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ABSTRACT 
 

A central tenet of taught conservation practice locates understanding the building within the 

psyche of heritage fabric assessment and preservation.  Since the late 1980s, approaches to the 

repair of mid-twentieth-century buildings have challenged long-established heritage principles 

through research and practice, towards a better understanding of the characteristics, behaviour 

and requirements for the care of Modernist buildings and structures.  New Zealand is 

geographically isolated with a comparatively young heritage profession, and the preservation of 

its Modernist architectural heritage has to contend with vagaries of recognition, dominant private 

property rights, weaknesses in statutory protection, and limitations in conservation practice. 

 

The rationale of this thesis argues for a model of conservation analysis based around a 

construction-focused architectural history.  It interrogates the extent to which traditional and new 

building materials and methods were manipulated for Modern architectural forms in New Zealand 

from the mid-1930s to the end of the 1960s.  It examines the architectural materiality, form and 

planning represented by a duality of internationally derived Modernist exemplars and a more 

varied regional adaptation of Modernist influences that were captured in buildings designed by 

New Zealand architects and European émigrés.  It shows how the abstraction of Modernist 

principles expressed in built form can be of practical application for conservation professionals 

who are involved with preserving the country’s Modern heritage. 

 

This thesis asks, how can an understanding of materiality, form, and planning engage with 

established international conservation philosophy and practice?  A series of six sub-questions 

then interrogates two main themes.  First, how did the language of mid-twentieth century New 

Zealand architecture respond to overseas influences that flowed from the founding ideals and 

principles of the Modern Movement?  And second, how does an engagement with the physical 

expression of Modernist ideals in buildings inform the conceptualisation of conservation 

proposals? 

 

This thesis argues that a fundamental understanding of the physical language of Modernist 

principles represented in the final architectural expression of buildings at the time, should be of 

equal importance to the survey and assessment of condition and material behaviour over time.  It 

shows how this engagement can inform the implementation of conservation-based maintenance 

regimes, cyclical repairs, and more significant alterations to Modern buildings, based on the 

principle of evaluation prior to intervention 
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ABBREVIATIONS AND STYLE 
 

The following list comprises the main abbreviations used within the text: 

 

APT Association of Preservation Technology (US) 

DOC Department of Conservation  

DOCOMOMO The International Working Party for the Documentation and Conservation of 

Buildings, Sites and Neighbourhoods of the Modern Movement 

HNZPT  Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga 

ICCROM International Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration of 

Cultural Property 

ICOMOS International Council on Monuments and Sites 

GCI  Getty Conservation Institute (US) 

IoAAS  Institute of Advanced Architectural Studies (UK) 

ISC20C  International Scientific Committee for Twentieth Century Heritage (ICOMOS) 

LLtM  Long Live the Modern (Book) 

MCH  Ministry of Culture and Heritage 

NZHPT  New Zealand Historic Places Trust 

NZIA  New Zealand Institute of Architects 

RIBA  Royal Institute of British Architects (UK) 

RICS  Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors (UK) 

RMA  Resource Management Act 

SAH   Society of Architectural Historians (US) 

SAHANZ Society of Architectural Historians, Australia and New Zealand 

SAHGB  Society of Architectural Historians of Great Britain (UK) 

SPAB  Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (UK) 

UoA  University of Auckland 

VUW  Victoria University Wellington  

WWI  First World War 

WWII  Second World War 

 

DIMENSIONS: For the timespan of this thesis all building dimensions are identified in imperial 

measurements (feet and inches) with metric equivalent shown in parentheses.  

 

Metrication was introduced to New Zealand in 1969, with the full conversion 

from imperial to metric system for measurement completed in 1976.   
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ABBREVIATIONS AND STYLE (CONT.) 

 

DATES: For Buildings - date of design (d. ); date built (b. ); date completed (compl. ).  

Inclusive dates within the same century are shown, for example, as 1900-70. 

 

For People - date of birth and death (eg. 1910-70); date of birth only (b.1910); 

date of death only (d.1970) 

For Periodicals - from date of first issue to final issue (eg. 1940-70) 

 

REFERENCES: The style of this thesis follows the guidelines of the Modern Humanities 

Research Association, London. 

 

ENGLISH British English spelling used for the text of this thesis, including for example, 

the use of ‘s’ rather than ‘z’. 

 

CAPITALS The capitalised term Modern is used to encompass this period of architecture 

in New Zealand that was influenced by ideals of the Modern Movement.  

Moderne, Modernistic, Modernist and Modernism (names) are similarly 

capitalised throughout the text of this thesis, but modernisation and modernity 

(nouns) are not.  

 

NAMES The spelling of the name Plischke is used for personal reference, but changed 

to the anglicised version for his architectural practice of Plishke & Firth. 

 

IMAGES: Disclaimer: 

 Every reasonable effort has been made to identify the source of images not 

taken by the author.   

Photographs have been reproduced with permission where possible, with the 

name of the organisation or individual responsible for the image, and date, 

identified with the caption ‘Image courtesy of…’ 

Images that are understood to be out of copyright are shown as ‘Image 

from…’  

A small number of images have been identified as of ‘Unknown source and 

date’. 
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INTRODUCTION:  ON MODERN ARCHITECTURAL HERITAGE 
 

THE MODERN AS HERITAGE 
 

The title of this thesis, Thoroughly Modern Heritage, was inspired by the well-known musical film 

Thoroughly Modern Millie, and like the lead character, the individual buildings selected as a 

source of research information were thoroughly Modern for their time.1  The contribution of New 

Zealand’s Modernist buildings to the nation’s cultural heritage deserves to be more widely 

recognised and preserved through meaningful protection and informed conservation.   

 

Internationally, public uncertainty about the preservation of Modern architecture as a 

representation of cultural heritage is foremost a response to buildings whose characteristics do 

not conform to familiar historical stereotypes: cathedrals; churches; castles; and cottages; nor 

familiar materials: stone; slate; thatch; cob; and exposed timber framing.  The architectural 

vocabulary of the distant past is conjured by an association with images of buildings from bygone 

eras – part of a universal language of history that is immediately recognisable as historic and 

easily engaged with the mind of the observer.  The perception of Modern heritage as a reflection 

of the recent past is, from the point of view of public acceptance, one that requires greater 

interpretation, not least because of its association with living memory.  Communicating the 

heritage values of mid-century buildings – constructed of concrete rather than brick and stone; of 

aluminium and stainless steel rather than iron; of glass curtain walls, rather than traditional 

window fenestration; and thoroughly Modern materials of twentieth-century manufacture – 

continues to be a challenge.  Whilst the acceptance of twentieth-century Modern as heritage by 

academics, architects, and conservation practitioners from a twenty-first-century perspective is 

now as credible as the value afforded to our built heritage of preceding centuries, its recognition 

by those responsible for the statutory protection of cultural heritage has progressed at a slower 

pace.  

 

In Britain, attitudes towards the country’s Modern architecture started to change with the 

increased threat to, and loss of, post-war buildings in particular during the 1970s and 1980s.  The 

first conference to focus specifically on the contribution of twentieth-century buildings to ‘the 

common cultural heritage’ was held in 1993 in York, England.2  The inspiration for the conference 

topic was Peter Burman, Director of Conservation Studies at the Institute of Advanced 

Architectural Studies (IoAAS) and fellow conservation compatriot.3  A copy of the conference 

proceedings was given to me by Keith Garner – co-editor of the publication, former IoAAS 

																																																													
1  Thoroughly Modern Millie is a musical film made in the United States in 1967, based on the British 1956 musical 
Chrysanthemum. 
2  The Conservation of Twentieth Century Historic Buildings, Proceedings of a Conference held at the Institute of 
Advanced Architectural Studies, The University of York, 4-6 May 1993, edited by Peter Burman, Keith Garner and Leo 
Schmidt, (York: IoAAS, 1996).  Refer to the introduction by Peter Burman, pages 1-2, for the introduction to this 
conference.  
3  Dr Peter Burman, MBE FSA, was Director for Conservation Studies at IoAAS from 1990-2002.   
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student, qualified architect and close friend – whose enthusiasm for Modern Movement buildings 

encouraged my interest in twentieth-century architecture.4  The early 1990s saw improvements in 

the wider voluntary and statutory protection of mid-century buildings in England.  The first 

acquisition of a Modernist exemplar by the National Trust was a milestone in the country’s 

recognition of its own Modern heritage.  Number 2 Willow Road was purchased by the Trust in 

1995, from the family of the émigré architect Erno Goldfinger (1902-87), and the house was 

opened to the public the following year.  This was a diverse but important addition to the Trust’s 

portfolio of heritage buildings, considering the organisation is best known as the leading heritage 

body for the preservation of the historic country house in England and Wales.  Later in the 

decade, a number of Goldfinger’s high-rise housing schemes in London were included in the 

government’s statutory list of buildings of ‘special architectural interest’, which made a significant 

contribution to the campaign to improve statutory protection for post-war buildings.5 

 

Moves to promote the cultural significance of twentieth-century architecture from an international 

perspective were initiated at the University of Eindhoven in 1988.6  A meeting of architects and 

academics established a network of working parties across different countries, firstly at a 

European level and then expanded internationally, each with a mutual interest in, and concern for, 

Modern Movement buildings, which culminated in the foundation of DOCOMOMO International in 

1990.7  The principal goals of DOCOMOMO were embodied in the Eindhoven Statement, which 

are promoted by a worldwide network of sixty-nine chapters of the parent organisation, including 

New Zealand.8  The New Zealand Chapter of DOCOMOMO was incorporated in 2004,9 and the 

collaborative publication of Long Live the Modern, edited by Julia Gatley, was the first detailed 

national review of twentieth-century buildings and structures of architectural merit.10  One hundred 

and eighty extant examples were included in the publication – selected from a total of around four 

hundred buildings, structures and places of interest – to represent the best of Modern 

architectural heritage in New Zealand.  Whilst the preservation of nineteenth-century buildings in 

New Zealand commands a generous level of public support, the acceptance of the Modern as 

heritage faces similar hurdles to attitudes experienced by Great Britain, Europe and North 

America, countries with far more complex historical backgrounds.   

 

 

																																																													
4  Keith Garner is a registered self-employed architect based in Battersea, London, and he undertook his MA in 
Conservation Studies (1992-1993) at the Institute of Advanced Architectural Studies in York.	
5  These include the following buildings designed by Erno Goldfinger:  
Balfron Tower, Listed Grade II in March 1996 (d1963, b.1965-67); 
Trellick Tower, Listed Grade II* in December 1998 (b.1968-1972); 
Carradale House, Listed Grade II in December 2000 (b.1967-68). 
6  The history of DOCOMOMO is outlined in the organisation’s website.  
http://www.docomomo.com/generalinformation.htm 
7  The first international DOCOMOMO conference was held in Eindhoven (September 12-14, 1990)  
http://www.docomomo.com/ conference1.htm  
8  The fifty-one countries are named in the DOCOMOMO website.   
http://www.docomomo.com/chapters.htm    
9  The formation of DOCOMOMO New Zealand is outlined in the following website, 
http://www.docomomo.org.nz/?page_id=11  
10  Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Julia Gatley (New Zealand: Auckland 
University Press, 2008)   
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ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY AND THE MODERN 
 

When the eminent English architectural historian David Watkin (1941-2018) published The Rise 

of Architectural History in 1980, he claimed it the ‘first attempt to sketch the outline of the study of 

the subject from the seventeenth century to the present day’.11  Regarding the mid-twentieth-

century, Watkin’s explanation for the absence of any previous commentary by architectural 

historians on the Modern Movement was framed around the study not having yet begun, 

declaring ‘the historians can now get to work’.12  Although his focus was primarily on English 

architectural history, the scope of his research included a detailed historiographical overview of 

other continents, including Europe and the United States.  He charted the development of 

architectural history from amateur interest to academic profession, especially the important 

contribution from European art historians during the early-twentieth century.  During the 1980s the 

historians did ‘get to work’, firstly with Kenneth Frampton’s publication Modern Architecture: A 

Critical History in 1980, followed by William J R Curtis’s seminal and prize-winning work of 

research Modern Architecture Since 1900, published in 1982.13  Both publications remain in print, 

with expanded and revised content – Frampton’s book in its fourth edition, and Curtis’s book in its 

third edition.   

 

Watkin considered there was a gradual change in approach towards research and writing on 

architectural history, from that of practising architects to specialist historians.14  He concluded his 

commentary on architectural history with a look at ‘Some Recent Tendencies’, identifying a 

growing interest amongst architectural historians about twentieth-century architects and their 

body of work.15  The contribution of research towards the wider recognition and protection of 

architectural heritage represents a recurring theme of Watkin’s book, which he considered to be 

common ground for both the architectural historian and the conservation architect.16  From the 

Australasian perspective, underlying tensions between historians and architects involved in 

architectural history were identified by Julia Gatley in her 2004 article on the twenty-year history 

of the Society of Architectural Historians, Australia and New Zealand (SAHANZ).17  The first 

conference held in 1984 included a paper by Joan Kerr entitled ‘Why Architects Should Not Write 

Architectural History’.18  Gatley found that most research had been undertaken by historians 

rather than architects since 1984 when SAHANZ was established.  In 2004, Gatley commented, 

‘It remains the opinion of some that SAHANZ should be a society for architectural historians and 

that SAHANZ conferences are not the forum for architectural theory without historical content.19  

Outside of academia, research by Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga to support their 

rigorous process listing individual buildings with heritage values, is also primarily undertaken by 
																																																													
11  David Watkin, The Rise of Architectural History (London: The Architectural Press, 1980), p. vii.		
12  Watkin, The Rise of Architectural History, p. xi.  
13  William J. R. Curtis, Modern Architecture Since 1900 (London: Phaidon Press, 1982) 
14  Watkin, The Rise of Architectural History, p. 145. 
15  Watkin, The Rise of Architectural History, p. 189. 
16  Watkin, The Rise of Architectural History, p. 189.	
17  Julia Gatley, ‘SAHANZ: The First 20 Years, 1984-2004’, in Fabrications, Vol. 13, Issue 2 (2004), p. 63. 
18  Gatley, ‘SAHANZ: The First 20 Years, 1984-2004’, p. 66.	
19  Gatley, ‘SAHANZ: The First 20 Years, 1984-2004’, p. 71. 
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historians.  However, this thesis acknowledges the significant contribution to the understanding of 

Modern heritage that is made by architects in practice who evaluate individual buildings during 

the preparation of conservation plans, following the methodology devised by James Semple Kerr, 

the research for which often represents the first detailed study to be undertaken.20  

 

MODERN NEW ZEALAND  
 

Whilst the architectural history of Britain and Europe spans multiple centuries, the United States 

and Australia are colonial cousins of New Zealand whose dominant styles of architecture similarly 

date from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  The architectural history of nineteenth-century 

New Zealand is expressed in timber and masonry construction of a colonial idiom, with the 

stylistic form of buildings fashioned by single and two-storey structures.  At the turn of the 

twentieth century, the process of building embraced new materials and methods of construction 

from overseas, most importantly the use of Portland cement and steel reinforced concrete.21  

These developments provided the opportunity for architects to design multi-storey buildings with 

greater structural capabilities and improved resistance to fire and earthquakes.   

 

Whilst the adoption of traditional and familiar architectural styles remained the preferred choice of 

architects and their clients during the early part of the twentieth century, there was a tentative 

departure, and eventual breaking away from the stylistic constraints of the past.  This gradual but 

significant period of change within New Zealand commenced with the earliest Modern Movement 

influences expressed in a number of key buildings between 1934-40, and fulfilled during a period 

of increased architectural confidence in Modern design and construction between 1940-70.  The 

influences and change after 1940 were captured in an architectural duality of international 

Modernism and regional Modernism, which manipulated the use of both established materials 

and new building products.  The buildings of this period represent a uniquely varied but 

identifiable response to the principles of the Modern Movement within New Zealand.  The 

expression of both international and regional strands of Modernism are due in part to the legacy 

of émigré architects who adapted European principles and practice for New Zealand conditions, 

co-existent with the work of forward-thinking local architects inspired by overseas developments 

which they translated into modern designs adapted to local conditions.22   

 

Paul Pascoe (1908-76) and Vernon Brown (1905-65), together with other like-minded architects, 

promoted a new approach to domestic architecture during the 1940s, one that responded to a 

modern New Zealand, distinct from the dominant British influence of the past.  New houses 

incorporated both established and new materials, from imported and locally manufactured 
																																																													
20  For an in-depth guide to the purpose and preparation of conservation plans, see James Semple Kerr, The 
Conservation Plan, published by the National Trust of Australia (NSW).		
21   This capability was demonstrated through the construction of the seven-storied New Zealand Express Building in 
Christchurch, designed in 1905 and built 1906-07.  The building was badly damaged in the 2010 Christchurch earthquake 
and demolished shortly afterwards.  
22  The essence of provincial Modernism is captured in Looking For The Local: Architecture and the New Zealand Modern, 
by Justine Clark and Paul Walker, (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2000) 
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sources, and the architectural connection between building and place was strengthened through 

bespoke design.  The functional home became the new architectural model, which inspired 

Modern solutions based on innovative ideas.  Many of the well-known mid-century architects 

designed their own homes and experimented with new ideas in practice, which showcased their 

Modernist principles and capabilities.23  However, they were also encouraged by the patronage of 

individual clients with similar architectural aspirations, including commissions given to émigré 

architects by fellow émigré professionals, which produced some of the best examples of 

European-derived domestic Modernism adapted for New Zealand conditions.24  Whilst changes 

were gradually adopted from the early 1940s onwards, there were many later buildings 

constructed of familiar materials and traditional floor plans that outwardly appeared Modern, 

including houses built throughout the 1950s and 1960s.   

