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THE REASSEMBLY OF THE RIDEAU 
STREET CONVENT CHAPEL, OTTAWA
 
Harold Kalman

| �Rideau Street Convent Chapel, Ottawa, Ontario, 1887-1888. Michael Bedford PhotograPhy, 1988

The spectacular Rideau Street Convent Chapel highlights a visit to the National Gallery of 
Canada, in Ottawa. The delightful fantasy of wooden fan vaults and slender cast-iron col-
umns, whose combination has been compared to elegant champagne glasses, never ceases to 
please. Luc Noppen has written the architectural history of the chapel, drawing on his exten-
sive knowledge of the religious architecture of French Canada. Published by the National 
Gallery in 1988, it tells the stories of the people and the organizations that collaborated in 
rescuing the chapel from demolition and reassembling it in the National Gallery.1 The pres-
ent article, which has been written in honour of Noppen, describes the process by which the 
chapel was restored and identifies many of the skilled artisans who took part in the project. 
The restoration work was undertaken in 1985-1988 by Commonwealth Historic Resource 
Management Ltd., under contract to the National Gallery. The author, a founding principal 
of Commonwealth, was the project manager.2

1 Luc Noppen, Une des plus belles chapelles du pays, Ottawa, Musée des beaux-arts du Canada, 1988 ; Luc 
Noppen, In the National Gallery of Canada : “One of the most beautiful chapels in the land,” Ottawa, National 
Gallery of Canada, 1988. The historical information in the present article is drawn primarily from Noppen’s 
books ; from the article by the present author cited in the next endnote ; from the files compiled by the 
author and now deposited in the City of Vancouver Archives, Rideau Street Convent Chapel project, AM957 
– Commonwealth Historic Resource Management fonds, box 132 (unprocessed) ; and from the recollections 
of Craig Sims, Dennis Carr, Caroline Guay, Fern Mackenzie, and Ken Elder, all of whom participated in the 
chapel project and generously contributed their recollections. Seyedhamed Yeganehfarzand kindly provided 
assistance with the preparation of the present article.

2 An expanded version of this paper will be published shortly in the Bulletin of the Association for Preserva-
tion Technology (APT Bulletin) in 2020. Portions of this paper were previously published in Harold Kalman, 
“Restoration of the chapel of the Rideau Street Convent,” APT Bulletin, vol. 18, no. 4, 1986. Two papers on the 
Chapel were presented by Judy Oberlander, at the time a member of the Commonwealth team : Oberlander, 
“Preserving a nineteenth-century fan-vaulted chapel : The Rideau Street Convent Chapel in Ottawa, Ontario,” 
delivered to the Annual Conference of the Association for Preservation Technology (APT), San Francisco, 
September 1985 ; and Oberlander, “The Restoration of the Rideau Street Convent Chapel,” delivered to 
the International Institute for Conservation – Canadian Group, Winnipeg, May 1986. Several unpublished 
reports, which were prepared for the National Gallery by the author and his colleagues at Commonwealth 
and are now deposited at the City of Vancouver Archives, have also been consulted.
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The Rideau Street Convent

The Rideau Street Convent Chapel was constructed 
within the Convent of Notre-Dame-du-Sacré-
Cœur in 1887-1888, exactly a century before its 

reassembly. The convent was located on Rideau Street in 
downtown Ottawa, as the name states, between Waller and 
Cumberland streets. It was built for the Sisters of Charity, 
also known as the Grey Nuns. The consecration, held on 
June 25, 1888, was presided over by the archbishop of the 
Diocese, Mgr. Joseph-Thomas Duhamel. 

