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Aziza Chaouni
This architect’s Toronto home has strong  
roots in Morocco

On a street in the Little Portugal neighbourhood of Toronto, 
Canada, one house stands out from a row of otherwise 
uniform Victorian-era houses that are characteristic of the 
city’s downtown area. Red brick walls and large windows 
make up the house’s exterior and a copper roof and gutter 
glint in the winter sunlight. Inside Moroccan architect 
Aziza Chaouni, originally from the ancient city of Fez, 
plays with her two-year-old son before he sleeps.

An associate professor of architecture at the University 
of Toronto, Chaouni is best known for her 2008 Fez 
River project, which restored the polluted river back to  
a centrepiece for the city and converted its banks  
to a public space. Though she’s lived in Toronto for nearly 
a decade and built a life there with her husband, son and 
dog Zuzu, her personal and professional connection to  
Fez remains strong. The Fez branch of her architecture firm 
has three employees and is currently working on finishing 
the exhibition section of the Al Qarawiyyin Library in  
Fez, the oldest library in the world, as well as a series 

The founder of an architecture firm with 
branches in both Fez and Toronto, Aziza 
Chaouni is close to Fez in her life and work. 
She’s behind the renovation of Fez’s Al 
Qarawiyyin Library, built in 859, and her firm 
is currently working on the interior of  
a client’s 130-year-old house in New York 
City. Chaouni also volunteers for an NGO  
in Morocco that’s building a music school  
from earth material
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01 Chaouni says the design of her home  
is in line with her professional work ethic.  
‘My work responds to my clients’ needs.  
in our case, we tried to have a house that’s  
as sustainable as possible,’ she says  
of the durable copper roof 

02 Chaouni’s Moroccan passport sits between 
framed photographs. Though originally  
from Fez, Chaouni has lived in Toronto  
for nine years

of other projects in collaboration with the Ministry of 
Tourism. ‘They are for poor populations and with small 
budgets so we have to be very innovative,’ she says, adding 
that she spends about three months a year in Fez.

Chaouni’s architecture is recognised for respecting 
the existing features of a space and its commitment to 
sustainable and eco-friendly design – principles she’s 
carried through into the design of her own home from 
inside to out. Though she insists that ‘I do architecture all 
day, so I have no energy to do it in my home’, her particular 
touch and sensibility are present throughout. 

The four storey terraced home, which Chaouni and her 
husband bought in 2010, is one of the only houses in Toronto 
with a copper roof, of which large sheets were carefully 
folded by hand into ridges. The high cost of copper prevents  
it from being a realistic option for most homeowners  
and it’s traditionally used for roofing on grand buildings 
such as museums, galleries and churches. But her decision  
to use it was practical. ‘Standard roofing on these Victorian 
homes has a lifespan of 10 years, and that’s wasteful – 
not only financially but also every time it’s removed it’s  
disposed of. Copper roofing is three times more expensive 
but it lasts forever. We felt the house had a soul and 
deserved to have a roof that’s sustainable. And the hand-
folded seams also provide structural support.’ 

Through the main front door of the house, which 
features an original stained glass window, the split-level 
home has a large collection of vintage Italian furniture 
and lamps. The open-plan living and dining room 
features a square coffee table from the 1980s by Italian 
designer Paolo Piva, and two vintage 1960s red armchairs 
give the room a pop of colour. In the dining area the 
credenza and table are both vintage Acerbis designs, 
and an industrial 1960s Venini chandelier with bare 
bulbs hangs above the dining table. ‘I think my choice  

to have a majority of things that are recycled and reused 
says a lot about myself and my architecture,’ Chaouni says.  
Many of the pieces have an interesting story behind them 
too. Chaouni gestures towards a minimalist grey sofa 
strewn with cushions. ‘We got this from an Iranian family 
who brought it here with them from Iran in 1979. It was  
in their basement and not used very much,’ she says. 

Upstairs, a Poul Cadovius bookcase occupies an entire 
wall of the guest bedroom that serves as Chaouni’s 
home office – with her professional office, where her 
firm is based, only a few levels below in the basement.  
The bookcase was originally in her sister’s home  
in Montreal, and when Chaouni found out she wanted  
to get rid of it, she drove more than 500 kilometres to 
retrieve the piece. Back in Toronto, she and her husband 
restored it to its former glory. ‘That period had a level of 
craftsmanship that today I can’t find,’ she says.

Chaouni says her home reflects ‘smak el 
Fassi’ – a concept particular to Fez referring 
to the art of impeccable homemaking. ‘it 
means offering a home to someone who is 
far from their home,’ she says. ‘That we give 
anything to any guest who crosses our door, 
even if we have nothing’ 
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The bookcase’s moveable shelves are overflowing with 
books, including graphic novels by American cartoonists 
Robert Crumb and Aline Kominsky-Crumb (‘I’m a big fan 
of comics as an art form’) and scattered with her collection 
of Japanese miniature dolls and other trinkets. ‘Some are 
presents from my students,’ she says. ‘One of them once 
gave me an Architect Barbie.’ She also owns a few pieces 
of antique Moroccan jewellery, which she keeps on an old 
mannequin in the master bedroom in the attic. 

Asked if her home reflects her roots, she says, 
‘There’s something very specific to Fez that’s called 
“smak el Fassi”, which means the art of homemaking  
and ensuring everything is impeccable. I know this 
from my grandmother. She would make a fresh vase of 
flowers every day, always had the best cookies and was the  

best hostess.’ She smiles at the memory. ‘I really like that 
– to make your home a welcoming cocoon, not only for you 
but also for your visitors.’

Signs of Chaouni’s connection to Morocco are found 
on almost every wall and surface of the house. ‘I’m very 
sensitive to art and mainly to Moroccan artists who  
I think I can understand,’ she says. ‘I feel inspired when  
I meet them and talk to them about the materials and what 
they intend.’ In the kitchen, a framed etching by Abou 
El Waqar, a contemporary Moroccan artist trained in 
Russia, hangs between the large windows. Above a small 
staircase that leads down to the basement is a series of 

three Mohamed Mrabet paintings inspired by traditional 
Moroccan henna motifs. Two striking expressionistic 
paintings by the late Moroccan artist Mohamed Drissi  
are mounted in the dining room.

Beyond the dining area is the heart of the home,  
a large modern stainless steel L-shaped kitchen. It took six 
months to renovate it after the house was bought, but the 
result is an organised yet decked-out space. ‘My husband 
and I love cooking together,’ Chaouni says. On occasion, 
the couple have lunch together on the wooden roof deck 
opening out from their bedroom that overlooks the other 
Victorian rooftops and gardens of the neighbourhood.  
But that ritual is reserved for the warmer summer months. 
On a daily basis, after Chaouni has breakfast with her 
husband and son, she heads straight down to the office 
or to the university. ‘I wish I could wake up and work out 
but I’m too Mediterranean and I like to sleep,’ she jokes. 

I wish I could wake up and  
work out but I’m too 

Mediterranean  
عزيزة الشاوني

03 Books can be found in every room of 
Chaouni’s home. ‘i’m currently reading  
Zadie Smith’s latest book. i can’t imagine  
not reading,’ she says 

04 Chaouni’s basement office is accessible 
from a staircase in her kitchen and publicly 
through a side-street entrance 

05 The central tap in the kitchen makes  
the process of cooking with her husband 
smoother. ‘i’m the sous chef,’ she jokes
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