 

PRESERVING THE MODERN 
 

New Zealand’s mid-century buildings have been variously repaired, altered, adapted for re-use, or 

demolished, although many have remained relatively un-touched since they were completed.  

Buildings need to be maintained and used appropriately, in order to minimise the risk of loss – 

through neglect, disfigurement or obsolescence.  Archival research of the social and architectural 

history of individual buildings supports the recognition of their heritage values, which increases 

the opportunities for their preservation and protection.  Those proposed for listing by HNZPT or 

scheduling by a local authority, or researched for the preparation of a conservation plan, are 

subject to a detailed assessment of significance based on multiple heritage values.  However, 

many twentieth-century buildings of architectural merit have not been subject to such research, 

nor afforded statutory protection, and remain vulnerable to poor maintenance, inappropriate 

changes, misuse or redundancy.  In the absence of heritage recognition and statutory protection, 

significant responsibilities rest with owners and custodians responsible for the care of individual 

buildings, and the professional conservation community called upon for advice. 

 

Preservation in literal terms means to protect indefinitely from physical change.  When the term is 

applied to built heritage, preservation is a more fluid process, one that responds to prevailing 

conditions and changes because buildings benefit from regular maintenance, programmed repair, 

conservation treatment, and continued use.  These activities collectively contribute to the long-

term care through timely intervention, by reducing the impact of material decay and deterioration 

that diminishes the lifespan of building fabric.  

 

 

 

																																																													
23  An example of experimentation in the use of novel materials is Donner House, designed by Tibor K. Donner in 1947 for 
himself.  His house had a flat roof which incorporated a matrix of crushed glass bottles laid beneath the waterproof 
membrane. 
24  For example, Ernst Plischke designed the Khan House in 1941 for his émigré German clients, Joachim and Gertrude 
Khan.  
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UNDERSTANDING THE MODERN 
 

David Watkin tasked architectural historians with research responsibilities in 1980, for which he 

identified three categories of assessment: The Practical; the Historical; and the Aesthetic.25  The 

Practical task determines what was built, when it was built, and by whom, the Historical task 

determines the cultural understanding, and the Aesthetic task determines the stylistic influence.  

This thesis proposes the Physical as the fourth task – understanding the architectural elements 

and materials through a process of engagement that is often described as reading the building, 

and as taught in my post-graduate conservation diploma: 

 

It is essential to develop as complete an understanding as possible of the development of 

the building from its initial plan form, through subsequent extensions, alterations and 

demolitions.  It should be remembered that, on occasions, the present form of a building 

and its use can only be comprehended by recognition of what has been lost or removed, 

rather than what remains.  Historic buildings are often complex structures requiring 

considerable mental agility to unpick and read.26   

 

An in-depth scrutiny of buildings during visual survey and evaluation of the existing fabric can 

reveal to the observer the different relationships between the material palette and original form, 

and their behaviour since construction.  The appraisal and interrogation of these attributes is an 

interpretive approach that engages our senses with the physicality of individual buildings, groups 

of buildings, and complex ensembles.  This sensing within and around buildings provides both 

immediate and lasting impressions, and a provocation of thought during the familiarisation with 

materiality and architectural language, site location, orientation and layout.  Understanding the 

physical manifestation of buildings can be informed by the study of architectural drawings, period 

photographs, and documentary articles, which impart background information about implemented 

designs.  Archival documentation is particularly important for buildings where their design intent 

changed between concept and construction, and for those that have been significantly altered 

over time or demolished.  These records contribute to our knowledge about buildings as 

architectural entities, and their relationship with other buildings and the immediate surroundings.  

 

SCOPE, RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODOLOGY 
 

The scope of this thesis encompasses three time periods: (i) 1900-30, to illustrate modernity in 

New Zealand construction; (ii) 1930-40, to examine the period of transition from Moderne and 

Modernistic to Modernist; and, (iii) 1940-70, the three principal decades of mid-century 

Modernism in New Zealand architecture.  This period is bookended by the country’s centennial 

																																																													
25  Watkin, The Rise of Architectural History, p. vii.  
26  Stephen Bond, ‘An analytical approach to practical building conservation’, in Building Conservation: Practice and 
Techniques, Module 7, Paper 3 (Reading: College of Estate Management, 1991), 1-7, (p. 3)  
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celebrations marked by the call for a Modern New Zealand architecture by Paul Pascoe in 1940,27 

and the close of the 1960s with West Plaza, the pre-eminent tower of mid-century Modernism in 

Auckland’s CBD, designed by Neville Price in 1970.28  The scope of research for this thesis does 

not include the 1970s (except for two examples), during which attitudes towards Modernism 

soured and the architectural community re-focused on freer forms of design, towards a post-

Modern era by the end of the decade. 

 

The rationale of this thesis argues for a model of conservation analysis based around a 

construction-focused architectural history.  It challenges both the inadequacies in New Zealand’s 

approach to conservation practice and statutory responsibilities for its Modern built heritage, and 

identifies meaningful changes that could achieve improved preservation outcomes.  Through 

research of New Zealand’s twentieth-century materials and construction methods, this thesis 

identifies how an examination of New Zealand Modernism can engage with established 

conservation philosophy and practice.  Examination by themes of materiality, form and planning is 

new, and is intended to assist conservation practitioners in their efforts to understand Modern 

buildings prior to undertaking work on them.  New Zealand’s internationally derived Modernism is 

expressed in celebrated architect-designed houses and public buildings, and the regional 

inflection of Modernism is captured in the varied materiality and forms of ‘ordinary, everyday 

modernism’.29   

 

The principal research question of this thesis asks; how does the expression of Modernist 

architecture in the materiality, form and planning of New Zealand mid-twentieth century buildings 

engage with established conservation philosophy and practice for its preservation as cultural 

heritage?  To answer this question, six sub-questions examine two core themes:  (i) the 

engagement of the heritage profession with the physical expression of New Zealand’s Modernist 

architecture, as a means of understanding mid-twentieth-century buildings and the challenges for 

their preservation; and, (ii) New Zealand’s approach towards the recognition, protection and 

conservation of its Modern architectural heritage.  

 

Ideas, opinions and propositions that explore the first theme are addressed by the following 

research sub-questions: 

 

1. What was the trajectory of New Zealand architecture when – as a new world dominion 

during the mid-1930s – the country took its first steps towards a Modern language of 

building, influenced by overseas publications, articles, polemical statements, and realised 

designs that expressed the ideology and practice of the Modern Movement?  

																																																													
27  Paul Pascoe, ‘Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century’ Vol. 2, No.20, Houses; and Vol. 2, No.21, Public 
Buildings (Wellington: Department of Internal Affairs, 1940)	
28  Neville Price was a partner in Price, Adams, Dodd, and West Plaza was designed in 1970 and completed in 1974. 
29  David Fixler, ‘Toward APT Consensus Principles and Practice on Renewing Modernism’, in Bulletin: The Journal of 
Preservation Technology, Vol. XLVIII, No. 2-3 (2017), 6-7.  Fixler includes the expression ‘ordinary, everyday modernism’ 
in his article.   	
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2. Does an analysis of New Zealand’s Modernist architecture using the themes of 

materiality, form and planning deepen an understanding of the buildings? 

 

3. How can this understanding have practical application for the heritage profession, and 

those practitioners who are tasked with preserving the Modern?  

 

Further ideas, opinions and propositions that explore the second theme are addressed by the 

following research sub-questions: 

 

4. How do the separate systems of heritage assessment (through listing by Heritage New 

Zealand Pouhere Taonga) and statutory control within the Resource Management Act 

(through scheduling by local authorities under district plan legislation), impact upon the 

recognition and protection of mid-century buildings of architectural merit?  

 

5. What is the current status of built heritage in New Zealand, and how does this frame 

attitudes towards Modern heritage?  

 

6. If the canons of the Modern Movement are manifest in the materiality, form and planning 

of mid-century New Zealand buildings, how should heritage professionals interpret the 

physical expression of executed designs, and how can this inform their approach to 

conservation? 

 

The research methodology adopted for this thesis reflects an education and training in the 

building surveying profession and specialisation in built heritage conservation, which framed a 

career trajectory in England, and current practice in New Zealand since emigrating in 2005.  This 

knowledge and work experience has influenced the extent to which this thesis focuses on 

established principles of conservation repair for building materials.  Whilst the content of this 

thesis is not overtly theoretical, it does promote a conceptualised approach to the preservation of 

New Zealand’s built heritage of the mid-twentieth century, based on the understanding of its 

Modernist language.  The findings of this thesis are intended to have practical repercussions in 

New Zealand, to address gaps in knowledge and encourage an informed understanding of 

Modern buildings prior to intervention, in order to minimise ill-considered work that can result in 

detrimental change and consequential diminution of heritage values. Depending upon 

circumstances, advice on mid-century buildings does not necessarily involve heritage 

conservation experts with a specialist interest in Modernism, and the message of this thesis aims 

to reach the wider professional community.  

 

The development of arguments and the expression of opinions within the main chapters draw 

upon information derived from a selection of representative Modern buildings, each one visited 

during the progress of this thesis.  These individual buildings have been subject to different levels 
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of scrutiny, which has included the study of architectural drawings and specifications of work, 

access to understand the original design intent and current condition, and in some cases the 

opportunity to see works of repair in progress.  Conversations with architects and heritage 

professionals were conducted on the basis of meetings to support the research of particular 

buildings or topics, rather than formal interviews with pre-determined questions.  Discussions and 

commentaries by conservation architects in particular, have provided recollections and opinions 

about the dawn of a built heritage profession in New Zealand during the late 1980s, for which 

there is an almost complete absence of documented history, and little opportunity for established 

research methodologies.  It is acknowledged that discussions to solicit memories about events 

that took place decades ago have to be considered with care, that they are thought not 

necessarily facts.  Accordingly, the text of this thesis identifies these as comments based on 

conversations, rather than quotations.  Where possible, rather than all cases, comments about 

group activities – for example the formation ICOMOS NZ – from one discussion have been 

checked with others, for accuracy about people, time and place.   

 

This thesis distinguishes between houses and public buildings as separate groups, each with 

different typologies.  This approach responds to the two centennial publications authored by Paul 

Pascoe in 1940, for which he separated the development of ‘Houses’ and ‘Public Buildings’ in 

New Zealand.30  Pascoe’s landmark publications were the first to illustrate the earliest expression 

of Modern Movement forms in New Zealand.31  His historical account of houses encompassed 

private dwellings, state housing and flats, whilst his public buildings included municipal and 

cultural institutions, government centres, churches, schools, universities, museums, banks, 

offices, hotels, hospitals, shops, entertainment centres, and industrial structures.  However, for 

this thesis, houses and flats have a greater representation than public buildings, the imbalance of 

which is due primarily to the wider influence of change upon the architect-designed house across 

New Zealand, compared with the smaller representation of public buildings.  For the purpose of 

selecting exemplars of houses and public buildings for research, his thesis has principally, but not 

exclusively, adopted the national survey of twentieth-century architecture included in Long Live 

the Modern.32 

 

Significant sections of this thesis draw on direct professional experience, in addition to 

conventional avenues of research, and accordingly the text may appear more instructional than 

analytical in tone.  This is acknowledged for the benefit of the reader, so that it is clear that the 

presentation of facts are derived primarily from work in practice, and this an intentional approach 

to engage with all professionals involved in heritage conservation, not just an academic 

																																																													
30  Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2, No. 20, ‘Houses’; and Vol. 2, No. 21, ‘Public 
Buildings’.	
31  For Pascoe’s ‘Houses’, examples of this typology included an unnamed modern flat-roofed state house; the 
Berhampore flats in Wellington (1938-40); the Robin Simpson House in Auckland (1938-39); a house by Vernon Brown’s 
in Auckland; the Humphrey Hall House in Timaru (1938-39); a block of flats in Timaru; and, an L-Plan house designed by 
the Pascoe himself. 
For Pascoe’s ‘Public Buildings’, an example of this type included the Millers Building in Christchurch (1937-39). 
32  Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley.	
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readership.  Many examples used to illustrate key point of conservation are drawn from the work 

of Salmond Reed Architects, being the country’s largest heritage practice, however, this has been 

balanced as far as possible with examples from the relatively small distribution of heritage 

practices within the main centres of New Zealand. 

 

THESIS STRUCTURE 
 

There are nine chapters that follow the introduction to this thesis, which interrogate the principal 

and supporting research questions.  The first chapter comprises the literature review, and the final 

chapter concludes the findings of the research and the thesis.  The main content of the thesis 

includes four chapters (two, three, four and five) that explore the materiality, form and planning of 

Modernist architecture in New Zealand, and three chapters (six, seven and eight) that examine 

the conservation of Modern architectural heritage in New Zealand.  

 

Chapter One reviews the published literature and establishes the theoretical framework for the 

topic.  It is structured around a four-part review of international texts and New Zealand 

publications that examine the materiality, form and planning of buildings within the historiography 

of twentieth-century architectural history, and situate the knowledge-base for the conservation of 

Modern built heritage.  For the first part of the review, texts selected from Britain, Europe and the 

United States, are considered chronologically to identify how period architectural writing and 

revisionist discourse has presented and challenged the canonical ideals of the Modern 

Movement.  Secondly, it examines the literature published on New Zealand architecture, for its 

portrayal of the Modern and the subsequent reappraisal by architectural historians.  Thirdly, it 

interrogates the origins and philosophies that have shaped an international conservation 

movement for the preservation of heritage buildings are identified within seminal texts, 

statements, manifestos, charters, and guidelines that were developed during the twentieth 

century.  These documents are then revisited from today’s perspective on Modern architectural 

heritage, together with more recent publications by organisations that are focused specifically on 

education and training for the preservation of Modern buildings.  The final part of the review 

considers how the dissemination of international literature espousing conservation theory and 

principles has found application in standards, guidelines and practice within New Zealand.  

 

Chapter Two examines the extent to which the use of traditional materials adopted for new 

building practices from 1900-40 represented a period of transition towards a more forward-looking 

approach to architectural design in New Zealand.  The chapter identifies how modernity was 

expressed in material use and built forms, during an influential period of architectural change 

overseas, when design principles and practice broke with historicism, as the precursor to 

Modernism.  The chapter examines architectural designs that were prevalent in New Zealand 

during the 1930s – including the Modernistic and the Moderne – a period of change based on 

adopted styles that included Spanish Mission, Streamlined Moderne, and Art Deco.  It then 
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examines a cluster of proto-Modernist houses built between 1934-40, all except for one located in 

the South Island.  These extant houses represent the first application of Modern Movement 

principles for houses in New Zealand. 

 

Chapter Three examines the relationship between New Zealand materials and Modernist 

buildings, to identify the defining influences and the degree of modern-ness for their use in 

architecture between 1940-70.  The chapter discusses how well-established materials were 

adapted for new methods of construction, and their use in conjunction with new materials and 

products in Modern designs.  The application of materials and craftsmanship to the construction 

of Modern buildings is contrasted with those developed during the twentieth century, to determine 

whether building processes maintained traditional skills or tended towards the assembly of 

elements and components by trades.  The chapter then examines the aesthetic contribution of 

material characteristics that expressed Modernist principles, in particular the approach to surface 

texture and colour.  It addresses how established materials, and those new to the twentieth 

century, have performed physically and aesthetically in Modern forms of construction.  

