
Edmonton Valley Zoo 
ABOVE

Immersive landscapes are those in which animals and humans alike are 
enveloped by a common habitat. This approach erases the boundaries 
and hierarchical divisions between animals and visitors found at 
conventional zoos. By engaging animals on their own terms and in their 
own habitats, visitors are better able to understand the high degree of 
interconnectivity between themselves, the animals they are viewing, and 
the world around them.   

Children and adults perceive and engage the world in very different ways. 
At an elemental level, children operate at a very different scale than their 
adult counterparts. Unlike adults, children also tend to learn about the 
world and their place in it with a high degree of physicality: through play. 

Using immersive landscapes and a ‘children’s geography’ as points 
of departure, the master plan for the Children’s Precinct pursues four 
primary gestures of spatial engagement as means of defining a new 
conceptual framework for the Zoo: Under, Between, On, and Above. 
These abstract experiential types speak to a wide range of possible 
means of bodily relation to a given landscape and simultaneously 
sponsor play as a primary mechanism for engaging that landscape. 

Building on the master plan for the Edmonton Valley Zoo Children’s 
precinct, this project develops one aspect of that proposal - the ‘Above 
Zone’ - as a discrete immersive experience. 

“When you realize the value of all life, you dwell less on what 
is past and concentrate on the preservation of the future.” 

~ Dian Fossey



Prairie Dog
Procyon lotor

Red Fox
Vulpes vulpes

Burrowing Owl
Athene cunicularia

Naked Mole Rat
Heterocephalus glaber

Meerkat
Suricata suricatta

Swift Fox
Vulpes velox

Capybara
Hydrochoerus hydrochaeris

Beaver
Castor Canadensis

Agouti
Dasyprocta

Eider Duck
Somateria mollissima

Goat
Carpa aegagrus hircus

Wallaby
Petrogale 
lateralis

Emu
Dromaius 

novaehollam

Fallow Deer
Dama dama

Chicken
Gallus domesticus

Cow
Bos taurus

Pig
Sus domestica

Sheep
Ovis aries

Pony
Equus caballus

Turkey
Melagris gallopavo

Rabbit
Oryclolagus cuniculus

Domestic Cat
Felis catus

Raccoon
Procyon lotor

Red Panda
Ailurus fulgens

Ring Tailed Lemur
Lemur catta

Gibbon
Hylobatidae

Golden Lion Tamarin
Leontopithecus rosalia

Red Lorikeet
Eos bornea

Giant Anteater
Myrmecophaga tridactyla
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The Above Building is the first project to be delivered by the Edmonton 
Valley Zoo based on its 2014 master plan.  Using immersive landscapes 
and a ‘child’s eye view’ as points of departure, the master plan for the 
Children’s Precinct of the Edmonton Valley Zoo pursues four primary 
modes of spatial engagement as means of defining a new conceptual 
framework for the Zoo: Under, Between, On, and Above. These abstract 
experiential types structure the new exhibits based on how each species 
engages physically with that landscape and promotes play as the primary 
mechanism for engaging with that landscape. 

Immersive landscapes are those in which animals and humans alike are 
enveloped by a common habitat. This approach erases the boundaries 
and hierarchical divisions between animals and visitors found at 
conventional zoos. By engaging animals on their own terms and in their 
own habitats, visitors are better able to understand the high degree of 
interconnectivity between themselves, the animals they are viewing, and 
the world around them. 

The Above building utilizes a tectonic language developed through 
exploratory models to blur the boundaries between building and Nature, 
suspending disbelief. The materials selected will patina over time - the 
wood will grey, while the board form concrete will be overgrown with 
mosses and ivy. Their faceted surfaces are eroded to provide natural 
lighting throughout the spaces, while views of the landscape beyond are 
used to animate its interior spaces. The building acts as a frame to its 
surroundings and over time will gradually be subsumed by the nature, 
literally immersed within the site.  Within the logic of this language, the 
Above zone focuses on the experience of ascending from a grounded 
condition to one characterized by the dissolution of the tree canopy into 
light and sky. 