The abbot at the time, Georges Bouillon, had been 
engaged to design and build the chapel. The convent records 
state: “We shall be in Father Bouillon’s debt for the magnifi-
cent plan he has proposed for our chapel. The vault is in the 
Tudor style, and execution of the plan promises to give us 
one of the most beautiful chapels in the land.”3

3 Chroniques du pensionnat Notre-Dame-du-Sacré-Cœur, 1869-1908, 

Georges Bouillon (1841-1932) was both an ordained priest 
and an accomplished architect. He studied and taught 
technical and architectural drawing, although he had no 
formal architectural education. Bouillon joined the clergy 
of Ottawa’s Notre-Dame Cathedral in 1874 and became 
responsible for all work on the cathedral interior. In 1883-
1884, anticipating his appointment as the official architect 
for the Diocese of Ottawa, Bouillon visited historic churches 
in Europe and the Middle East. He considered St. Peter’s in 
Rome to be “the finest and greatest of all Christian build-
ings.” He would visit Europe twice more in the following 
decade.

Abbé Bouillon’s knowledge of European architecture 
and Canadian construction techniques served his career 
well. His description of the elaborate pendant (hanging) 
fan vaulting, which dominates the interior of the Rideau 

March 1887, p. 70 ; Archives of the Sisters of Charity, Ottawa, cited in 
Noppen, One of the most beautiful chapels, p. 68.

~�“Sacred Heart Convent, Rideau St. Ottawa, Ont. Chapel.” Postcard image, Novelty Manufacturing & Art Prin-
ting Co., Montreal, c. 1911-1917. iMage courtesy of Ken elder

~ �Rideau Street Convent Chapel, Ottawa, 1887-
1888. Photo 1972, in situ in the convent. noPPen, 
“One Of the mOst beautiful chapels...,” Plate ii
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Chapel, as being “in the Tudor style,” is surely a reference 
to the most renowned of Tudor fan vaults, the ceiling of 
the extraordinary Henry VII Chapel in Westminster Abbey 
(1503-1509). The Henry VII Chapel and other European 
precedents, such as the stone vault of St. Stephen’s 
Cloister (1526-1529), now incorporated within the Houses 
of Parliament, were vaulted in stone. The Rideau Chapel’s 
ceiling, in contrast, was fabricated from wood.4 The 
contrast illustrates the migration and transformation 
of Tudor models from England to Canada. Nineteenth-
century Ottawa had a strong tradition of stonemasonry 
using large ashlar, or rough-cut blocks. The practice had 
been introduced by the masons, predominantly Scottish, 
who built the Rideau Canal in the 1820s. The local trades 

4 Noppen is cautious about declaring the Henry VII Chapel to be  
Bouillon’s primary source. He suggests that the closest precedent may 
be the stone vault of St. Stephen’s Cloister ; Noppen, One of the most 
beautiful chapels, p. 23, 42-46.

also excelled in wood construction. Their skills in joinery 
were adeptly exploited in the Rideau Chapel. 

The decorative scheme for the Rideau Chapel was altered 
several times over the years, most recently in 1944. The 
various interventions included replacing the original pastel 
colour scheme with blue and gold, adding new stencilling 
along the walls, decorating the columns, and installing new 
floors and lighting. These and many other changes would 
make planning for restoration a complex task.

The Sisters of Charity placed the convent property on 
the real estate market in December 1970. Local developer 
Glenview Realty purchased it five months later. Glenview 
announced its intention to demolish the entire convent 
and replace it with a commercial development. Ottawa’s 
heritage community responded by calling for the chapel’s 
preservation. 

Preservation was not a straightforward task, since the 
Province of Ontario and the City of Ottawa did not yet 

~ �Fan vaulting, Henry VII Chapel, Westminster Abbey, London, 1503-
1509. herry lawford, wiKiPedia coMMons

~ �St. Stephen’s cloister, Houses of Parliament, Westminster, London, 
1526-1529. noPPen, “One Of the mOst beautiful chapels...”, fig. 23



2 7 8

THE ARCHITECTURE OF IDENTITY

have protective heritage legislation.5 The organizations 
that stepped forward included the heritage committee of 
“A Capital for Canadians,” an advocacy group headed by 
the husband-and-wife team of R.A.J. (Bob) Phillips and Mary 
Anne Phillips6; the National Capital Commission (NCC), 
whose spokesman was architect and planner Hazen Sise; 
and the National Gallery of Canada, under the leadership of 
two directors, Jean Sutherland Boggs and Shirley Thomson. 
Professionals from Parks Canada and the National Research 
Council, together with students from Algonquin College of 

5 The Ontario Heritage Act, 1974, which enabled the short-term protec-
tion of historic buildings, had not yet been enacted.