 

Chapter Four investigates the extent to which forms of Modernist buildings between 1940-70 

were a coherent expression of International Modernism applied to New Zealand conditions, and 

an alternative representation of regional Modernism based on a localised interpretation of new 

architectural ideas.  The chapter firstly identifies the influence of international Modernist principles 

upon the design of buildings by: (i) émigré architects working in New Zealand; (ii) architects who 

returned from study and practice overseas; and, (iii) architects who were educated and trained 

within the country.  It examines the developments and changes in elements of construction in 

response to overseas influences, and considers evidence for a mimetic tendency in the different 

strands of Modern New Zealand architecture.  The chapter contrasts internationalist and 

regionalist architectural forms, in particular the expression of Modernism in timber-framed 

construction after 1940. 

 

Chapter Five focuses on the planning and function of Modernist buildings between 1940-70 in 

New Zealand, to identify how principles and ideals were expressed in siting, orientation, layout, 

and the enclosure of space.  It addresses the changes in planning with respect to site conditions, 

and the contextual relationship between buildings and their surroundings.  It considers how the 

orientation of buildings responded to Modern architectural principles, including the optimisation of 

sunlight and natural ventilation, the exploitation of aspect, and the provision of shelter and 

privacy.  The approach to the layout of Modern buildings is interpreted through the use of flexible 

floor plans, split-level accommodation, routes for circulation, and the free planning of internal 

space.  The contribution of architectural fixtures and fittings to Modern planning is considered with 

respect to the spatial use of interiors, distinct from the traditional delineation of floor plans utilising 

a hierarchy of individual rooms.  An assessment of the means of interior-exterior connectivity – 
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between the interior space and external areas – provides an understanding of the relationship 

between internal planning and the enclosing outdoors.   

 

Chapter Six argues for a philosophical framework for the conservation of Modern architectural 

heritage.  It assesses the difficulties of applying long-standing principles derived for the 

preservation of ancient monuments, to the requirements for mid-century building materials and 

forms.  The chapter starts with an overview of established Western conservation tenets, and their 

scrutiny with respect to built heritage of the twentieth century, and examines two schools of 

thought – one that considers established conservation principles are applicable to the needs of 

Modern buildings, and the opposite viewpoint that argues for a different, tailored approach for our 

Modern heritage.  The chapter then enquires about principles enshrined within international 

conservation charters, statements, and standards, to identify the appropriate mechanisms by 

which the cultural value of Modern architectural heritage can be identified and assessed.  The 

chapter situates New Zealand and the preservation of Modern heritage within an international 

perspective, and identifies the extent to which the Modern is accepted as cultural heritage by 

those principally responsible for the assessment of heritage values, and statutory protection as 

cultural heritage.  The chapter considers the pivotal role of ICOMOS NZ charter in the recognition 

of the country’s Modern heritage, and the contribution of DOCOMOMO NZ to a wider appreciation 

of the Modern. 

 

Chapter Seven is a theoretical construct that argues for the co-ordinated inspection (building 

survey) and research (documentary analysis) as inter-dependant means of assessment by which 

physical attributes, material conditions and architectural values can be assessed as a collective 

understanding of individual buildings.  It reasons that the assimilation between established 

procedures for the identification of physical condition, and the analytical reading of influences 

upon materiality, form and the enclosure of space, reveal layers of understanding that can inform 

the heritage professional in their conceptualisation of conservation proposals for the 

maintenance, repair and changes to Modern buildings.  The chapter separates the progressive 

changes in the physical condition of materials and form, from the passive changes in character 

and appearance, to situate the long-standing heritage value of ‘patina of age’ with respect to 

Modern buildings.  It illustrates how schemes of preservation for Modern architectural heritage 

should be based on three analytical steps, namely assessment, investigation and conservation 

concepts, which provide the framework for the practical implementation of work.33  Finally, it 

evaluates the primacy of material fabric in traditional conservation practice, and examines 

																																																													
33  The structure of this chapter was finalised following my participation in a presentation given by Dr Martina Griesser-
Stermscheg at the ICCROM MARC 2011 course on the Conservation of Modern Architecture, held in Finland.  Dr 
Griesser-Stermscheg’s presentation Conservation in Architecture: From Investigation to Treatment (Case Studies) was 
given to the course participants in Seinajoki Town Hall on 14th June 2011.  
Dr Martina Griesser-Stermscheg was a senior lecturer in materials conservation at the University of Applied Arts in 
Vienna, Austria at the time of our discussion, and specialised in the conservation of museum objects and architectural 
metals.   She was appointed the Director of the Vienna Science Museum in November 2012.	
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whether materiality or architectural form should be the dominant ‘carrier of meaning’ for Modern 

architectural heritage.34  

 

Chapter Eight explores the preservation of twentieth-century architectural heritage in New 

Zealand, compared with international best practice.  Firstly, it examines the suitability of 

established conservation methodologies for traditional buildings, for application to the 

preservation of established materials used for Modern forms of construction.  It then considers the 

appropriateness of the same methods applied to materials used in new ways, and new products 

derived from multiple materials, or those manufactured from chemicals.  The chapter examines 

the relative strengths and weaknesses in current methods of conservation in New Zealand, with 

particular reference to Modern architectural heritage, and how the country’s approach compares 

with overseas practice.  It identifies the risks to the fabric of Modern buildings posed by 

inappropriate advice and ill-informed work, that can result from the application of standard repair 

solutions to common types of material defect, rather than assessment and understanding prior to 

intervention.  The chapter considers the future of Modern architectural heritage in New Zealand, 

with respect to obsolescence, re-use and adaptation for new use. 

 

Chapter Nine is the conclusion of this thesis, which recapitulates the steps the thesis has gone 

through, collates the findings of the individual chapters, elaborates on the over-riding thesis 

findings, and presents the future direction for further work in the field of Modern built heritage 

preservation within New Zealand.  

																																																													
34 Further, I credit Dr Martina Griesser-Stermscheg with the reference to materials as a ‘carrier of meaning’ within this 
thesis, which stems from our first discussion on 14th June 2011, whilst attending the ICCROM MARC course. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

1.1 GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 

This review addresses two principal themes of twentieth and twenty-first-century literature on 

Modern architecture and built heritage conservation.  Firstly, it addresses how architectural 

discourse has framed the materiality, form and planning of buildings within the historiographical 

accounts of the Modern, both internationally and within New Zealand.  Secondly, it explores the 

body of literature on conservation philosophy to identify how traditional principles of heritage 

preservation respond to the practical requirements of Modern building materials and forms 

overseas, and their application to the New Zealand context.  To expand upon both themes, this 

review of literature has four objectives:  (i) to position materiality, form and planning within the 

defining characteristics of the Modern Movement, as presented and revisited within the most 

influential twentieth-century architectural publications; (ii) to expound how early-mid twentieth-

century architecture in New Zealand was portrayed as Modern in period texts and images, and 

how the developments have been re-appraised and codified in subsequent architectural writing; 

(iii) to examine established and recent conservation theory and practice with respect to Modern 

architectural heritage; and, (iv) to locate the extent to which the international knowledge-base on 

the conservation of Modern buildings has found application in New Zealand.  

 

For the first objective, this review examines how authors have addressed Modern materiality, 

form and planning within selected texts that represent period accounts and revisionist writing on 

twentieth-century architectural history.  These texts, published in Britain, Europe and America, are 

reviewed chronologically, from Das Englische Haus by Hermann Muthesius (1861-1927), 

published between 1908-11,35 to A New History of Modern Architecture by Colin Davies,36 

published in 2017.  Each author has defined Modern architecture from their own perspective and 

time, identified with particular characteristics and influences, debated meaning, and argued how it 

might be codified.  

 

For the second objective, this review firstly examines how architectural change in New Zealand 

during the twentieth century has been described, illustrated and interpreted in period books, 

periodicals and articles.  Publications – especially those written by leading architects of the day, 

including Paul Pascoe (1908-76) – selected key buildings to illustrate modernity, which, coupled 

with a polemical text, presented an unambiguous advocacy for Modern architecture in New 

																																																													
35  Hermann Muthesius, Das Englische Haus, 2nd edn, 3 vols (Berlin: Wasmuth,1908-11), trans. by Janet Seligman and 
Stewart Spencer, The English House ed. by Dennis Sharp, 3 vols (London: Francis Lincoln, 2007)	
36  Colin Davies, A New History of Modern Architecture (London: Lawrence King, 2017)	
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Zealand.37  Secondly, this section examines revisionist literature by architects and historians that 

illustrates the extent to which Modern materiality, form and planning have been addressed within 

detailed architectural surveys, and the role of these defining characteristics within two concurrent 

architectural themes: (i) the influence of International Modernism upon New Zealand architecture; 

and, (ii) the regional, or ‘local’ response to a nation’s desire for its own architectural modernity.  

 

For the third objective, the review of literature on the principles and practice of architectural 

conservation published in nation-states and countries with the most influence upon New Zealand 

– namely Great Britain, Europe, Australia and the United States – examines their suitability for the 

preservation of Modern built heritage.38  Texts on conservation subjects date back a number of 

centuries, however, for the purpose of this literature review the chapter concentrates on twentieth-

century publications.  For Modern architectural heritage, the internationally recognised campaign 

for ‘preserving the recent past’ has seen the dissemination of writing – on conservation 

philosophy and methodology for Modernist building forms and materials – increase since the 

earliest published material around 1990 onwards.  Recent literature has tended towards the 

separation of the technical (conservation principles and practice) from the theoretical 

(conservation philosophy and heritage values), with many publications dedicated to specific 

topics, including: (i) conservation repair; (ii) the characteristics of building materials; (iii) 

architectural conservation case studies; (iv) conservation plans; (v) assessment of the cultural 

value of built heritage; and, (vi) the management of heritage buildings and sites.   

 

For the fourth objective, the review will identify the extent to which published sources of 

conservation philosophy and practice have found application in the preservation of Modern 

architectural heritage in this country.  It will locate the small number of New Zealand publications 

on heritage conservation within the context of international literature, and examine the few texts 

that address specific issues relating to twentieth-century buildings and structures.  It will examine 

the content of the small number of heritage conservation books, research papers and articles 

published within New Zealand, illustrating the extent to which an academic lacuna exists between 

New Zealand and overseas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																													
37  Paul Arnold Pascoe is a good example of an architect who had been introduced to international Modernism through his 
experiences and work overseas, and who designed and promoted Modern architecture in New Zealand.  For further 
information on Pascoe, see Ana Robertson.  ‘Pascoe, Paul Arnold - Biography’, from the Dictionary of New Zealand 
Biography.  Te Ara – the Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, updated 1-Sep-10. 
https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/5p14/pascoe-arnold-paul	
38  The use of the name Europe for this thesis includes the Nordic countries, which are part of the current member states 
of the European community. 



LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

	

16 

SECTION 1 - DEFINING MODERN ARCHITECTURE 
 

1.2 SITUATING MATERIALITY, FORM AND PLANNING WITHIN THE HISTORIOGRAPHY 

OF MODERN ARCHITECTURE 
 

Interpreting Modernist architecture in New Zealand confronts a number of complexities that are 

presented within the narrative of twentieth and twenty-first-century texts by authors who initiated a 

scholarly discourse, and those who subsequently challenged the mantle of past theories, 

arguments and assumptions.  Postulating the architectural influences upon materiality, form and 

planning communicates with the ideologies and tenets that have been the subject of critical and 

historical scrutiny within mid-late twentieth-century literature.  The differing positions that have 

been adopted by historians frame this review of the historiography of Modern architecture, which 

identifies key points of concurrence and conflict within selected texts, and discusses them with 

respect to the presentation of arguments in support of the research questions.   

 

The substantial corpus of texts is represented in part by an assemblage of idealistic viewpoints, 

factual accounts, historical opinions, theoretical arguments and counter-arguments, about the 

origins and meaning of Modernism.  Architecture of the twentieth century has been the subject of 

interpretation and re-interpretation by subsequent scholars, and this review identifies with two 

particular categories of writing: (i) period texts and historical accounts; and, (ii) critical analyses 

and revisionist propositions.  Both areas of research have variously interpreted the application of 

Modern materials, expression of form, and function of planned space.  Period texts identified with 

the ideals, principles and salient characteristics of an emergent new language of architecture, 

amidst the decline of historicist revivalism, which generated a polemic discourse on the future of 

the embryonic movement.  According to the architectural historian Kenneth Frampton, authors 

including Nikolaus Pevsner (1902-83), Henry-Russell Hitchcock (1903-87), J.M. Richards (1907-

92), and Arnold Whittick (1898-1986), identified the English Arts and Crafts movement during 

mid-nineteenth century as the origin of Modern architecture, whilst a later historical account by 

Leonardo Benevolo (1923-2017) argued that the movement was seeded by the preceding 

engineering developments and industrialisation from mid-eighteenth-century Europe.39   

 

1.2.1 PERIOD TEXTS  
 

At the turn of the twentieth century, Hermann Muthesius wrote about the ‘transformations of 

architecture in the nineteenth century and its present condition’ in his Stilarchitektur und Baukunst 

(translated as Style-Architecture and Building Art): 

 

																																																													
39  Kenneth Frampton made this comment in his foreword of September 1997 to the second edition of the following book: 
 Peter Collins, Changing Ideals in Architecture 1750-1950 (Montreal: McGill-Queens University Press, 1998), p. viii.   
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While Mother Architecture found herself on a wrong path, life never rested but went on to 

create forms for the innovations it had produced, the simple forms of pure practicality 

[Sachlichkeit].  It created our machines, vehicles, implements, iron bridges and glass 

halls.  It led the way soberly in that it proceeded practically – one would like to say purely 

scientifically.  It not only embodied the spirit of the time but also fitted itself to the 

aesthetic-tectonic views that were reformed under the same influence.  These views, 

even more decisively than the earlier decorative art, demanded a corresponding, 

straightforward [Sachlich] art.40 

 

Hermann Muthesius was the first foreign scholar to research and communicate the characteristics 

of the new domestic English architecture at the turn-of-the-century, in Das Englische Haus, 

published in 1904.41  Muthesius attributed the mid-to-late nineteenth-century break with historicist 

styles in England to the Arts and Crafts movement, and cited the simplicity and honesty in 

architecture expressed in houses of architects between 1860 and 1900.42   

 

Nikolaus Pevsner made similar observations to Muthesius in 1936, and suggested that ‘It is 

essential to understand the Modern Movement as a synthesis of the [William] Morris Movement, 

the development of steel building, and Art Nouveau’, which he identified as ‘these three principal 

lines of progress.’43  Pevsner does not acknowledge the work of Muthesius (who proposed in 

1904 that late-nineteenth-century English houses influenced German architecture of the early-

twentieth century), in his own study of the English Arts and Crafts thirty years later, in Pioneers of 

the Modern Movement: From William Morris to Walter Gropius published in 1936.44  Pevsner was 

referring to technological and aesthetic changes during the second half of the nineteenth century 

and early-twentieth century in Britain, Europe and the United States, characterised in art and 

architecture by a fragmented but determined departure from historicist revivalism.  During this 

period, engineers and architects exploited the structural capabilities of new materials for the 

functional design of Modern building forms.  Arts and Crafts architects – inspired by William 

Morris – were committed to the honest handling and expression of materials, and Art Nouveau 

exponents created natural forms within the body of materials rather than surface decoration.  

These separate but distinct architectural movements bridged the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries in terms of modernising developments.   