Blue Gray Tanager
Thraupis episcopus

Orinoco Goose
Neochen jubata

Emerald Starling
Lamprotornis iris



The idea of a children’s geography, where imagination takes hold and 
reality takes a backseat to wonder, is another fundamental concept 
embedded in the design.  To this end, Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild 
Things Are was an inspiration for the project. The children’s geography 
is an experiential or cognitive map that reflects heightened moments of 
emotion within the promenade that resonate within a child’s long term 
memory. This mapping isn’t definitive or quantifiable: instead, the map 
is an accumulation of moments of engagement with the habitats and the 
animals that create a disproportionate effect on a child’s perception of 
the environment. 

As well, moments of parallel play act to buttress a child’s imagination 
by providing moments of adrenaline where they can pretend to be one 
of the animals on exhibit by mimicking similar physical acts. A child can 
climb in the net play and pretend to be a Gibbon or they can cross the 
canopy walk between the aviaries and imagine they are an exotic bird 
or Tamarin.
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SITE

The existing Edmonton Valley Zoo Children’s Precinct site is located 
within Edmonton’s River Valley. Its defining feature is a mature canopy 
of trees that provide lush forest for the Children’s Precinct of the Zoo. 

The Proposed Masterplan celebrates the spirit of the site through locating 
each experiential zone and crafting their formal expressions as a way to 
to augment the site’s existing topography.

The Above Zone has been calibrated to respond to the tree canopy, as 
well as the natural drop in the site section from west to east. This creates 
a gentle rise of the Boardwalk as the grade below drops simultaneously, 
allowing visitors various opportunities to physically experience the habitat 
of animals that live and play within forest canopies. 

The mature tree canopies are used to reinforce the immersive experience, 
as they are integrated into both interior and exterior exhibitions areas. 
The protection of the existing landscape and mature tree canopy was 
critical for the success of the project and here they are integrated to form 
living habitats for animals, as well as visually framed by the architecture.
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GROUND

Below the elevated boardwalk, there is a parallel walkway which provides 
ground level views into the gibbon and tamarin aviaries. This perspective 
allows one to experience the forest floor and the support species who 
dwell on the ground within the aviaries. The biodiversity within the 
aviaries are experienced through one’s experiential relationship to the 
surrounding landscape.  This begins to correlate specific species to their 
habitat while also relating back to the notion of  children’s geography. 

The tectonic language of the exhibit building is considered as a series of 
strata which help to condition the experience of each zone. In the lower 
floor of the Above Zone, this takes the form of faceted board formed 
concrete that appears more as rock outcroppings. As the landscaping 
fills in, it is anticipated that mosses, creeping vines and bushes will act to 
further appropriate the base for the exhibit building.

Hidden within the sculpted facets of the base are animal transfers between 
interior and exterior exhibit spaces. These transfers are non-uniform in 
size and location and are “carved” into the base; the concealment of 
these apertures maintains the immersive quality of the experience. 

From this perspective, the elevated boardwalk acts to frame the view 
of the aviary ground. The open grate sections of the elevated walkway 
filter the sunlight to the exhibit ground below, acting as extensions of the 
branches and leaves.
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01. Main Pathway
02. Gibbons Aviary
03. Tamarin Aviary
04. Tamandua Viewing
05. Tower Base

06. Animal Transfers
07. Gibbons Dayroom
08. Holding Areas
09. Keeper Work Area
10. Tamarin Dayroom

11. Stair Access
12. Electrical
13. Mechanical
14. Existing Building
15. Between Zone
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The cantilevered ends of the Above zone are shaped and screened 
to bring dappled, natural light into the double height interior day room 
volumes. The form of the building also serves to focus views towards the 
existing tree canopy, simultaneously projecting visitors into the landscape 
beyond and drawing that landscape into the tableau of the interior exhibit 
spaces. Additionally, natural light is drawn in through a series of apetures 
on the south facing wall in additon to skylights in the roof above.