6 A Capital for Canadians was the predecessor of Heritage Canada, 
now the National Trust for Canada. R.A.J. Phillips would become its 
first executive director. See <https ://heritageottawa.org/>, accessed 
December 21, 2018.

Applied Arts and Technology, responded by documenting 
the chapel thoroughly. Their measured record drawings and 
photogrammetry, produced in 1972, would prove indispens-
able in the subsequent restoration. The Historic Sites and 
Monuments Board of Canada hastily commemorated the 
interior as a National Historic Site, but this honorific title 
provides no protection. 

Demolition of the convent began on May 6, 1972. In 
the days that followed, the NCC dismantled the chapel’s 
interior, quickly and crudely, with power saws and hoists. 
The salvaged fragments were moved on a flat-bed truck 
and placed into storage in the Connelly Building, a large 
warehouse in Ottawa South. The cast-iron columns were 
stored outdoors in an NCC works yard. 

~ �Composite photogrammetric image of the fan vaulting, Rideau Street Convent Chapel, 1972. ParKs canada
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Planning and Preparation

The National Gallery of Canada decided in 1984 that the 
chapel would be reinstalled in the new National Gallery, 
which was then in the initial stages of planning. The federal 
government had made the commitment to rebuild three 
museums: the National Gallery, the National Museum of 
Man, and the National Aviation Museum.7 Prime Minister 
Pierre Elliott Trudeau considered the new museums to 
be among his principal legacies. He created the Canada 
Museums Construction Corporation to administer their 
construction. The chair and chief executive officer of the 
Corporation was Jean Boggs, who had earlier spent a decade 
as director of the National Gallery. Architect Moshe Safdie 
was selected—many believed by Trudeau—to design the 
new National Gallery, which would include space to accom-
modate the chapel. The new Gallery would open its doors 
on May 21, 1988.8 

7 The National Museum of Man was subsequently renamed the Cana-
dian Museum of Civilization and is now called the Canadian Museum 
of History. The National Aviation Museum is now the Canada Aviation 
and Space Museum.

8 The architects of record were Parkin/Safdie, a joint venture of Parkin 

The National Gallery purchased the components of 
the Rideau Street Convent Chapel from the NCC at a 
price equivalent to the cost of salvage. Planning for its 
restoration and installation was undertaken jointly by 
Commonwealth, under the direction of the author; Parks 
Canada, led by architect Ken Elder, architect Julian Smith, 
and engineer Claude Levesque; and the National Gallery, 
represented by project coordinator Deborah Tunis, associ-
ate coordinator Geoff Hoare, and curator Charles C. Hill. It 

Associates (which in 1977 had won a competition for a National 
Gallery on another site), and Moshe Safdie, the building’s designer. 
See <https ://www.gallery.ca/about-the-gallery/our-history> ; and 
“National Museums of Canada,” Canadian Encyclopedia, <https ://
www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/national-museums-of-
canada>, both accessed December 29, 2018. The landscape architect 
was Cornelia Hahn Oberlander.

~�The fan vaults are transported from the chapel to the warehouse, 
1972.  noPPen, “One Of the mOst beautiful chapels...”, fig. 8

~ �Photogrammetric image of the altar, Rideau Street Convent Chapel, 
1972.  ParKs canada
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was acknowledged that there were no precedents in Canada 
for dismantling a historic interior and reassembling it in 
a new, purpose-built space. The restoration of the Chapel 
would be the first project of its kind in Canadian architec-
tural conservation.9

An initial challenge was determining what specific period 
the chapel’s final appearance would represent. Four options 
were considered: returning it to its state at the dedication 
in 1888; to its first redecoration in 1910; to 1944, when the 
decorative scheme was changed for the second and last 
time; or to 1972, when it was dismantled, by which time 
the surfaces had developed a “patina” from their exposure 
over the years. The National Gallery, with advice from 
Commonwealth and Parks Canada, selected 1944 as the 
date. 