 

 
																																																													
40  Hermann Muthesius, Stilarchitektur und Baukunst: Wandlungen der Architektur im XIX. Jahrhundert und ihr heutiger 
Standpunkt (Mulheim an der Ruhr: K. Schimmelpfeng, 1902), trans. Style Architecture and Building Art:  Transformations 
of Architecture in the Nineteenth Century and its Present Condition, by The Getty Center Publications Program, (United 
States).  The Getty Center for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1994), p. 98.   
Note: Terms identified in brackets have been inserted into the original Muthesius text by the publishers.  
41  Hermann Muthesius, Das Englische Haus, 2nd edn, 3 vols (Berlin: Wasmuth, 1908-11), trans. by Janet Seligman and 
Stewart Spencer, The English House ed. by Dennis Sharp, 3 vols (London: Francis Lincoln, 2007) 
42  The English House ed. by Dennis Sharp, 3 vols (London: Francis Lincoln, 2007).  Volume 1 Part II:  The Development 
of the Modern English House; A. The Earlier Architects; and, B. The Development of the Modern English House under the 
Younger Architects. 
43  Nikolaus Pevsner, Pioneers of the Modern Movement: From William Morris to Walter Gropius (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1936), p 137. 
44  Pevsner, Pioneers of the Modern Movement: From William Morris to Walter Gropius. 
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Le Corbusier’s published manifesto, or Five Points Towards a New Architecture, identified five 

key principles of Modern form: (i) the supports (piloti) – structural framework instead of 

loadbearing walls; (ii) the flat roof – both functional and accessible; (iii) the free design of the 

façade – separation of the building envelope from structure; (iv) the horizontal window – a 

principal element of a façade through which to admit ample natural light to rooms; and, (v) the 

internal plan free of structural division.45  His manifesto was of significant influence upon the 

Modern Movement, although the implementation of these tenets varied from idealistic 

implementation to shallow imitation. The Modulor was Le Corbusier’s published treatise on A 

Harmonious Measure to the Human Scale Universally applicable to Architecture and Mechanics – 

used as a basis of standardised measurement for the layout of plans and elements of 

composition, and the mass production of repetitive building components.46  The works of Le 

Corbusier and other European architects were the subject of scrutiny by Henry-Russell Hitchcock 

and Philip Johnson as a basis of their 1932 treatise The International Style, with their buildings 

used to illustrate Hitchcock and Johnson’s three principles of Modern aesthetic: 

 

The distinguishing aesthetic principles of the International Style as laid down by the 

authors are three: emphasis upon volume–space enclosed by thin planes or surfaces as 

opposed to the suggestion of mass and solidity; regularity as opposed to symmetry or 

other kinds of obvious balance; and, lastly, dependence upon the intrinsic elegance of 

materials, technical perfection, and fine proportions, as opposed to applied ornament.47 

 

The other key publications of authors who chronicled the architectural developments within Great 

Britain, Europe and the United States during this period include: Modern Architecture: 

Romanticism and Reintegration by Henry-Russell Hitchcock, published in 1929;48 The 

International Style: Architecture Since 1922, by Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, 

published in 1932;49 and, An Introduction to Modern Architecture by J. M. Richards, published in 

1940.50  Hitchcock and Johnson studied the aesthetics of Modern European architecture as a 

means of persuading Americans that the form of Modernism as they perceived it was right for the 

country, rather than the social and political aspects.  In addition to these authors, Sigfried Giedion 

(1888-1968) should also be included for his contribution to the period discourse on the Modern 

Movement during its later stage, espoused in his seminal text, Space, Time and Architecture: The 

Growth of a New Tradition, first published in 1941.51 

 

																																																													
45  Le Corbusier, Towards A New Architecture.  Le Corbusier’s manifesto titled ‘Five Points Towards a Modern 
Architecture’ was first published in French in Almanach de l’Architecture Moderne (Paris, 1926)	
46  Le Corbusier, The Modulor: A Harmonious Measure to the Human Scale Universally applicable to Architecture and 
Mechanics (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1954) 
47  Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922, (New York: W.W. Norton 
& Co., 1932), p. 29.  Preface written by Alfred H. Barr, Jr. 
48  Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Modern Architecture: Romanticism and Reintegration (New York: Payson Clarke, 1929) 
49  Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922 (New York: W.H. Norton, 
1932) 
50  J. M. Richards, An Introduction to Modern Architecture (London: Cassell, 1940) 
51  Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture: The Growth of a New Tradition (London: Oxford University Press, 
1941) 
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Periodicals illustrating the developments in Modern architecture overseas were imported into New 

Zealand, including those from England (Architect’s Journal and Architectural Review),52 and from 

the United States (Pencil Points – re-titled Progressive Architecture, Architectural Forum and 

Architectural Record).53  These periodicals, together with others, represented an influential source 

of design information for New Zealand architects during the first half of the twentieth century.  

 

1.2.2 HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS and CRITICAL ANALYSES 
 

From the mid-twentieth-century onwards, historical accounts have provided a narrative on 

Modernism from differing perspectives of its technical, experimental, social and political progress, 

and how it transcended Europe to an international scale.  Accordingly, publications have 

simultaneously recorded the factual developments of Modern architecture, and made 

commentary on its rise and establishment within different countries across the world.  The 

established texts that have provided scholarly historical accounts include: Architecture, 

Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries by Henry-Russell Hitchcock, published in 1958;54 A History 

of Modern Architecture by Jurgen Joedicke (1925-2015), published in 1959;55 A History of Modern 

Architecture by Leonardo Benevolo, published in 1971;56 European Architecture in the Twentieth 

Century by Arnold Whittick, published in 1974;57 Form and Function: A Source Book for the 

History of Architecture and Design 1890-1939 by Tim and Charlotte Benton, published in 1975;58 

and, Modern Architecture by Manfredo Tafuri (1935-2004) and Francesco Dal Co, published in 

1976.59 

 

Critical analyses warrant a degree of compartmentation in order to reflect their varied bases of 

scrutiny.  The first critics to challenge an ideologically-driven Modern Movement within period 

texts and historical accounts included Reyner Banham (1922-1988) and Peter Collins (1920-

1981), who published, respectively, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, in 1960,60 and, 

Changing Ideals in Modern Architecture 1750-1950, in 196561 (re-published in 1996).  These texts 

represent two of the most important mid-century analytical re-evaluations of established accounts 

of Modern architecture.  Banham further addressed changes in mid-century architecture in 

England with his publication, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic?.62  Two authors, Robert 

Venturi (1925-2018) and Charles Jencks, argued that the tenets of Modernism represented an 

historical event, and heralded a Post-Modern period in architecture.  Robert Venturi expressed his 

																																																													
52  Publication dates for these periodicals, including minor changes in the naming of each, are;   
Architects Journal (1896-present); and, Architectural Review (1896-present).    
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Forum (1930-74); and Architectural Record (1911-present).   
54  Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Architecture, Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (London: Penguin, 1958) 
55  Jurgen Joedicke, A History of Modern Architecture (London: The Architectural Press, 1959)  
56  Leonardo Benevolo, A History of Modern Architecture (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971) 
57  Arnold Whittick, European Architecture in the Twentieth Century (Aylesbury: Leonard Hill Books, 1974) 
58  Form and Function: A Source Book for the History of Architecture and Design 1890-1939 ed. by Tim and Charlotte 

Benton, with Dennis Sharp (London: Crosby, Lockwood Staples, 1975) 
59  Manfredo Tafuri and Francesco Dal Co, Modern Architecture (London: Electra, 1976)	
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argument in Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture, in 1966,63 and Charles Jencks’ 

opinions on Post-Modernism were the basis of two important texts, Modern Movements in 

Architecture,64 published in 1973, and The Language of Post-Modern Architecture, published in 

1977.65  Many of the authors previously discussed have been identified by Panayotis Tournikiotis 

as ‘the major historians of the twentieth century’ in his 1999 publication, The Historiography of 

Modern Architecture.66  Tournikiotis examined the writing of Nikolaus Pevsner, Emil Kaufmann 

(1891-1953), Sigfried Giedion, Bruno Zevi (1918-2000), Leonardo Benevolo, Henry-Russell 

Hitchcock, Reyner Banham, Peter Collins, and Manfredo Tafuri, in order to situate their theories 

and historical models within the pantheon of Modern architectural historiography.  

 

Having previously cited David Watkin’s opinion made in 1980, that the architectural history of the 

Modern Movement had yet to be written, two of the foremost architectural historians writing on 

Modern architecture had their major works published the same year and shortly thereafter, 

respectively.67  Kenneth Frampton completed his Modern Architecture: A Critical History, in 

1980,68 with a revised and expanded fourth edition published in 2007, and William Curtis had his 

major work, Modern Architecture Since 1900, published in 1982,69 also subsequently revised and 

expanded as a third edition in 1996.  Both texts are important revisionist works and remain in 

print, with Frampton’s scholarly opinions and Curtis’s award-winning writing representing standard 

teaching references.   

 

A number of important publications have presented challenging re-interpretations of the received 

history of Modern architecture.  Peter Eisenman’s 1984 article ‘The End of the Classical: The End 

of the Beginning, the End of the End’, argued that Modernism’s goals were representational.70  He 

considered that the mantra of form and function was a myth.  Mark Wigley, writing in 1995, 

considered that Modern architecture was a re-fashioning of built apparel, as opposed to a process 

of stripping back the past to reveal the true appearance of the new, in White Walls and Designer 

Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture.71  Anxious Modernisms: Experimentation in 

Post-war Architectural Culture was published in 2000, and one of its key aims was to ‘propose a 

framework for conceptualizing architectural modernism and its evolution after the war’.72  The 

collection of essays, edited by Sarah Williams Goldhagen and Rejean Legault, addressed the 

twenty years following WWII, a period they suggested had been ‘typically viewed as an inchoate 

interregnum between an expiring modernism and an incipient postmodernism’.73  
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Analysis of twentieth-century architecture continued into the twenty-first century, firstly with the 

publication of Alan Colquhoun’s re-examination of International Modernism in Modern 

Architecture (2002).74  The author’s opening sentence of his introduction stated that ‘The term 

“modern architecture” is ambiguous’.75  Colquhoun started his review in 1890 with Art Nouveau, 

and concluded with assessment of Modern architecture in the United States up to 1965.  The 

most recent text to re-frame Modern architecture has been written by the academic Colin Davies, 

in A New History of Modern Architecture, published in 2017, and its point of difference was the 

thematic approach it took to the analysis of the architecture from 1881 with Art Nouveau, to 2012 

with an account of the twentieth-century architectural history of China.76  Davies sought order 

through a chronological approach – in the form of a compendium – and adopted key sub-themes 

for his analysis, including: (i) Typological; (ii) Biographical; (iii) Stylistic; (iv) Geographical; and, (v) 

Technological.77  Interestingly, Davies referred to Modernism as a style, whereas other historical 

accounts have avoided this categorisation.78 

 

The last twenty years of writing on Modern architecture not only included revisionist volumes but 

also focused on sub-themes, in particular Brutalism as a key post-war development with its own 

distinctive material types, forms, individual architects, and significant buildings.  One of the most 

authoritative of numerous accounts of post-war architecture has focused on England.  Elain 

Harwood’s substantial research whilst working at English Heritage was used as the basis of her 

2015 publication, Space, Hope, and Brutalism: English Architecture, 1945-1975.79  Harwood’s 

opening statement to her preface, ‘This is a book about the rebuilding of England after the 

Second World War’, sets the political and social climate in context for a meticulous analysis of 

Modern architecture in England.80  Her approach was based on twelve building types, some 

specific (for example places of worship), and others more varied (for example leisure and culture).  

 

1.3 WRITING MODERN NEW ZEALAND  
 

Two prominent New Zealand architects, John Stacpoole (1919-2018) and Peter Beaven (1925-

2012) commented in 1972 that ‘There is comparatively little written material for the study of New 

Zealand architecture.’81  Stacpoole and Beaven followed a chronologically based pictorial survey 

format for their publication, illustrating a wide variety of building types, and they identified in their 

recommendations for further reading – on the development of architecture in New Zealand – only 

two ‘brief surveys’, namely:  (i) Making New Zealand – separate volumes on ‘Houses’ and ‘Public 

Buildings’, written by the architect Paul Pascoe (1908-76), and published in 1940;82 and  (ii) the 
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architectural section in volume one of An Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, written by the architect 

James Garrett under the editorship of A H McLintock (1903-1968), and published in 1966.83  In 

addition to these two important period accounts, New Buildings in the Commonwealth by the 

English architect James Maude Richards (1907-92), published in England in 1961, represents an 

important reference work on the international perspective of New Zealand’s mid-century 

architectural development.84  It is evident from the depth of research presented in architectural 

writing since 2000, that the recent and ongoing examination of twentieth-century Modern in New 

Zealand steadily has revealed a complex period of architecture, and one respondent to varied 

influences. 

 

1.3.1 PERIOD TEXTS  
 

Whilst descriptions, images and plans showed what a building was like, texts that interpreted the 

materiality, form and planning reasoned the ‘why’ about a building.  Pascoe’s two centennial 

publications were separately dedicated to ‘Houses’ and ‘Public Buildings’.85  His ‘Houses’ 

included the individual dwelling, both private houses and state housing schemes, and multi-

occupancy buildings (flats).  His ‘Public Buildings’ included those for municipal, commercial, 

educational, industrial, and ecclesiastical uses.  This thesis follows Pascoe’s separation of 

houses (single and multi-occupancy dwellings), and public buildings – principally the following 

types: (i) municipal (including local government institutions, town halls, libraries, museums, 

cultural establishments, hospitals and transport structures); (ii) commercial (including offices, 

shops, hotels, and centres for entertainment); (iii) educational (including universities and schools); 

(iv) industrial (including warehouses and factories), and, (v) places of worship (including 

cathedrals, churches, chapels and ancillary buildings for ecclesiastical purposes).   

 

In addition to period books, a small number of periodicals – with articles dedicated to construction 

practice, materials, building design, and the arts – were the means by which architectural 

developments were publicised in New Zealand during the early-to-mid decades of the twentieth 

century.  These periodicals represent a valuable source of detailed information on Modern 

architecture, for their record of design and construction practice at the time, and opinion pieces by 

architects.  These include Progress, N.Z. Building Progress, New Zealand Architectural and 

Building Review, Art in New Zealand, Home and Building and N.Z. Design Review, together with 

the journal of the New Zealand Institute of Architects.86  An Auckland newspaper – The Weekly 

News – employed an émigré architect, Max Rosenfeld (1905-98), to write a regular column on 
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New Zealand architecture from 1949 onwards.  Rosenfeld self-published his articles as an annual 

book of plans supported by specifications of work and detailed advice on design and construction, 

under the title The New Zealand House, which ran from 1951 to 1964.87  Rosenfeld’s pattern-

book Modernism was aimed at speculative developments not requiring the involvement of a 

trained architect.  His contribution to the dissemination of Modern designs to a diverse public 

audience has been researched by Daniele Abreu e Lima.88  Leighton Carrad, (dates unknown), 

followed in the footsteps of Rosenfeld with his New Zealand Home Builder, published in six 

editions between 1965-71 by Architectural Design Services Limited.  Suggested designs for new 

houses were illustrated with detailed floor plans and graphic elevations, together with 

recommended materials for construction and interiors, which appear to have been influenced by 

the preceding architect-led developments in the materiality, form and planning of the Modern 

home.89  Bringing Modernism to the masses may be too strong a statement, but this appears to 

have been the intent. 

 

The promotion of New Zealand-ness in the arts – a culturally important topic during the mid-

century – recognised the contribution of new domestic architecture to a national awareness of 

modernity, with recently completed houses by selected architects featured in a number of 

publications.  The most influential of these publications to adopt architecture amongst the wider 

review of art and literature, was the annual edition of the Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand, 

published between 1947-51.90  These editions featured images of new houses designed by 

leading architects working in the domestic field, including Vernon Brown and Ernst Plischke, 

together with commentary on topical subjects by guest architects.91 

 

1.3.2 HISTORICAL ACCOUNTS AND CRITICAL ANALYSES 

 

Commentary on the changes in domestic architecture during the twentieth century has been a 

dominant focus of attention in many publications, which have presented the ‘house’ as the driver 

of change in New Zealand architecture.  Stacpoole and Beaven considered in 1972 that around 

5% of private houses were designed by an architect, adding that ‘otherwise most New Zealand 

houses followed one basic design’, the inference being that most private housing, as opposed to 

state housing construction, was speculative building.92  Four years later, Martin Hill (1926-2005) 

produced a concise and well-written summary of architectural progression in New Zealand, 

published as an educational pamphlet in 1976.93  Hill, like Pascoe, focused on domestic buildings 

to illustrate the influences of overseas architecture, and New Zealand’s response.  In 1983, The 
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New Zealand House published by Michael Fowler and Robert van de Voort, was styled as a 

‘personal view of New Zealand’s architectural heritage’ by the authors, arranged geographically 

and assessed by features such as verandahs, eaves details and fireplaces.94  Little mention was 

made of architectural developments during the middle of the twentieth century, except for a small 

number of examples of work by well-known architectural practices, including Warren & Mahoney 

and Athfield Architects.   