These apetures are randomly located in the surfaces in order to provide 
varying light conditions. In combination with the existing trees these 
apetures provide a dappled light reminiscent of a forest canopy. This 
light can be both direct, but also overcast - this variance helps connect 
the exhibit spaces with the natural environment rather than the artificial 
lighting often used in older zoos. 

The elevated boardwalk describes a path around the aviary volumes and 
connects the interior exhibit building and the tower opposite it. 

The design of the dayroom seeks to create an immersive experience 
by layering foreground, mid-ground and background. The naturalistic 
experience provided within the dayroom creates a sense of immersion, 
but also provides oppurtunities for animal enrichment. 

In addition natural light, the apetures in the south wall create perches 
for the animals to occupy. These are particularly useful in winter, when 
daylight hours are reduced. Each of these apetures will be equipped with 
small UV lights that are triggered seasonally, augmenting the amount of 
vitamin D during the months with shortened daylight hours.

01. Main Pathway
02. Gibbons Aviary
03. Tamarin Aviary
04. Elevated Boardwalk
05. Glass Viewing Platform

06. Stroller Parking
07. Gibbons Dayroom
08. Leaf Cutter Ant Vitrine
09. Keeper Work Area
10. Tamarin Dayroom

11. Planting
12. Access Stairs
13. Observation Tower
14. Balance Beam Play
15. Storage
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CANOPY

01. Boardwalk Below
02. Gibbons Aviary
03. Tamarin Aviary

04. Presentation Area 
05. Canopy Walk Landing
06. Climbing Enclosure

07. Canopy Walk
08. Observation Tower
09. Stair Access

Moving to the east end of the boardwalk, visitors are elevated into the 
underside of the tree canopy as the grade drops away beneath them. 
The bar grate boardwalk dematerializes the path’s walking surface, 
reinforcing the sensation of one being suspended amongst the trees.  

Climbing the tower and traversing the woven rope bridge, visitors 
reach a ‘nest’ on the roof the Above building. This nest space offers 
elevated views into the aviary spaces and a small seating area for the 
zoo interpretive staff to provide presentations to school groups or tours. 
Additionally, there is an enclosed net climbing structure, allowing children 
to safely engage in parallel play, mimicking the gibbons and tamarins 
seen in the adjacent aviaries.  

Opposite the Above building, an observation tower connected to the 
elevated boardwalk lifts visitors into the zone’s tree canopy. To render 
this transition from ground to sky more legible, the tower dematerializes 
as it reaches its zenith. This dematerialization manifests formally, 
through the gradual unfolding of the wood-clad planes that describe the 
tower’s experiential volume, and tectonically, through the gradation of 
the cladding members themselves from dense to disparate as the tower 
climbs higher. 

Connecting the tower and exhibit building at the canopy level, a woven 
bridge completes the experiential arc from the terrestrial to the aerial, 
allowing visitors to suspend themselves between the two adjacent aviary 
spaces and occupy the same weightless territory as the gibbons and 
tamarins beyond

09

07

02

03

01

04

06

05

08

01

01

LEVEL 03
SCALE: 1:250



01. Boardwalk 
02. Tamarin Dayroom

03. Tamarin Aviary
04. Gibbon Aviary

05. Canopy Walk
06. Observation Tower
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01. Boardwalk 
02. Glass Viewing Platform
03. Leaf Cutter Ant Vitrine

04. Tamarin Dayroom
05. Climbing Enclosure
06. Canopy Walk

07. Observation Tower
08. Stair Access
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01. Gibbon Dayroom
02. Tamarin Dayroom

03. Leaf Cutter Ant Vitrine
04. Climbing Enclosure

05. Presentation Area
06. Planter Boxes
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