The primary conservation treatments (also called “inter-
ventions” or “approaches”) applied at the Rideau Chapel 
were preservation and reassembly. The Standards and guide-
lines for the conservation of historic places in Canada defines 
preservation as “the action or process of protecting, main-
taining, and/or stabilizing the existing materials, form, and 
integrity of a historic place or of an individual component, 

9 Noppen, One of the most beautiful chapels, p. 27. 

while protecting its heritage value.” Prior to their disas-
sembly in 1972, the materials and form of the Chapel largely 
retained their appearance from 1944; in other words, they 
had a high degree of integrity. Reassembly, which is also 
known as reconstitution and anastylosis, denotes putting 
dismantled components back together. This was the central 
activity within the new National Gallery. The intervention 
of restoration, which refers to actively returning a historic 
place to a known earlier state, was not done here. Nor was 
reconstruction, which means returning a historic place to a 
known earlier state by introducing a considerable amount 
of new material.10

The next question was what to display, keeping in mind 
that the outcome would first and foremost be an exhibit in 
an art gallery, and only secondarily a historic period inte-
rior. Julian Smith, head of Period Architecture with Parks 

10 To complicate matters further, the interventions of moving and 
consolidation are also applicable to the Rideau Chapel. The prin-
cipal conservation treatments are defined in Harold Kalman, 
Heritage planning : Principles and process, New York and London,  
Routledge, 2014, p. 150-162. The Standards and guidelines, Ottawa, 
Parks Canada, 2010 [2nd ed.], are available online at <https ://www.his-
toricplaces.ca/en/pages/standards-normes>, accessed September 30, 
2019.

~�Julian Smith, Sketch of reassembly Option 1 : Display of ceiling and 
altar, 1986. ParKs canada

~�Julian Smith, Sketch of reassembly Option 5 : Display of ceiling, altar, 
and windows with a historic reconstruction of the chapel, 1986. ParKs 
canada
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Canada, proposed six design options. Two are illustrated 
here. The Gallery chose to display the ceiling, the interior 
structure, and the altar as accurately as possible. This fol-
lowed Julian Smith’s fifth option, but without recreating the 
mural behind the altar. 

No clear distinction would be made between histori-
cal and contemporary material. New work would include 
reproducing the interior walls and finishes; rebuilding the 
balcony, of which only the rail survived; and restoring 
the surviving window sashes within reproduced window 
frames. Introduced material would be carefully documented 
but would not necessarily be clearly distinguishable from 
historic fabric. This decision fit the circumstances well, 
although it deviated somewhat from international pres-
ervation doctrine. The primary resource at the time was 
The Venice Charter for the conservation and restoration of 
monuments and sites, produced in 1964 by ICOMOS (the 
International Council on Monuments and Sites, a UNESCO 
agency). With respect to the introduction of new material, 
Article 12 of The Venice Charter states: “Replacements of 
missing parts must integrate harmoniously with the whole, 
but at the same time must be distinguishable from the 
original so that restoration does not falsify the artistic or 
historic evidence.”

Once the principles were established, the hands-on work 
began, in early 1986. The components had been stored ran-
domly in the warehouse, pieces piled upon pieces. Nobody 
had any idea how many fragments there were, whether 
any were missing, nor where any particular piece might 
be found. 

The original location of each fragment was determined 
by the tedious process of examining it closely and compar-
ing its small distinguishing features—notches, scratches, 
other damage, and splashes of paint—to the photogram-
metric images. The cast-iron columns, each of which took 
ten persons to lift, had to be moved from outdoor stor-
age into the warehouse. The largest wood components 
were the 18 half-fans from the nave, each some 4.4 by 
3.3 metres in size, and heavy enough to require six persons 
to lift. Other pieces were more manageable. They included 
the aisle fans, the ceiling roundels and trefoils, spandrels 

and reveals from the arcade, window sash, cast-iron cor-
bels, and the disassembled altar. Among the smallest were 
several dozen altar finials, many under 300 millimetres in 
length. Countless fragments of moulding trim were scat-
tered on the warehouse floor, all totally out of context.