 

It was not until 1984 that mid-to-late twentieth-century domestic architecture became the subject 

of specific attention, addressed by the architect David Mitchell (1941-2018) in his book The 

Elegant Shed: New Zealand Architecture since 1945, and illustrated by Gillian Chaplin.95  Whilst a 

number of public buildings were included in Mitchell’s assessment, the New Zealand house was 

pre-eminent.  The Elegant Shed sought to explain New Zealand architecture from a regional 

perspective, and it remains one of the most important studies of Modern and Post-Modern 

influences upon the design of domestic buildings across the country.  Its message was broadcast 

more widely than the publication, being televised as a six-part documentary series during the 

same year.96  The following decade, Terence Hodgson covered the period from European 

settlement to the 1980s in Looking at the Architecture of New Zealand, published in 1990.97  Five 

of Hodgson’s seven chapters considered the development of styles of domestic and public 

architecture during the twentieth century, including civic, commercial and religious buildings, with 

one chapter dedicated to post-war Modernism between 1950 and 1970.  Peter Shaw followed 

shortly afterwards with his comprehensive chronological survey of New Zealand architecture – 

fully illustrated in colour – with seven of the ten comprehensive chapters based on categories of 

twentieth-century architecture.98  Modernism as a specific topic was captured in Zeal and 

Crusade: The Modern Movement in Wellington, edited by John Wilson and published in 1996.99  

This book was the first comprehensive analysis of overseas influences that shaped the mid-

century architectural landscape of the capital city.  A number of the contributing authors have 

gone on to celebrate and document Modernist buildings and their architects in New Zealand 

through subsequent publications.100 

 

A number of important articles during this period sought to ground Modernism in the New Zealand 

context.  Ian Lochhead contended in his article ‘New Zealand Architecture in the Thirties: The 

Impact of Modernism’, published in Landfall 1984, that it was the end of that decade before ‘New 

Zealand architects had achieved independence from the styles of the past; modernism had 

indeed arrived’.101  Ross Jenner’s ‘Noughts and Crosses: Architecture in New Zealand’, published 
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in New Zealand Architect in 1986, considered Modern architecture to be a matter of national 

identity.102  The propositions posed in these articles were subsequently challenged in 1992 by 

Paul Walker in ‘Shaky Ground’, published in Interstices, which examined the architectural 

response to the Napier Earthquake of 1931 to contend that the ‘discourse on Modernism is 

indifferent to the local’.103  Walker’s article argued that the rebuilding of Napier, Art Deco was a 

Modern construction-driven solution for a specific purpose and time, rather than an aesthetic 

movement per se.  A number of issues of New Zealand Heritage have featured articles on 

Modern heritage by Michael Findlay (1959-2019), the most noteworthy being ‘1936 and all that’, 

published in 2007, which proposed that the progression from Modernistic to the early Modernist 

was identifiable within a small cluster of mid-to-late 1930s houses in Dunedin.  Findlay claimed 

that ‘The birth of Modernist architecture in New Zealand can be dated to within a year’, i.e. 1936, 

and his rationale for this opinion remains convincing.104  The article identified demonstrable links 

between architects with overseas experience and the design of New Zealand’s earliest Modernist 

houses. 

 

Walker returned to the subject of Modern architecture in New Zealand with his article, ‘Brutalism 

in New Zealand Architecture: Miles Warren and the Architectural Image’, in which he identified a 

continuum from the work of Group Architects, re-interpreted by Warren, ‘in turn transformed by 

[Ian] Athfield and [Roger] Walker.105  Walker interrogated changes in roof forms across this 

period, in particular the changes that occurred between the low-pitched roofslopes favoured by 

Group Architects, and the steeper slopes preferred by Warren.  Julia Gatley has suggested that 

Warren’s interest in the pitched roof form for houses was, from one perspective, his response to 

the flat landscape of the Canterbury Plains, where many domestic commissions were located.106   

 

The first decade of the new millennium saw the publication of five major contributions to our 

current knowledge of Modern architecture in New Zealand:  (i) Justine Clark and Paul Walker’s 

examination of mid-century Modern, Looking for the Local, was published in 2000;107 the subject 

pre-emptied by their article ‘Classic Modernism NZ’ in the May 2000 issue of Pavement 

magazine;108 (ii) Douglas Lloyd Jenkins’ review of a century of domestic architecture, At Home: A 

Century of New Zealand Design, was published in 2004,109 and his book of edited articles on New 

Zealand architecture (since 1900) was published as New Dreamland: Writing New Zealand 

Architecture in 2005;110 and, (iii) Julia Gatley’s Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 

Architecture 1904-1984  (LLtM) – the first book to examine New Zealand’s heritage of Modern 
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architecture – was published in 2008,111 and her monograph Group Architects: Towards a New 

Zealand Architecture was published in 2010.112  Above all, LLtM has provided the architectural 

historian and conservation architect with a platform for further research on Modern architectural 

heritage in New Zealand.  LLtM’s compendium of the 180 best of Modern New Zealand buildings 

represents an achievement that is equal to the most authoritative of overseas studies of national 

contributions on the twentieth century, and ten years on, its editor consider that it ‘maintains 

currency today because, in the absence of a rigorous national heritage list or schedule, it remains 

the most thorough survey to date’.113  Regrettably however, nearly a dozen of the buildings 

included in LLtM have already been demolished (including two that have been partially de-

constructed), many of them as a consequence of damage that resulted from the Christchurch 

earthquakes during September 2010 and February 2011, but a number of others that have been 

lost through the lack of statutory protection.114  Another building featured in LLtM is currently 

proposed for demolition.115  Having documented the work of Auckland’s Group Architects in 2010, 

Julia Gatley co-authored a more complex history of Wellington’s Architectural Centre with Paul 

Walker in Vertical Living, published in 2015.116  The authors examined the legacy of the Centre 

since it was established in 1946, through to its current contribution to Wellington’s architectural 

scene. 

 

Monographs on Modern houses, specific house-types, and architects, have become popular 

during the last ten years in New Zealand.  Two very different monographs showcased architect-

designed mid-century houses across New Zealand.  Jeremy Hansen’s Modern: New Zealand 

Homes from 1938 to 1977, featured 24 houses with plans, photographs and descriptive text about 

the materials, form and planning, and the architect responsible the design.117  Hansen’s book 

republished articles on Modern houses that he had previously compiled for the Home magazine, 

which he edited between 2005-2016.118  Down the long driveway, you’ll see it is the evocative title 

of a photographic compendium of mid-century houses that was self-published by Mary Gaudin 
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and Matthew Arnold in 2014.119  Fourteen selected houses that represent ‘a photographic 

celebration of modernist homes built in New Zealand between the 1940s and the early 1970s’ are 

introduced by a single page of text followed by uncaptioned images that are left to speak for 

themselves.120  

 

The New Zealand state house has been the subject of two monographs.  The Wellington-based 

historian Ben Schrader wrote We Call it Home: A History of State Housing in New Zealand in 

2005, which examined the building typology within the framework of a social history.121  A 

comprehensive architectural history of the programme of state house building during the 1930s 

and 1940s, Beyond the State: New Zealand State Houses from Modest to Modern was written by 

Bill McKay and Andrea Stevens in 2014.122  Whilst McKay authored ‘The State House Story’ in 

the first part of the book, Stevens examined ‘The State House Today’ for the second part, which 

explored the enduring use, re-use and popularity of state house exemplars.   

 

Futuna Chapel in Wellington, designed 1958-59 by John Scott (1924-1992), has been the subject 

of two monographs.  The first, Voices of Silence: New Zealand’s Chapel of Futuna (1987) by 

Russell Walden, was written at a time when the building was still owned by the Marist Catholic 

Brotherhood, although the site, including the chapel, was subsequently sold to a local builder in 

2000.123  The second, Futuna: Life of a Building, was edited by Nick Bevin and Gregory O’Brian in 

2016 to celebrate the work of The Friends of Futuna Charitable Trust, a voluntary organisation 

established in 2003 to save Scott’s statutorily protected chapel from inappropriate re-use or 

possible dereliction and loss by neglect.124   

 

Apart from Group Architects previously discussed, there have been a number of other 

monographs dedicated to individual mid-century architects and architectural practices, including 

ones for Ernst Plischke;125 Warren and Mahoney;126 Ted McCoy;127 John Blair;128 William 

Alington, James Beard, William Toomath, and Derek Wilson;129 Ian Athfield;130 and Peter 

Beaven.131 
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Local authorities have tended to concentrate on historic heritage for their own publications, 

although the subject of Modern heritage has been minimal.  Hutt City Council commissioned Ian 

Bowman to produce a booklet describing twenty representative buildings of the 1950s located 

within Lower Hutt, and it remains the only thematic study of this period initiated by a local 

authority.132  The study included houses and public buildings, with the main selection criteria 

based on the ‘most intact examples of each building type’.133  Auckland’s North Shore City 

Council recognised the heritage contribution of Modern houses within their locality through the 

publication of a series of postcards depicting drawings and photographs of selected examples.134 

 

SECTION 2 - PRESERVING THE RECENT PAST 
 

1.4 INTERNATIONAL HERITAGE PRESERVATION AND THE MODERN  
 

There are few books dedicated specifically to conserving Modern buildings, with most sources of 

literature captured within conference proceedings, technical dossiers and journals produced by 

organisations that have promoted the better understanding and care of twentieth-century 

architectural heritage.135  Whilst the twenty-first-century perspective on preserving architectural 

heritage of the recent past remains founded on theories originating from the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, publications have sought to identify the important philosophical and practical 

requirements for the conservation of Modern materials and elements of construction.  This review 

identifies how conservation philosophy and practice developed during the twentieth century, and 

examines how the established principles have been challenged in literature that has specifically 

focused on the conservation of Modern heritage buildings.  

 

1.4.1 POLEMICS, PRINCIPLES AND GUIDELINES  

 

The SPAB Manifesto136 was a polemical statement against changes made to historic buildings 

during nineteenth century restorations, in particular cathedrals and churches within Britain and 

Europe, which conservationists saw as damaging and wholly inappropriate.  The Manifesto was a 

direct challenge to the practice of restoration, exemplified by the work of two ardent Medievalist 

restorers, the English architect James Wyatt (1746-1813), and the French engineer Eugene 

Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc (1814-79).  Viollet-le-Duc published his polemical opinions and 

statements on architectural history, education, and restoration, based on his analytical approach 
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to building construction.137  His views on the restoration of ancient monuments were an anathema 

to conservations, most significantly John Ruskin (1819-1900), who countered with his own 

polemical statements on heritage preservation, and William Morris (1834-96), who founded the 

SPAB.  These founding fathers of the nineteenth-century preservation movement focused on the 

inherent importance of, and respect for, the material fabric of buildings materials.  European art 

historians, including Alois Riegl, and Cesare Brandi in particular, argued for a much broader 

values-based assessment of cultural heritage significance during the early twentieth-century, the 

principles of which represent the foundation of modern-day conservation planning, policies, and 

practice.  The Getty Conservation Trust’s collection of ‘readings in conservation’ entitled Historical 

and Philosophical Issues in the Conservation of Cultural Heritage, was published in 1996, and 

included a comprehensive examination of theories by Reigl, Brandi, and other art historians in 

‘the emergence of modern conservation theory’.138  It also addressed restoration and 

conservation texts from an art historical perspective, with essays that addressed the history of 

Western restoration and conservation theories contained within the translated texts of historians 

and philosophers during the second half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the 

twentieth century.139  Jukka Jokilehto examined many of the same European texts by Brandi et al, 

from an architectural perspective in A History of Architectural Conservation, published in 1999.140 

The origin of Jokilehto’s seminal book was his doctoral thesis, ‘A History of Architectural 

Conservation: the Contribution of English, French, German and Italian Thought Towards an 

International Approach to the Conservation of Cultural Property’, the scope of which he expanded 

upon to incorporate other regions of the world for his publication.141 

 

During the early-twentieth century, practice rather than polemics led A. R. Powys (1881-1936) – 

the first secretary of the SPAB – to published his Repair of Ancient Buildings in 1929, with the 

principal intent to ‘suggest methods, in accordance with the principles of the Society for the 

Protection of Ancient Buildings, which may be employed in the repair of ancient buildings’.142  The 

nineteenth-century principles that Powys interpreted for conservation practice during the early-

twentieth century, have been re-presented in the form of The SPAB Approach for the early-

twenty-first century.143   This document was written in 2017 by Matthew Slocombe, the current 

SPAB secretary, and it carries the message of the original Manifesto across to a set of updated 

conservation principles for current and future generations of heritage professionals.  
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The practice of improvement, alteration and re-use of historic buildings, as a means of their 

preservation, was the subject of a forward looking book published in 1944 by the architect Walter 

H Godfrey (1881-1961) – Our Building Inheritance promoted recognition for the value of 

England’s built heritage, and posed the question ‘Are we to use or lose it?’144  Godfrey explained 

with the use of examples, how to make additions to, and new uses for, historic buildings as a 

valued contribution to the preservation of the nation’s architectural heritage.  The term ‘ancient’, 

previously used by Powys in 1929 to identify buildings of historic character, became ‘old’ for 

Donald Insall’s book, The Care of Old Buildings Today: A Practical Guide, published in 1972.  

Insall is an architect and one of the first authors on heritage conservation to provide a 

comprehensive and detailed approach to the repair of historic building fabric.145  The same year, 

John Harvey wrote Conservation of Buildings, a three-part review of heritage conservation that 

addressed ‘what to save and how to save it’, ‘craftsmanship and materials’, and ‘continuing 

conservation’.146  His consideration for the future of heritage conservation was addressed in his 

final chapter, entitled ‘Looking Forward’, which supported the ongoing necessity for statutory 

protection, balanced by encouragement and support through financial incentives, towards the 

maintenance of historic buildings.147   

 

Historic opinions about heritage conservation were the principal subject of a collection of essays 

edited by Jane Fawcett (1921-2016) in 1976, entitled The Future of the Past, which considered 

English attitudes towards building restoration and conservation during the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries.148  These essays were published on behalf of the Victorian Society, and 

contrasted the theories and practice of key restoration architects compared with the opposing 

principles of anti-restoration espoused by John Ruskin (1819-1900), and the conservation 

principles of William Morris. 

 

The founding principles of conservation repair promoted by Powys in 1929, were significantly 

expanded upon in 1982 by the architect Bernard Feilden, (1919-2008), whose publication, 

Conservation of Historic Buildings, became a standard work of reference for conservation 

practice.149  However, it took twenty-one years before Feilden added a chapter specifically for the 

conservation of Modern buildings, in the third edition of his book published in 2003.150  Fielden’s 

seminal text has informed all conservation teaching in Britain.  The principles of practical building 

conservation informed the basis of John Earl’s Building Conservation Philosophy, prepared for a 

teaching module of the College of Estate Management Diploma in Building Conservation, and 

subsequently expanded and published in a book of the same title in 1996.151  For literature on the 

practical aspects of heritage conservation in England, Earl stated in the preface to his book that 
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‘You were lucky in the 1950s if you had a dog eared copy of Powys’.152  Powys – as the book is 

still commonly referred to by those familiar with the SPAB – remains in print, and is relevant to 

today’s heritage scholars and practitioners because it is based on fundamental principles for the 

conservation of historic fabric.   

 

Many texts written in the United States on the subject of building conservation practice have been 

formatted as repair manuals, a representative example being the U.S. Government’s Official 

Guidelines for Preserving Historic Homes, published in 2004 by the Department of the Interior.153  

This publication provided guidance on appropriate methods and materials for the conservation 

repair of historic buildings.  The architect Martin E. Weaver (1938-2004) made a significant 

contribution to best practice for historic building repair in 1993, with the publication of his co-

authored guide to conservation techniques and materials, based on a gazetteer of working 

principles.154  A 2008 publication by Robert A Young, Preservation Technology, was similarly 

based on the description of methods for building conservation practice.155  Whilst these texts were 

not written specifically for the conservation of twentieth-century materials and construction, each 

made reference to the issues for repair of buildings of the period.   

 

Two more recent publications have presented an overview of international heritage conservation 

as a single entity, rather than a perspective on a specific period, topic or location.   John H Stubbs 

published Time Honored in 2009, which presented ‘A global view of architectural conservation; 

parameters, theory and evolution of an ethos’.156  However, scant mention was made by Stubbs 

on Modern heritage, with only one reference that illustrated the restoration of the Bauhaus in 

Dessau – for a comparatively recent book that presented itself as all encompassing, this was a 

lost opportunity.  Miles Glendinning – a long-standing member of DOCOMOMO and campaigner 

for Modern built heritage – chose the entire history of conservation, including the specifics of 

twentieth-century buildings, for his 2013 magnum opus The Conservation Movement: A History of 

Preservation from Antiquity to Modernity.157  This publication is the most comprehensive of the 

recent conservation treatises to bring the subject of built heritage preservation up to date.   

