnese Palace in Rome, HS + Co layered geographical and time-travelling
points from around the world with Indian linen paisley, a South Asian motif wallpaper, a chinese art

deco rug, a Turkish marble, an English-inspired Tudor fireplace, a Palais Royal wood trompe l’oeil… with a
nod to both the seas and skies alike in the bar pulls and ceiling constellation based on Ondaatje’s

astrological sign.

Spaces were named after the prolific author’s books: The Explorer’s room will house the largest Globe
made by Bellerby and Co, while serving as the perfect ceremonial backdrop for some of Canada’s most
brilliant end-of-frontier explorers and activists; the Leopard Room named after Ondaatje’s “Leopard in

the Afternoon” will showcase RCGS’s extraordinary collection of related paraphernalia and host public
event on occasion. A much-needed Ceylon Cloakroom, based on Ondaatje’s birthplace, will also be

carved out. Lest we forget, the Hemingway Bar based on “Hemingway’s Last Safari”, is discreetly tucked
away while also enhancing the theatrical backdrop created.

The warm colours were based on complementing the already existing, newly named “Map Room”, with Oak
panelling, ochre paper, taupe wool and heavily veined marble, lending a warm and timeless feel offset by

pleasing rich garnet hues evocative of the Old World’s Clubs of yesteryear.
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https://us05web.zoom.us/j/85124095540?pwd=E4KXSJRxe28hfQSrMqCO5LoSMAywFH.1
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“Over wide streams and mountains great we went,
And, save when Bacchus kept his ivy tent,
Onward the tiger and the leopard pants,

With Asian elephants:
Onward these myriads with song and dance,

With zebras striped, and sleek Arabians' prance,
Web-footed alligators, crocodiles,

Bearing upon their scaly backs, in files,
Plump infant laughers mimicking the coil
Of seamen, and stout galley-rowers' toil:

With toying oars and silken sails they glide,
Nor care for wind and tide. “

Excerpt of “Song of the Indian Maid” (from “Endymion”), 1818.
By John Keats

Ondaatje’s Opus
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