Identification

The team’s first step was to get to know the fragments. 
They had been labelled and numbered in 1972, but the key 
to the numbers had been lost. Every piece was now tagged, 
inventoried, and assigned a new number. A total of 1123 
components, or groups of components, were identified 
and entered into a computer database. This was 1985, very 
early in the evolution of personal computers. We installed 
dBase II®, the industry-standard software, on an Osborne 1 
computer, nicknamed “Ozzie” and running the DOS oper-
ating system. The Osborne was the first commercially 
produced portable computer, about the size and weight 
of a portable sewing machine. Its portability allowed the 
computer to be used in both the office and the warehouse. 
The lack of a hard drive—Ozzie had two 51/4-inch floppy 
disk drives—the limitations of computer memory, and the 
embryonic software required the creation of six separate 
data files. 

Fern Mackenzie was responsible for creating and main-
taining the database. Every object was described by its 
material, finish, colour, dimensions, and condition. She also 
recorded the Roman numerals that had been inscribed on 
the window units at the time of original construction and 
the numbers that had been written on tape and adhered to 
the wood pieces during the salvage operation. The meaning 
of neither was initially understood. Each piece was assigned 
coordinates to mark its location on the industrial shelving 
that had been set up in the warehouse. 

Mackenzie realized that the relational features of dBase 
II enabled her to identify adjacent but missing fragments. 
She could see patterns in what had appeared to be random 
attributes, much like understanding the pips, slots, and 
partial images of jigsaw puzzle tiles. The meaning of the 
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previously indecipherable Roman numerals also became 
clear. Other clues that helped her to identify the original 
location and adjacencies of fragments were blobs of paint 
and arrangements of nail holes. With these aids, Mackenzie 
could recognize a missing piece and retrieve it amongst the 
many hundreds of loose fragments in the warehouse.

Stabilization

Every piece had to be cleaned and secured. Years of accumu-
lated surface grime had left the components very dirty. An 
industrial vacuum cleaner, fitted with a soft brush, effectively 
removed loose dirt without causing abrasion. Vacuuming 
alone, however, was insufficient. Staff at the National Gallery’s 
Restoration and Conservation Laboratory tested a range of 
cleaning solutions. They found that water alone cleaned as well 
as the various solutions of surfactants and wetting agents, and 
that water plus ammonia cleaned slightly more efficiently, par-
ticularly in rust-stained areas. Application with soft sponges 
resulted in the loss of small flakes of already loosened paint and 
some pigment, but it was recognized that local consolidation 
of paint layers was impractical and produced little gain. Three 
students in the federal government’s Katimavik Program, who 
were provided by the National Capital Commission, undertook 
the surface cleaning. They were trained by the Gallery and 
supervised by Commonwealth. 

Commonwealth, in discussions with Parks Canada and 
the National Gallery, developed stabilization principles that 
respected best international preservation practices. They 
were:

◆ no aspect of the stabilization work would be 
irreversible;

◆ no historical fabric would be permanently altered, 
although minor modifications for stability and to 
facilitate positioning were permitted for material that 
would be hidden from view;

◆ all new material would be marked as such;
◆ loosened trim could be fixed with new screws and 

other fasteners, if required;
◆ all work would be carefully documented. 

The guidelines that were adopted stipulated that the 
surfaces of the components should be repaired, rather than 
left as found, in order to lessen the impact of the many 
cracks, holes, and stains caused by the hasty dismantling 
and the passage of time. Pieces that had separated were 
held together with butcher twine. Filler and infill paint were 
applied, although sparingly. 

~ �Dennis Carr (left) and Craig Sims move a roundel into place during 
the trial assembly in the warehouse, 1986. noPPen, “One Of the mOst 
beautiful chapels...”, fig. 12
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Trial Assembly 

It was essential that as much preparation work as possible 
be done in the warehouse. Reassembly time in the new 
National Gallery would be short, so that work on the chapel 
could be coordinated with the Gallery’s complex overall 
construction schedule. No time for trial and error would 
be available in the Gallery. 