 

The preparation of conservation plans for heritage buildings based on the research of historical, 

social, architectural and technical criteria was pioneered by an Australian conservationist, James 

Semple Kerr (1932-2014), who published The Conservation Plan in 1982.158  His publication 

became the standard work on conservation plan preparation internationally following its 

publication, and his methodology has been revised twelve times, and republished in six 
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subsequent editions, the current being the seventh and available as a free download (permitted 

by Kerr in 2013).159 

 

1.4.2 DISCOURSE ON MODERN HERITAGE PRESERVATION 

 

Attitudes towards the preservation of Modern built heritage have been framed by long-standing 

principles for architectural restoration and building conservation established over two centuries of 

debate on the alteration and repair of historic buildings.  Discourse amongst the international 

heritage preservation community turned its attention towards architecture of the twentieth century 

from the early 1990’s onwards, with the initial momentum generated mainly in response to two 

principal matters of concern: (i) an awareness of the specific requirements for the conservation of 

Modern materials and forms of construction, being different to those of preceding periods of 

building; and, (ii) the lack of appreciation for and understanding of buildings and structures 

representative of the Modern Movement and consequential threat to their future.  Publications on 

Modern heritage preservation have engaged with philosophical issues, and identified the 

problems of applying established conservation principles and practice to the Modern.  Enquiry 

and debate has continued into the twenty-first century, reflecting the search for the preservation 

holy grail of Modern architectural heritage – questioning how the philosophical and practical 

conservation challenges for twentieth-century buildings differ to those for buildings from preceding 

centuries.160   

 

A number of key conferences that have been held in England, Australia, Finland, the Czech 

Republic, Austria and the United States, together with the publication of their proceedings, have 

paralleled the biennial conference structure of DOCOMOMO since the early 1990’s, and thereby 

made a significant and ongoing contribution to the wider dissemination of information specifically 

for twentieth-century architectural heritage.  Prominent amongst these forward-looking 

conferences was the earliest one dedicated to the period, The Conservation of Twentieth Century 

Historic Buildings, held at the Institute of Advanced Architectural Studies at York, England, in 

1993, as discussed in the main introduction to this thesis, and those organised by English 

Heritage, including Modern Matters held in 1996, and Preserving Post-war Heritage held in 

2001.161   Susan Macdonald’s discussion of the failures in new materials and traditional materials 

used in new ways, cited one example of material deterioration that resulted in ‘not only the loss of 
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original fabric but loss of the design intention and aesthetic integrity’.162  Other articles within 

Modern Matters also made reference to the architectural intent of specific buildings, using the 

following terminology: (i) the authors’ intentions; (ii) the architect’s original intention; (iii) the 

architect’s philosophy of approach and the evolution of design; (iv) intention in architecture; and, 

(v) the design philosophy.  Andrew Saint argued that ‘Intention in architecture should not be 

confined to a mere idea or concept, it must extend also to the quality and execution of a 

design’.163  Bob Kindred discussed Norman Foster’s Willis Corroon Building, citing how the 

management ‘were coming to appreciate and understand the architect’s original intentions’.164  

Kindred’s guidelines for managing change advise the need to recognise the following aspects of 

the building: 

 

An analysis of the design philosophy, and context, plan form, structure and materials, 

internal and external treatment, the decorative schemes and finishes, and fixed integral 

machinery and fixed original art work.165 

 

This statement is a succinct reference to the importance of understanding the building. 

 

Andrew Saint’s detailed discussion about the relevance of established conservation philosophy to 

the specific requirements of preserving modern heritage addressed key charters, classic 

conservation texts, and the proclamations of John Ruskin and William Morris, with respect to the 

following ‘six basic ways…in which modern buildings differ from older ones’: 

 

(1) Number; (2) Technique; (3) Intention; (4) Performance; (5) Viability; and, (6) 

Appeal:166 

 

Saint considered each category and teased out the differences between historic and Modern 

buildings as a basis for discussion.  For John Allen’s contribution to Modern Matters, ‘a 

practitioner’s view’ was offered through a selection of completed projects, which provided a 

valuable counterpoint to Saint’s discussion of the philosophical aspects of Modern heritage 

conservation.167   Through his first-hand experience of working on Modern buildings, Allen made a 

distinction between conservation (repair) and intervention (change), prioritising the need to make 

judgements directly about individual buildings, rather than a process of theorising approaches.  

He stated, ‘This is why I am inclined to regard conservation not as a matter of keeping something 
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as it is, but more as a specialized way of changing it’.168  In a similar philosophical and practical 

vein, David Fixler is an American conservation architect who has advocated – both through his 

work and scholarly writing – for the re-use and adaptive re-use of Modern buildings as a means of 

their preservation.  He has been a prominent contributor to the work of the APT and 

DOCOMOMO in particular,169 including serving as guest editor for two important APT Bulletin’s, a 

Special Issue on Modern Heritage in 2011,170 and a Special Issue on Modernism in 2017.171  

Fixler’s individual contribution to the 2017 Bulletin, ‘Toward APT Consensus Principles and 

Practice on Renewing Modernism’, reported on the outcome of an APT joint sub-committee 

whose goal was ‘the formulation of a set of guiding principles for the treatment of modern 

structures, particularly those considered to be of less than top-tier architectural value’.172  For 

buildings captured by his categorisation of ‘ordinary, everyday modernism’, Fixler considered that 

‘What these workmanlike properties may lack in historic or architectural significance does not alter 

the facts that many of them nevertheless embody qualities that are representative of the cultural 

trends of their era and that they remain solid, useful building stock.’173  The proposition that 

having addressed preservation issues for the important Modernist exemplars, the majority of mid-

century Modernism presents different requirements for conservation-focused repair (non-

specialist maintenance perhaps) and less constrained opportunities (multiple options for re-use 

perhaps), is one that resonates with the position here.  New Zealand has its star Modernist 

architects and buildings, but also its own local, everyday Modernism.  

 

Two ICOMOS seminars held during the formative years of the 1990’s contributed to the early 

stages of the Modern heritage debate.  The first held in Helsinki in 1995 published the aims and 

recommendations of the experts gathered, and the second held in Mexico City in 1996, published 

their objectives and conclusions.174  In the United States, two conferences titled Preserving the 

Recent Past, were held in 1995 and 2000, both organised by the Historic Preservation Education 

Foundation.175  In Australia, Fibro House - Opera House was organised by the Historic Houses 

Trust of New South Wales in 2000, and addressed the conservation of mid-century heritage, and 

Un-Loved Modern was a major conference held by Australia ICOMOS in 2009.176  ICOMOS 

Finland organised Dangerous Liaisons in 2001, a conference that took the topic of preserving 
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post-war Modernism in city centres as its main theme.177  Materiality – an international 

symposium on the preservation of Modern Movement architecture – was held in the Czech 

Republic in 2006, at the Villa Tugendhat in Brno, and Materials Inside - Outside was held at the 

same venue in 2011.178  Post-war Modernism was also the topic of Nobody’s Darling, a 

conference organised by the University of Applied Arts in Vienna, Austria, in 2010.179  These 

conferences have provided a significant proportion of the published information available to those 

involved in the preservation of Modern heritage.  Several of these conference proceedings 

identified the ongoing difficulty of convincing the general public about the value of Modern 

buildings in heritage terms.180  As the awareness grew of the need to promote the importance of 

protecting, conserving and re-using mid-century buildings, English Heritage (since renamed 

Historic England) organised a third conference dedicated to Modern Heritage in 2007, entitled 

Mending Modernism. 181  

 

1.4.3 RESEARCH AND PRACTICE  

 

Research and practice for Modern heritage conservation from an international perspective, has 

been disseminated through publications produced by: (i) individual authors; (ii) non-governmental 

organisations, principally DOCOMOMO and ICOMOS; (iii) inter-governmental organisations, 

principally UNESCO and ICCROM; (iv) government departments responsible for heritage 

protection within individual nations, including, for example, Historic England; and, (v) conservation 

research and teaching establishments, in particular the Getty Conservation Institute.   

 

Authors in the United States have provided two of the most important publications dedicated 

specifically to the practical understanding and conservation of Modern built heritage, compared 

with older buildings: (1) Thomas Jester’s edited volume, Twentieth-century Building Materials, in 

which forty-seven contributing authors addressed the history and conservation of twentieth-

century materials, was published in 1995;182 and, (ii) Theodore Pruden’s comprehensive two-part 

single-volume on the philosophy of conservation and case studies, Preservation of Modern 

Architecture, was published in 2008.183  The subject matters of these two books represent key 

milestones in the wider understanding of the preservation of Modern built heritage. 
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DOCOMOMO is the main organisation dedicated to the preservation of Modern heritage as its 

raison d’être, whilst others, including ICOMOS, have each identified the architectural period as a 

specific matter of interest.  Since the establishment of DOCOMOMO in 1990, building 

conservation research and practice has been disseminated through its bi-annual journal, periodic 

technical dossiers on specific forms of construction and materials, and the biennial conferences 

held across European, South American and Asian countries since 1990.  DOCOMOMO research 

has set the standard over the last thirty years for its thoroughness and authorship. Their 

publications have addressed Modern materials and elements of construction, in order to identify 

and establish approaches to repair procedures that do not diminish their heritage value.  During 

the last five years, the focus of research within DOCOMOMO has shifted from the identification of 

conservation issues and solutions for the fabric of buildings, towards their preservation through 

re-use and adaptation.  Much of DOCOMOMO’s research work has a direct application to New 

Zealand conditions, in particular their publications on material repairs.184 

 

ICOMOS established an International Scientific Committee for twentieth-century architectural 

heritage (ISC20C) in 2005, following the 2002 Montreal Action Plan initiative.  The international 

conference held in Madrid in 2010 contributed to the then current debate within the ISC on 

guidelines for the conservation of heritage sites of the twentieth century, the outcome of which 

was an agreement to formalise the Madrid Document: Approaches for the Conservation of 

Twentieth-century Architectural Heritage.185  The draft statement that ‘More than ever, the 

architectural heritage of this [20th] century is at risk from a lack of appreciation and care’, was 

responded to by nine articles of agreement outlined within the draft Madrid Document to ‘Advance 

Knowledge, Understanding and Significance’.186  The Madrid Document was issued for 

consultation during 2010, and formally adopted in June 2011.187  A second edition was published 

in 2014, and subsequently revised and re-published as the Madrid-Delhi Document in 2017.188   

 

ICCROM have also contributed to knowledge in the conservation of buildings through their 

teaching programme established in 1956, in particular the annual Conservation of Built Heritage 

course based in Rome, whilst their training course on the conservation of Modern architectural 

heritage commenced with MARC 1999, and subsequent courses held in 2002 and 2006, and 

most recently 2011.189  The format of each course was organised and held in Finland, in co-

																																																													
184  DOCOMOMO have published regular journals and technical dossiers since 1989 and 1996, respectively, covering 
aspects of conservation for Modern architectural heritage, including specific architects and buildings. 
185  Approaches for the Conservation of Twentieth-Century Architectural Heritage, Madrid Document 2011, ICOMOS 
ISC20CH was adopted on 16 June 2011.	
186  Approaches for the Conservation of Twentieth-Century Architectural Heritage, Madrid Document 2011, ICOMOS 
ISC20CH.  This statement is made in the second paragraph, Aim of the Document. 	
187  Montreal Action Plan, September 2001.  A Statement by ICOMOS International on 20th Century Heritage. 
188 Approaches for the Conservation of Twentieth-Century Architectural Heritage, Madrid Document 2011. ICOMOS 
ISC20CH.  The international conference was held in Madrid, 13-16 June 2011. 
189  MARC is the acronym used by ICCROM for Modern architecture.  The four courses have been based in Finland and 
Sweden.  I attended the MARC 2001 course in Finland in 2011, along with colleagues representing countries worldwide. 
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operation with ICCROM, although there have been no MARC courses since, due to the 

withdrawal of the Finnish government’s financial support after 2011.190 

 

The Getty Conservation Institute have maintained a particular focus on Modern architectural 

heritage for many years, which is identified as one of their core areas of expertise.191  They have 

published many research papers, including two important bibliographies: (i) Conserving 

Twentieth-Century Built Heritage;192 and, (ii) Conserving Concrete Heritage.193  This body of 

literature represents the spectrum of conservation practice shared across an international 

community focused upon the preservation of twentieth-century architectural heritage.  The 

principal drivers of the conservation research to date have been the United States and Europe in 

particular, together with the Nordic countries, Britain, and Australia.  The publishing achievements 

of DOCOMOMO – the principal campaigning organisation for twentieth-century architectural 

heritage – and the specialist scientific committee of ICOMOS (ISC20C) have each promoted 

conservation research. 

 

1.5 NEW ZEALAND HERITAGE PRESERVATION AND THE MODERN 
 

The reliance upon heritage preservation theory and technology informed through books and 

periodicals from the United States, Britain, Europe, and Australia, is fundamentally important to 

built heritage conservation practice in New Zealand.  The main route for the dissemination of 

information on conservation and research projects is through two independent national 

organisations, ICOMOS NZ and DOCOMOMO NZ.  Each organisation issues notices on relevant 

activities and news updates, and holds an annual general meeting for members.  The country’s 

national heritage agency, Heritage New Zealand, is a crown entity with responsibility for the 

identification, evaluation and listing of heritage places, including twentieth-century buildings and 

structures, and organisation’s regional offices are a significant source of information for built 

heritage.  Across both public and private sectors, there is a professional relationship between 

conservation architects and architectural conservators through an affiliation with the New Zealand 

Conservators of Cultural Materials (NZCCM). 

 

1.5.1 ACKNOWLEDGING NEW ZEALAND’S HISTORIC HERITAGE  

 

Writing on the subject of heritage preservation in New Zealand has primarily focused on the 

cultural values of indigenous inhabitants and European settlers, captured in landscape features 

and evidence of occupation, and surviving nineteenth-century buildings and structures, which are 

																																																													
190  Markus Lahteenmaki, MARC The International Course on the Conservation of Modern Architecture: A Report on the 
History and Development of the Course 1999-2011 (Finland: November, 2013) 
191  https://www.getty.edu/conservation/core_areas/buildings/index.html 
192  Conserving Concrete Heritage: A Bibliography, 2nd, edn, ed. by Susan Macdonald and Gail Ostergren (Los Angeles: 
Getty Conservation Institute, 2013) 
193  Conserving Twentieth-Century Built Heritage: An Annotated Bibliography, ed. by Alice Custance-Baker, Gina Crevello, 
Susan Macdonald, and Kyle Normandin (Los Angeles: Getty Conservation Institute, 2015)	
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designated as archaeological heritage and historic heritage respectively.194  The term historic 

heritage was incorporated within the 1991 Resource Management Act, and since then it has been 

referenced within publications on cultural matters, and formalised within government legislation 

dedicated to buildings.  The international hierarchy of heritage terminology, including monument, 

ancient building, old building, historic building and built heritage, used to describe architectural 

edifices in overseas publications, is not common in New Zealand.  The comparatively recent 

adoption of the singular term historic heritage belies the longer-standing primacy of natural 

landscape as the cultural heritage of New Zealand, rather than its buildings, hence the limited 

amount of published material on the preservation of built heritage.  The first ICOMOS New 

Zealand Charter was published in 1993, and this document introduced building conservation 

terminology supported by universal definitions.195   

 

Three principal subjects can be identified in the small number of publications about New Zealand 

buildings, including: (i) trade textbooks for individual materials used in construction; (ii) the 

architectural use of specific materials; and, (iii) guidance on the repair of building types.  

Carpentry in New Zealand,196 Cast in Concrete,197 and The New Zealand Period House: A 

Conservation Guide,198 are representative examples of these respective categories.  Individual 

authors, government departments, crown entities, local authorities, and practicing architects have 

contributed to publications that touch on topics that have some bearing on the preservation of 

heritage buildings.  

 

New Zealand publications have largely focused on the identification and repair of mid-to-late 

nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century domestic buildings, of timber and masonry 

construction, predominantly in the form of historic villas and bungalows.  The first such publication 

was Restoring a New Zealand House by the architect Christopher Cochran, written for the former 

New Zealand Historic Places Trust in 1980.199  Cochran’s book concentrated on houses of the 

nineteenth-century colonial period, and provided advice on the identification of defects, 

examination of the built form, and the execution of repairs and maintenance.  His text promoted 

the need for understanding the building, which informed the preparations for works of repair.  This 

was followed in 1985 by Martin Hill’s Restoring with Style: Preserving the Character of New 

Zealand Houses, which claimed ‘This guide seemed necessary to assist in appreciating what 

remains of our rapidly diminishing housing past’.200  Hill, also an architect, similarly covered 

colonial architecture from the mid-nineteenth century, but he also included Arts and Crafts houses 

of the first decade of the twentieth century, timber and masonry bungalows of the second decade, 

																																																													
194  Indigenous peoples in New Zealand include the Maori and Moriori cultures. 
195  ICOMOS NZ Charter for the Conservation of Places of Cultural Heritage Value, (ICOMOS, 1993) 
196  Carpentry in New Zealand, The New Zealand Technical Correspondence Institute (Wellington: A.R. Shearer, 
Government Printer, 1958) 
197  Geoffrey Thornton, Cast in Concrete (Wellington: Reed, 1996) 
198  Stuart Arden & Ian Bowman, The New Zealand Period House: A Conservation Guide (Auckland: Random House, 
2004)	
199  Christopher Cochran, Restoring a New Zealand House (Wellington: NZ Historic Places Trust, 1980) 
200  Martin Hill, Restoring with Style: preserving the character of New Zealand houses (Wellington: V.R. Ward, Government 
Printer, 1985), p. 3. 
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and dwellings designed in the manner of Art Deco and the American revivalist Spanish Mission 

style during the third decade.  Hill’s book was foremost a set of restoration exemplars, compared 

with the more detailed repair manual format of Cochran’s publication.  The use of the word 

‘restoring’ to denote the care of historic heritage dates these publications to the pre-1990 period, 

in a similar fashion to that found in English books, where the term conservation became more 

prominent thereafter.   

 

The New Zealand Period House: A Conservation Guide, written by Stuart Arden and conservation 

architect Ian Bowman in 2004, represents the most recent and comprehensive publication on the 

preservation of domestic architectural heritage in New Zealand, including advice on buildings 

dating from the twentieth century.201  The book is divided into three principal topics: (i) the 

investigation of period houses; (ii) structure and exterior elements; and, (iii) interior and decorative 

elements, and its stated purpose is ‘to provide guidance on the principles of conservation of 

period houses as an important cultural resource of New Zealand’.202  The introductory text to the 

investigation of house types identifies six examples of ‘House style development’, including the 

‘International Style’ and ‘Brutalist’.203  It identifies Modernism as a style in New Zealand spanning 

the years 1940-1960, a period which Arden and Bowman consider embraced Functionalism and 

the International Style as an expression of the 1920s Modern Movement, contingent with the 

Moderne, the Bay Area Style (of California), State House design, and the Stripped Classical 

Style.204 

 

The former New Zealand Historic Places Trust published three conservation bulletins in 1992, on 

the repair of traditional materials, including: No.1 Historic Timber Structures, by Chris Cochran; 

No.2 Historic Brick Structures, by Ian Bowman; and, No.3 Historic Stone Structures, by Ian 

Bowman.205  These bulletins were followed in 2000 by a series of heritage guidelines, each edited 

by Greg Bowron on behalf of the Trust and written by guest authors, including the following: No.4 

Preparing Conservation Plans, by Jan Harris; No.5 Altering Heritage Buildings, by Chris Cochran; 

No.6 Earthquake Strengthening, by Lou Robinson and Ian Bowman; No.7 Fire Safety, by Carol 

Caldwell and Hamish MacLennan; No.8 Making Heritage Buildings Accessible, by Julia Gatley; 

No.9 Altering Heritage Churches by Peter Richardson; and, No.10 Developing Heritage Buildings 

by Sarah Holman.206  Heritage New Zealand publishes a quarterly magazine, New Zealand 

Heritage, which has featured occasional articles on selected mid-century heritage buildings, but 

none have discussed conservation-based topics.  

 

 

																																																													
201  Arden & Bowman, The New Zealand Period House: A Conservation Guide. 
202  Arden & Bowman, The New Zealand Period House: A Conservation Guide, pp. 6-7. 
203  Arden & Bowman, The New Zealand Period House: A Conservation Guide, p. 9. 
204  Arden & Bowman, The New Zealand Period House: A Conservation Guide, pp. 24-26. 
205  The authors of the conservation bulletins were both architects in practice. 
206  The authors of the heritage guidelines were from different disciplines.	
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Only one significant publication has examined issues for the cultural heritage of landscape and 

buildings in New Zealand, presented as a collection of essays in Common Ground? Heritage and 

Public Places in New Zealand, edited by Alexander Trapeznik in 2000.207  According to Trapeznik, 

these essays provide ‘the first multi-disciplinary guide to historical and cultural heritage 

management in New Zealand’.208  The topics covered by Trapeznik included: (i) the development 

of the country’s regulatory system; (ii) the growth of a New Zealand heritage sector; (iii) heritage 

terminology and conservation planning; (iv) cultural landscapes and archaeology; and, (v) the 

change in use of New Zealand’s historic places during the twentieth century.  The different 

themes illustrated an awareness of the importance of recognising, protecting and perpetuating the 

function and use of heritage assets.  The publication did not discuss detailed conservation 

practice, nor did it consider the contribution of Modern buildings to the cultural heritage 

landscape, but it remains the most authoritative account of cultural and historic heritage subjects 

published to date.   

 

Local Authorities have been another source of advice on the repair of heritage buildings, 

principally in the form of guidance notes produced by those with heritage buildings located within 

their geographical area.  Auckland’s North Shore City Council, for example, published Good 

Solutions Guide for Heritage Buildings in 2003, with the involvement of architects as the leading 

practitioners in building conservation.209  This excellent publication predominantly focused on late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth-century timber villas and bungalows, despite the region containing 

many important mid-century buildings.  

 

Overall, there is little written on the particularities of built heritage conservation in New Zealand. 

There are no directories of specialist contractors or suppliers of materials for conservation, and no 

recent publications on techniques recommended for purpose of consistency with tried and tested 

repair methodologies in accordance with up-to-date practice.  Although the country is not unique 

in terms of the materiality of its heritage buildings, the heritage sector would benefit from 

guidance that responds to regional conditions, rather than just borrowing principles from overseas 

sources.  For example, the variations in timber construction for domestic architecture has been, 

and should continue to be, the focus of conservation research and practice. 

 

1.5.2 SITUATING NEW ZEALAND’S MODERN HERITAGE  

 

Consistent with the limited amount of written material dedicated to the field of preserving 

architectural heritage, New Zealand has published only a handful of texts that have considered 

issues specific to the recognition and conservation of Modern heritage buildings and structures.  

Without a body of research and advice, a significant lacuna leaves the local knowledge of 

																																																													
207  Common Ground? Heritage and Public Places in New Zealand, ed. by Alexander Trapeznik (Dunedin: Otago 
University Press, 2000) 
208  Common Ground? Heritage and Public Places in New Zealand, Trapeznik, p. 9.	
209  Good Solutions Guide for Heritage Buildings (Auckland: North Shore City Council, 2003) 
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maintenance and repair for mid-century buildings largely unreported.  Under these circumstances, 

forward-thinking heritage professionals look to international publications to provide the technical 

information about the repair of Modern materials and elements of construction.   

 

The Department of Conservation (DOC) has a primary responsibility for the protection of natural 

heritage in New Zealand, but the organisation is also the custodian of many heritage buildings 

and structures, including some that date from the mid-twentieth century.210  The Department 

sponsored a booklet on the maintenance of historic concrete structures in 2006, which is the only 

New Zealand publication dedicated to the illustration of repair techniques for a material that is 

fundamental to the importance of modernity in construction during the early-twentieth century.211  

The format of the booklet covers the history, components, properties, defects, investigation, repair 

and conservation strategies, for concrete structures up to 1940.  However, other than this one-off 

publication, there are no guidelines published for the conservation of Modern heritage buildings in 

their care. 

 

Julia Gatley’s paper, ‘Recent Moves to Preserve the Recent Past’ was presented at the ‘Politics 

of Inheritance’ conference in Auckland in 1997, and is the earliest publication to call for specific 

approaches to the preservation of New Zealand’s Modern heritage.212   This paper highlighted ‘the 

technical problems suffered by early modern buildings’, and identified issues – including limited 

lifespans of elements, unfamiliar repair techniques, and materials that are hazardous to health – 

that are pertinent to New Zealand conditions.  In her more recent paper published in 2019, Gatley 

re-visited the plight of New Zealand’s Modern heritage buildings in ‘Vulnerable, even the best of 

them’, and concluded that ‘futures for New Zealand’s important modern buildings are fragile’.213  

Gatley identified three factors of vulnerability, each of which resonate with the findings of this 

thesis:  

 

The buildings are vulnerable, first because they are inadequately recognised through 

legislated listing and scheduling processes; second, because there is an unwillingness to 

take the listings of modern buildings as seriously as those of their more obviously historic 

counterparts; and third, because while in theory the Resource Management Act identifies 

historic heritage as a matter of national importance, in reality it is private property rights 

that are privileged in New Zealand.214 

 

																																																													
210  The most well-known mid-century building owned by DOC was the Aniwaniwa Visitor Centre in the former Urewera 
National Park, designed by John Scott and completed in 1974.  Regrettably, the building was inadequately maintained and 
closed in 2008.  Further deterioration led to its demolition in 2016.  
211  Peter Reed, Kate Schoonees and Jeremy Salmond, Historic concrete structures in New Zealand: Overview, 
Maintenance and Management (Wellington: Department of Conservation, 2008) 
212  Julia Gatley, ‘Recent Moves To Preserve The Recent Past’, presented at The Politics of Inheritance, Faculty of 
Architecture and Design, UNITEC Institute of Technology, Auckland (1997) 
213  Julia Gatley, ‘Vulnerable, even the best of them: New Zealand’s Modern Heritage Buildings’, in Routledge Companion 
to Global Heritage Conservation, ed. by Vinayak Bharne and Trudi Sandmeier (Abingdon: Routledge, 2019), 443-459, (p. 
455) 
214  Gatley, ‘Vulnerable, even the best of them: New Zealand’s Modern Heritage Buildings’, p. 455.	
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In summary, whilst international literature on conserving the Modern is increasing, little is being 

generated from within New Zealand, and none specific to mid-twentieth-century built heritage. 

 

1.6 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter has examined the literature on twentieth-century architecture and the preservation of 

built heritage, both internationally and within New Zealand, with a specific focus on the 

historiography of Modernism and building conservation.  Writing on the history of Modern 

architecture continues to be assessed from different perspectives, from the chronological to the 

thematic, and debated philosophically, which provides a rich body of reference work.  It shows 

that many of the founding principles of conservation espoused within published texts have been 

regularly carried forward as the basis of subsequent charters and guidelines, including one of the 

most important for Modern buildings – the Madrid Document.  

 

The origins of Modern architecture have been repeatedly revisited and challenged, in order to 

break down the codes and identify connections with past themes to show how they could have 

been adapted, rather than re-invented.  Despite the revisionist dismantling of the Modern 

Movement as an entirely new type of architectural, significant changes in the materiality, form and 

planning of early-twentieth-century buildings did represent a significant break with past styles, a 

one that revolutionised architecture from the 1920s onwards.  Publications have charted the 

progress of change, scrutinised buildings and their architects, and sought to codify the principles 

of Modernism, in order to rationalise its development and how these were expressed in buildings 

until the Post-Modern era.  

 

New Zealand’s Modernist buildings and their architects have been subject to an impressive 

amount of research over the last ten years, which has added to the corpus of publications on the 

country’s nineteenth and early-twentieth-century architectural history.  There are monographs on 

Modern buildings and individual architects, which has captured lucid accounts from those who 

have retired from practice.  The more recent research has been largely driven by academics, 

which has provided an excellent platform for further research and focus on the work of less well-

known architects and designers, and buildings that deserve to be studied. 

 

For the philosophical aspects of heritage preservation, the requirements for traditional materials 

and building techniques differ from Modern composite materials, products, pre-fabrication and 

assembly of construction elements, and these differences drew early comment on the 

contradictions between established conservation principles and the needs of mid-century 

architectural heritage.  This review has shown that research and enquiry about how to preserve 

heritage of the recent past continues, and whilst the principles of historic building conservation 

have become definitive through time, this is not the case for Modern buildings.  Academics and 

practitioners continue to publish internationally on the general practice of conservation, and this 
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chapter has shown that research for mid-century buildings rests with a handful of organisations 

dedicated to this period.  Whilst there have been a small number of publications about the repair 

of New Zealand’s colonial buildings, this chapter acknowledges and addresses a complete 

absence of literature on the conservation of its Modern architecture.  Disseminating conservation 

practice from direct experience of unique aspects and particular circumstances for mid-century 

built heritage across the country has the benefit of reducing the wider risk of multiple mistakes, 

misunderstandings and uncertainties.  As a consequence, the heritage profession is reliant upon 

overseas material for the philosophical and practical aspects of Modern heritage conservation.  

Whilst this lacuna in New Zealand’s conservation literature has been highlighted, place-specific 

conservation solutions are not a universal panacea, and authoritative international guidelines for 

the repair of Modern buildings materials and elements of construction provide a valuable 

knowledge base that can be of assistance to New Zealand heritage professionals.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

ARCHITECTURAL TRADITION AND TRANSITION:   
FROM MODERNITY TO MODERNISM 1900-1940 

 

This chapter examines modernising tendencies in the materiality, form, and planning for buildings 

and structures in New Zealand up to 1940.  It engages with a period of architectural tradition and 

transition – tradition reflected in familiar materials, established forms of construction, and the 

conventional layout of space constrained by historicist design, and transition expressed the use of 

new composite materials and products, progressive forms based on technically improved 

methods of construction, and proto-modern floor plans.  It addresses the differing opinions of New 

Zealand architectural historians on the emergence of Modernism during the 1930s. 

 

The earliest influence of the Modern Movement upon New Zealand architecture is identifiable 

during this significant period of change, which initiated technical and aesthetic changes in the use 

of materials, building form, and floor plans that developed through subsequent decades.  This 

chapter identifies how the early-Modern exemplars were progressive during the decades up to 

1940, and situates their contribution to Modernist architecture beyond 1940.  To posit these 

progressive and contributory values with respect to modernity during the early-twentieth century, 

this chapter adopts a structure that identifies with two of Nikolaus Pevsner’s principal lines of 

progress in Modern architecture: (i) functional building in iron and concrete; and, (ii) craftsmanship 

in building with timber, brick, and stone.215  It situates the importance of the period 1900 to 1940 

to New Zealand’s Modern architecture, including the decade that responded most significantly to 

changes in the use of materials and products accompanied by a shift in architectural taste – the 

1930s – that Peter Shaw addressed in ‘Modern, Moderne and Deco’, the seventh his chapter of 

his seminal publication, New Zealand Architecture.216  

 

The first part of this chapter focuses on the period 1900-1930.  It identifies New Zealand’s early 

developments in the use of reinforcing iron and cement during the closing decades of the 

nineteenth century, which imbued the early-twentieth century with the knowledge of ferro-

concrete for the construction of multi-storey buildings and civil engineering structures. The 

evidence of modernity the use of this key material is contextualised for housing, public works, 

collegiate buildings, and commercial developments up to 1930.  The chapter continues with a 

search for modernity in the use of indigenous materials between 1900 and 1930, through an 

examination of changes in material characteristics and architectural form embodied in the 

modernising use of timber, brick and stone in buildings.   

 

																																																													
215  Nikolaus Pevsner, Pioneers of the Modern Movement: From William Morris to Walter Gropius (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1936) 
216  Shaw, ‘Modern, Moderne and Deco’ New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to 1990, pp. 117-138. 
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The second part of this chapter concentrates on the decade of most significant architectural 

change with respect to modernity, the 1930s, within which it examines the first examples of 

Modern Movement-influenced house designs between 1934 and 1940.  It explores how the use of 

familiar and new materials, the form of external enclosure, and internal planning of buildings 

progressed from a hesitant manipulation of traditional construction – described as Modernistic in 

period texts – towards New Zealand’s first flourish of Modernist design.  The approach to this 

enquiry engages with key articles by architectural historians who have presented differing 

opinions on the timing and representation of an emergent Modernism during this decade.   

 

The close of this architectural period culminated in two significant historical events that influenced 

the pace of mid-century Modernism in New Zealand – the (nationalist) centennial exhibition of 

1940, and the (internationalist) Second World War outbreak of 1939.  The centennial exhibition 

was a celebration of progress by a young country, and a forward-looking event with respect to 

Modern attitudes toward the contribution of building, whereas the Second-World-War was a 

devastating event which – in architectural and social terms – profoundly impacted upon 

Modernism globally.  Reference is made to some of the key period accounts and polemic texts of 

modernism, such as Pioneers of the Modern Movement by Nikolaus Pevsner,217 and Building in 

France, Building in Iron, Building in Ferro-concrete by Sigfried Gidion,218 to convey something of 

what practicing architects in New Zealand might have understood Modernism to mean. 