A portion of the warehouse was prepared for trial 
assembly. A framework of wooden joists was constructed 
to simulate the chapel’s original ceiling support system, 
reproducing the nave and one aisle for the length of four 
(of a total of ten) bays. A moveable scaffold provided access. 
Three different assembly methods were tested, in order to 
determine the best way to lift the fans and fasten them to 
the ceiling joists. The trial also allowed the team to under-
stand fully the subtleties of the structural system, and to 
ensure that the original curvature of the fan vaults was 

replicated as closely as possible. If the curved geometry 
were to be inaccurate by only a tiny amount, the finished 
ceiling would not be horizontal across its entire length. 

A padded cradle was built to accommodate the fans and 
enable access to their backs for photography and stabili-
zation. The Heritage Recording Services Section of Parks 
Canada had taken stereophotogrammetric pairs with a 
75 mm camera. Staff used a 35 mm camera for additional 
photos and to document the conservation techniques. A 
stabilization report was prepared for every fan.

Gary Troke, an inventor and a colleague of a member 
of the Commonwealth team, designed and built a custom 
apparatus to lift the fans into place. It came to be called the 
“Troist,” a play on “hoist” and the inventor’s name. The fans 
were placed atop three hydraulically powered pistons, which 
could be extended and controlled individually. This allowed 
the fans to be raised to precisely the correct position and 
angle. The team assessed the Troist’s strengths and limita-
tions. It chose instead to use a conventional hoist for the final 
installation, because the space in the National Gallery was 
too small to allow the Troist’s required access from above.

Most of the window sashes had been salvaged when 
the chapel was dismantled, but the frames into which the 
sashes were inserted were damaged during demolition 
and had to be discarded. This required that the frames be 
reconstructed. The Commonwealth team fabricated mock-
ups of two window frames of different sizes. The mock-ups 
were based on the Parks Canada photogrammetric record 
from 1972, the as-found dimensions recorded at the same 
time, and clues from surviving scraps. The principal pieces, 
fabricated out of sugar pine from the American Northwest, 
were carefully connected with mortise-and-tenon joints, 
coped by scribing and secured with oak pegs. 

The original window frames had suffered from poor 
workmanship. The team chose to produce the joinery to 
higher standards, rather than reproduce the inadequate 
techniques, which had failed. Individual members were 
connected with furniture-grade hardwood plywood splines 
(thin, wood strips). The splines were substituted for the 
original wood screws, since the screws had caused the 
wood to split. 

~�A nave half-fan is hoisted into position on the superstructure during 
the trial assembly, 1986. KalMan, “restoration of the chaPel...”, fig. 13



2 8 4

THE ARCHITECTURE OF IDENTITY

The sashes had been fabricated out of four-inch pine in a 
complex contour, with chamfered edges. Four sashes were 
reconstructed, using sugar pine from California. Eighteen 
sashes, the components of two full windows, were sta-
bilized by the Commonwealth crew in the warehouse, in 
order to develop appropriate techniques. The remaining 
frames and sashes were tendered to a separate contractor, 
one of many subcontracts that were issued by the Gallery. 
Since cost was a factor, the contractor fastened the pieces 
with glue, rather than using traditional joinery.

The original window mullions and tracery had also been 
made of wood, with profiles that resembled the stone trac-
ery of Europe and some early institutional buildings in New 
France. As noted above, wood was the preferred construc-
tion material in nineteenth-century Quebec and Eastern 
Ontario, responding to its wide availability and the skills 
of the local craftsmen.

The members of the Commonwealth team all came to 
the project with skills in both preservation and carpen-
try. Craig Sims was the superintendent. The others were 
Dennis Carr, Caroline Guay, Pat Fraser, James Silversides, Ian 
Hunter, and Peter Newlands. Silversides and Hunter were 
employed by Commonwealth, and Guay was subsequently 
recruited by Parks Canada. Newlands, who worked primar-
ily on restoring the altar, was a cabinetmaker seconded 
from another federal department. Several members of the 
crew had learned their trade at Algonquin College.

Installation

On February 20, 1987, the cleaned and stabilized compo-
nents of the chapel were placed on a flatbed truck, pro-
tected by tarpaulins, and moved from the warehouse to 
the National Gallery. A large opening had been left in an 
exterior wall as a pass-through for the components. Their 
exposure to the winter weather for a few hours was not 
an issue, since the installation would occur in an unheated 
building that was still an active construction site. 

The chapel was installed in a purpose-built gallery—
essentially a plain, large, windowless, reinforced-concrete 

room. Planning the space addressed many issues. These 
included accommodating the intended uses and patterns  
of visitor circulation, complying with fire and building 
codes, and providing new mechanical and electrical 
services. All were set within the context of best 
conservation practices. The wood framing for the ceiling 
and “exterior” walls of the chapel (actually interior walls 
within the larger gallery space) used modern dimensioned 
lumber. One-by-six tongue-and-groove pine was nailed 
to the joists and studs. The Gallery’s architects had left a 
very constricted working space between the wood and 
the concrete, but the restoration crew managed to work 
within the constraints. 

The cast-iron columns were put into position. They 
supported spandrels, which in turn provided support to 
the ceiling. The first ceiling components to be installed 
were the large fans. They were lifted into place with a 
mechanical hoist. With the hoist holding a fan in place, the 
team fixed it to the joists of the new suspended ceiling and 
supported it on a cast-iron column. The heritage recording 
by Algonquin College students provided the dimensions 
from the plaster walls to the columns, and also between 
the columns. Matching the two sides of the saw cuts that 
had been made when the ceiling was dismantled further 
helped to achieve the correct fit. The reassembled ceiling 
was a mere one inch longer than the original 106-foot-
long ceiling; this was corrected by removing a sliver of 
material. The deviation of only 0.08 of 1% was certainly 
an acceptable margin of error!

Next came the installation of the adjacent rosettes 
and trefoils. Their exact placement was again assisted 
by aligning the saw cuts. The components were nailed 
directly to the tongue-and-groove sheathing. Scraps of 
historic wood and new boards, sourced to match the old, 
filled the spaces between them, restoring the appearance 
of the original ceiling. The scraps also provided evidence of 
the original wood and finishes, which enabled an accurate 
reconstruction of the wainscot.

The ceiling had been constructed of pine, likely local 
white pine, and so the new ceiling parts used pine. A new 
hardwood floor was substituted for the original pine (likely 
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~ �Installation of the chapel components in the National Gallery of Canada, December 1987. noPPen, “One Of the mOst beautiful chapels...”, fig. 13
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red pine), in order to withstand future traffic. The long 
lengths that were required could be sourced only in the 
United States, despite the Ottawa Valley having once been 
renowned for its pine forests. The wood was painted to look 
like pine. Hardwood was used for the altar and wainscot. 
Conservators at the Canadian Conservation Institute identi-
fied the hardwood as cherry (probably black cherry), rather 
than maple, which had been the original, tentative identifi-
cation. Other trim may have been basswood and ash.11 This 
information helped with the selection of the wood to be 
used for repair and replacement.

The balcony was reconstructed at the west end, to repro-
duce the original. The balcony railing had been salvaged and 
was re-used, with some components replaced and repaired. 
Carr reproduced several half-round balcony balusters on 
his workshop lathe. Visitors have no access to the balcony, 
although the staircase was partially reconstructed.

The altar was a surviving original artifact. Its missing 
portions were replicated by woodcarver Sharin Sasges. 
The original communion rail was reused. The infill paint-
ing (in-painting) on new ceiling wood and the stencilling on 
the upper walls were undertaken by Stanislav Dusko and 
Andrzej Kwiecinski, Polish-trained craftsmen from Toronto, 
who specialized in church restoration. The rag-rolling deco-
ration on the cast-iron columns, by Ted Boulerice, replicated 
the original technique. The column capitals were gilded by 
Peter Molin.12 

The east wall, behind the altar, was originally painted 
with trompe-l’oeil murals that appeared to extend the depth 
of the choir. It was subsequently repainted with what may 
be described as a choir of angels. Neither scheme was 
reproduced in the present chapel. The walls of the choir 
have been painted in a neutral colour to provide a quiet 
“backdrop” to the altar and a foil to the ceiling. This followed 

11 Report by Gregory Young, Analytical Research Services, Canadian 
Conservation Institute, October 9, 1986. Barbara A. Ramsay-Jolicoeur 
of Parks Canada’s Restoration and Conservation Laboratory analyzed 
the painted windows and recommended the treatment.

12 A full list of the individuals and organizations involved in the restoration 
project was compiled in Ken L. Elder, “Rideau Convent Chapel Update,” 
Monumentum, 1988, p. 9-10.

good conservation practice, in that it clearly distinguished 
the new work from the old.13

No natural light reaches the chapel. Illumination is pro-
vided by multiple lighting systems. The ambient lighting, 
from hanging fixtures, reproduces the quality of the light 
as it was when the Sisters last held prayers in the chapel. 
A gentle light washes over the half-dome of the apse. 
Contemporary museum lighting illuminates the exhibits. 
Light also enters through the windows, which are backlit 
with fluorescent tubes. These, rather than incandescent 
bulbs, are used in order to reduce the frequency of replace-
ment, which is difficult to do because of the constricted 
space. 

The chapel is approached through the National Gallery’s 
landscaped and sky-lighted Garden Court. The principal 
entrance and exit, along the western part of the north wall, 
are by the same door through which most worshippers 
entered during the chapel’s period of use. The orientation of 
the chapel had to be skewed to provide adequate room for 
an entrance within the limited space. A secondary, emer-
gency exit, which was required by fire and life-safety codes, 
was provided at the east end. The chapel is separated from 
the remainder of the Gallery by a one-hour, fire-rated enclo-
sure, which was constructed of gypsum wallboard installed 
around the perimeter wall and used for enclosures for the 
artificial window lighting. The alternative would have been 
to introduce sprinklers or a Halon gas suppression system, 
but either method would have required unsightly nozzles 
in the ceiling.

The narrow space between the windows and the 
concrete wall was sufficient to accommodate the HVAC 
(heating, ventilation, and air-conditioning) ductwork for 
the chapel as well as a plenum, which served as an air 
return for the entire south wing of the Gallery. However, 
it was not wide enough to provide proper access for future 
cleaning of the backs of the windows. The oversight was 
attributed to the design having been made by men, who 

13 Memos from Judy Oberlander and Harold Kalman to the National Gallery,  
September 3-4, 1987, citing doctrine developed by the National Trust 
for Historic Preservation in the U.S.
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lacked experience with housecleaning. The problem was 
resolved by hanging the windows on steel rollers, which 
allows them to be slid to the side. Spring-loaded fasteners 
enable the sashes to be removed from the frame. 

The restored chapel has welcomed visitors to the 
National Gallery of Canada for more than thirty years. The 
first exhibit was a selection from the Henry Birks collection 
of Canadian silver, which was precious but static. The space 
is now brilliantly animated with Forty-part Motet, a sound 
installation by Canadian artist Janet Cardiff. Forty speakers 
are placed out of sight in eight groups. Each speaker plays 
one voice of Spem in alium, by Thomas Tallis.14 Fittingly,

14 The music and the restored chapel space can be appreciated in an 
inspiring video, created by Peter Simpson. The video, which was made 
in 2012 and sponsored by the Ottawa Citizen, is available at <https ://
www.youtube.com/watch ?v=mq-_zFimYAo>. The artist’s description 
can be heard at <https ://www.youtube.com/watch ?v=rZXBia5kuqY]>. 
Both were accessed on November 4, 2019.

the Renaissance composer was born during the reign of 
Henry VII, whose chapel in Westminster Abbey helped to 
inspire Georges Bouillon’s design for the Rideau Chapel.

Partly precious artifact, partly museum gallery, and 
partly historic interior, the Rideau Street Convent Chapel 
combines the conservation processes of preservation, 
stabilization, restoration, and reassembly with new 
construction, exhibit design, and interpretation. The Rideau 
Chapel and the National Gallery have been done a great 
service by Luc Noppen’s book.