 

SECTION 1 - THE MODERNISING DECADES TO 1930 
 

The historiographical accounts of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries in New 

Zealand read as a discursive period of architectural tradition and transition.  According to 

Stacpoole and Beaven, the period from 1880 to 1920 was an eclectic one that reflected ‘a gradual 

change as architects attempted a synthesis of styles’,219 and, ‘The twenty years between 1920 

and 1940 must be considered as a transitional period in New Zealand architecture’,220 adding:  

 

In this period of uncertain aesthetics, stormy politics and doubtful economics, four main 

lines of architectural development were apparent.  These may be freely described as 

Traditional, Transitional, Early Modern, and Original.  It was a time, after all, when the 

individual architect could decide his own action and hold firmly to it and, while Europe 

went along with or resisted the influence of Fascism and America indulged generally in 

various forms of architectural extremism, New Zealand put up a surprising number of 

good buildings.221  

																																																													
217		Nikolaus Pevsner, Pioneers of the Modern Movement: From William Morris to Walter Gropius (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1936)	
218  Sigfried Giedion, Bauen in Frankreich, Bauen in Eisen, Bauen in Eisenbeton (Leipzig: Klinkhardt & Biermann, 1928), 
trans. by the Getty Center Publications Programs, Building in France, Building in Iron, Building in Ferro-concrete (Canada: 
The Getty Center for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1995)	
219  John Stacpoole and Peter Beaven, Architecture 1820-1970 (Wellington: A.H. & A.W. Reed, 1972), p. 41. 
220  Stacpoole and Beaven, Architecture 1820-1970, p. 73. 
221  Stacpoole and Beaven, Architecture 1820-1970, p. 73. 
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One of the most important new building materials developed overseas during the late-nineteenth 

century, and manufactured in New Zealand during the early-twentieth century, was concrete 

reinforced firstly with iron and subsequently steel known as ferro-concrete.  New Zealand’s 

progressive approach to building in concrete is evidenced by the pioneering manufacture of 

cement and the experimentation with ferro-concrete up to 1900, and the capability of constructing 

multi-storied buildings after 1900.  In contrast, the country’s indigenous materials – native timbers, 

clay for brick making, and natural building stones, which had established uses for traditional 

methods of construction before 1900 – were adapted for new uses during the period of 

modernisation during the early-twentieth century.  Brick and stone in particular, were popular for 

the cladding of steel and concrete framed structures that were Modern in from the material 

perspective, but stubbornly historicist in architectural form.  For houses, Peter Shaw wrote of the 

‘Changing Influences in Domestic Architecture’ during the first three decades of the twentieth 

century, the examples of which illustrated a varied use of these indigenous materials, as well as 

manufactured and imported ones.222  New house designs were responsive to foreign influences 

during this period, albeit largely dominated by interpretations of traditional English patterns, and 

American neo-revivalist designs.   

 

2.1 BUILDING IN NEW ZEALAND, BUILDING IN IRON, BUILDING IN FERRO-CONCRETE  
 

With reference to the nineteenth century, Sigfried Giedion stated in his 1928 introduction to 

Bauen in Frankreich, Bauen in Eisen, Bauen in Eisenbeton (translated in 1995 as Building in 

France, Building in Iron, Building in Ferro-concrete) that ‘the architecture we now describe as 

“new” is a legitimate part of an entire century of development’.223  In his assessment of the 

international debates on ‘matters of style and technology’ in the British, American and Australian 

journals, Donald Bassett considered that ‘By the early twentieth century, the New Zealand 

architectural profession was the inheritor of this dialogue, which was given new urgency by further 

technological advances in steel and reinforced concrete’.224  With the availability of these 

materials during the first two decades of the twentieth century, architects and engineers were 

provided with the opportunity to design Modern buildings and structures that were less 

constrained by the limitations of mass construction, but this revolution in building did not initiate 

the demise of historicist architectural forms.   

 

Of the milestones in the development of Portland cement – the principal component of Modern 

concrete – Joseph Asplund’s patent of 1824 for the first manufacturing process in England was 

the most important.  The progression from unreinforced lime-concrete to the more structurally 

efficient Portland cement-based ferro-concrete construction, was the outcome of the first attempts 

																																																													
222  Peter Shaw, ‘Changing Influences in Domestic Architecture’ New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings 
to 1990 (Auckland: Hodder & Stoughton, 1991), pp. 79-100. 
223  Giedion, Building in France, Building in Iron, Building in Ferro-concrete. 
224  Donald Bassett, ‘Between the Edwardian and The Modern: Stylistic Debates in the New Zealand Architectural Press, 
1905-1916’, in The Journal of Art History, 31 (2010), 37-51 (p. 38). 
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to combine concrete with iron for building during the second half of the nineteenth century.225  The 

reinforcing of concrete extended the structural capabilities of the host material, which was strong 

in compression but weak under tension.  Engineers, architects, builders and industrialists 

pioneered the combination of iron and concrete to be a structurally efficient combination, 

principally in France with the earliest attempts by Francois Coignet (1814-1888) and Joseph 

Monier (1823-1906) who patented their respective techniques between 1855 and 1867.226  

Subsequently, Francois Hennebique (1842-1921) patented his own system which combined 

independent reinforced concrete elements into single monolithic structures in 1892 – the 

forerunner of the Modern ferro-concrete construction methods used throughout the twentieth 

century.227  Accordingly, many of the earliest ferro-concrete buildings were constructed in France 

and neighbouring European countries, its geographical use increasing during the late-nineteenth 

and early-twentieth centuries.  The contribution of ferro-concrete to Modern architectural forms is 

captured in the following statement by Sigfried Giedion: 

 

 It is not extracted from nature as a compact material.  Its meaning is: artificial 

composition.  Its origin: the laboratory.  From slender iron rods, cement, sand, gravel, 

from an ‘aggregate body’, vast building complexes can suddenly crystallize into a single 

stone monolith that like no previously known natural material is able to resist fire and a 

maximum load.  This is accomplished because the laboratory intelligently exploits the 

properties of these almost worthless materials and through their combination increases 

their separate capacities many times over.228 

 

The developmental progress, from the use of naturally occurring hydraulic limes in New Zealand 

to the first commercial manufacture of Portland cement and earliest use of iron reinforcement in 

concrete before the end of the nineteenth century, was fundamental to the Modern architectural 

forms of buildings that followed.  Ferro-concrete construction methods supplanted traditional 

masonry as the principal structural form of building, influenced by Modern European and 

American models from the late-nineteenth century.229  Architects and engineers also exploited the 

capabilities of iron and subsequently steel for framed construction, which furthered the transition 

from load-bearing masonry to structurally efficient forms.  However, in comparison to the 

nationwide uptake of ferro-concrete technology after the turn-of-the-century, the manufacture of 

steel using indigenous raw materials was not achieved on a commercial scale until New 

Zealand’s first steel making plant was opened in 1969, despite the material-specific smelting 

																																																													
225  Cassell’s Reinforced Concrete: A Complete Treatise on the Practice and Theory of Modern Construction in Concrete-
Steel, ed. by Bernard E. Jones (London: The Waverley Book Company, [1913?]), p. 7.  	
226  Jones, Cassell’s Reinforced Concrete, p. 7.   
227  Giedion, Building in France, Building in Iron, Building in Ferro-concrete, p. 150. 
228  Giedion, Building in France, Building in Iron, Building in Ferro-concrete, p. 150.	
229  Louis Sullivan’s high-rise buildings in North America had a direct influence upon New Zealand’s tallest multi-storey 
building, the New Zealand Express Building in Christchurch, completed in 1907. 
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process having been first published in 1918 by the engineer, John Ernest Lelliot Cull (1879-

1943).230  

 

2.1.1 THE CONTRIBUTION OF IRON AND STEEL TO NEW ZEALAND ARCHITECTURE 
 

The pioneering, engineer-led use of structural iron during the mid-to-late nineteenth century 

enabled the infrastructure of a rail transport system throughout the North and South Islands.  In 

scale and complexity, these heroic structures were comparable with engineering achievements in 

other countries, and the engineers in New Zealand, as in Europe and America, were the Modern 

designers of the period.  Most notable amongst the New Zealand engineering profession was 

Peter Seton Hay (1852-1907), who was employed by the Public Works Department with 

responsibility for the construction of viaducts along central North Island rail lines.231 Structures 

built by the Public Works Department during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries 

utilised Modern materials for the time – iron, steel and ferro-concrete.  However, because of the 

country’s reliance upon imported iron and steel until its first manufacture in New Zealand during 

the early 1970s, building in steel remained more expensive than building in ferro-concrete.  

Consequently, the majority of framed buildings constructed throughout New Zealand between 

1900-1970 are of concrete rather than steel.  

 

2.1.2 THE FERRO-CONCRETE STRUCTURES OF EARLY TWENTIETH-CENTURY NEW 

ZEALAND  
 

The construction of high-rise buildings and monumental structures in ferro-concrete during the 

early twentieth century was made achievable by developments in the use of lime and cement-

based concretes during the technologically progressive latter decades of the preceding century.  

The capabilities of concrete were expressed in late nineteenth-century functional buildings and 

structures for industry, agriculture and the public service, including: (i) mining (pump houses, 

extraction batteries and tanks); (ii) farming (stables and grain stores); (iii) public utilities (hospitals, 

post offices and water towers); (iv) ecclesiastical worship (churches and nunneries); (v) transport 

facilities (bridges and lighthouses); and, (vi) military installations (graving docks and defensive 

fortifications).  

 

Geoffrey Thornton (1922-2017) has written the definitive history of concrete construction in New 

Zealand to 1940, and this part of the chapter draws from his work.232  Thornton introduced the first 

of the progressive late nineteenth-century decades thus:  

																																																													
230  John Ernest Lelliot Cull, in The New Zealand Journal of Science and Technology (1918).  Iron rich sands were plentiful 
on the West Coast but contained a high proportion of Titanium that presented problems when processed in accordance 
with the English techniques of smelting.   
http://www.techhistory.co.nz/1918/History.html#Cull 
231  Peter Lowe, 'Hay, Peter Seton - Biography', from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara - the Encyclopedia 
of New Zealand, updated 1-Sep-10.   
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/2h24/1 
232  Geoffrey Thornton, Cast in Concrete (Wellington: Reed, 1996)  	
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This decade [the 1870s] saw a remarkable number of concrete structures erected in New 

Zealand, many of which still survive.  About this time there was considerable interest in 

England, the home of early concrete development, expressed in a wide variety of 

concrete structures virtually all of plain concrete, there being only isolated attempts to use 

reinforcement with iron in some form.  However, one would not have expected such a 

small and young colony, a veritable outpost of the Empire and remote from technological 

developments, to be so adventurous with a new material for building.233 

 

One of the foremost engineer and architect in New Zealand to participate in the experimental use 

of concrete was Francis William Petre (1847-1918), who used hydraulic lime-based un-reinforced 

mass-concrete for multi-storied construction – a precursor to the later achievements using iron as 

reinforcement for Portland cement concrete.  Although Petre’s architectural tour de force was the 

Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrement in Christchurch (b.1901-5), his most significant concrete 

building was the much earlier St Dominic’s Priory in Dunedin (comp.1877).   

 

The Priory was Gothic in form, but bereft of 

external ornament, its function expressed in 

the structural interplay between openings and 

loadbearing walls.  The fenestration at each 

level provided rhythm to an otherwise plain 

facade, punctuated by pointed arches and 

gables – materiality and form in structural 

unity (Fig. 1).  A conservation plan for the 

Priory was prepared by Salmond Reed 

Architects in 2010, on behalf of the Catholic 

Diocese of Dunedin, the research for which 

identified the use of a patented formwork system for the poured lime-concrete walls.234  This 

information was contained in Petre’s original written specifications for the building that are held in 

the Diocesan archive.235 

 

A number of contemporaries of Petre also pioneered the use of un-reinforced mass-concrete in 

building during the 1870s, including – most significantly for later developments during the 

twentieth century – the entrepreneur Josiah Clifton Firth (1826-1897).  Firth erected a four-storey 

50-foot high tower in concrete between 1871 and 1873, as an extension to his existing timber-

framed Auckland house, Clifton.236  This tower was experimental in the use of lime-concrete 

construction, and Firth furthered his experimentation during the following decade, building a 

																																																													
233  Thornton, Cast in Concrete, p. 26. 
234  Salmond Reed Architects Ltd, A Conservation Plan for St Dominic’s Priory (March 2010), pp. 25-26.  
235  Salmond Reed Architects Ltd, A Conservation Plan for St Dominic’s Priory, Appendix IV, pp. 103-153. 
236  Thornton, Cast in Concrete, p. 26.  Clifton is extant and located in Epsom, Auckland. 

 
Fig. 1:  St Dominic’s Priory, Dunedin.  Image courtesy  of Tracey 
Hartley (2009).   
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second 60-foot high lime-concrete tower in 1882, in Matamata.237  These structures had flat roofs, 

a form that appeared in other concrete buildings during this decade, including a single-storey 

house in Taranaki (c.1883),238 and the Fort Takapuna defensive fortification built on Auckland’s 

North Shore (1886-87).239  Both Petre and Firth had trained and worked in England – New 

Zealander Petre in engineering and architecture from the mid-1850s until his return home during 

the early 1870s, and Englishman Firth in business until his move to New Zealand during the mid-

1850s.  According to Ian Lochhead’s short biography: ‘Petre was the first New Zealand-born 

architect to rise to national prominence’, and he was ‘A pioneer in the use of concrete in New 

Zealand architecture’.240  

 

Three building materials based on cement as the principal component were first manufactured in 

New Zealand during the 1880s, including: (i) the first commercial production of Portland cement 

for concrete;241 (ii) the first attempts at building in ferro-concrete;242 and, (iii) the first manufacture 

and use of pre-cast concrete blocks.243   

 

The tangible contribution of cement-based 

construction materials to the modernisation of 

New Zealand’s public buildings is embodied in 

the country’s independent development of 

Portland cement by Nathaniel Wilson at his 

industrial works in Warkworth, where he had 

commenced the manufactured of hydraulic lime 

for building around 1866 (Fig. 2).  The 

successful production of cement was made 

possible by the publication of The Science and 

Art of the Manufacture of Portland Cement in 

1877, a copy of which Wilson obtained and 

brought to New Zealand in order to experiment with his own manufacture of Portland cement 

during 1883-84.244  Cement-based concrete was also used in domestic buildings, including a 

																																																													
237  Thornton, Cast in Concrete, pp. 65-67.  The tower is extant, although its context has changed, now forming part of a 
historic village museum.	
238  Thornton, Cast in Concrete, p. 69.  The house was designed by William Pettigrew and built in lime-concrete. 
239  Thornton, Cast in Concrete, p. 74.  Fort Takapuna was designed by the Royal Engineers, and built below ground with 
600mm thick concrete retaining walls, and a concrete flat roof that was originally covered in earth for camouflage.	
240  Ian J Lochhead, ‘Petre, Francis William - Biography’, from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography.  Te Ara - the 
Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, updated 1-Sep-10.   
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/2p13/1 
241  Thornton, Cast in Concrete, p. 87.  Nathaniel Wilson, with help from J A Pond, successfully produced New Zealand’s 
first Portland Cement at his lime works in Warkworth, Auckland, between 1883 and 1894. 
242  Thornton, Cast in Concrete, p. 66.  The first example of ferro-concrete construction in New Zealand was a 59-foot high 
water tower built in 1883 for the New Zealand Railways Department workshops in Addington, Christchurch, and designed 
by their chief draughtsman, Peter Ellis.  
243  Thornton, Cast in Concrete, pp. 71-72.  Purpose-made concrete blocks were made for the first concrete lighthouse in 
New Zealand, located on Burgess Island, and designed by John Blackett, Assistant Engineer-in-Chief of the Public Works 
Department.  Completed in 1883, it represents the first use of pre-cast concrete elements in a New Zealand building. 
244  Henry Reid, The Science and Art of the Manufacture of Portland Cement: With Observations on Some of its 
Constructive Applications (London: E. & F.N. Son, 1877) 

 
Fig. 2:  Wilson’s Cement Works, Warkworth, Auckland - 
surviving structures from late-19thC.  Image courtesy of 
Tracey Hartley (2012).   
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number of significant houses and associated structures that were still experimental in form and 

construction prior to 1900.   

 

Josiah Clifton Firth’s own pioneering and entrepreneurial legacy in lime-concrete construction 

(until his death on 1897) informed the use of Portland-cement concrete during the early-twentieth 

century by two of his grandsons who established businesses around 1925, the amalgamation of 

which formed the basis of New Zealand’s most important, and extant, concrete manufacturing 

company, known as Firth Concrete.245  The dominance of Portland cement and ferro-concrete 

within New Zealand depended upon the continuous availability of the raw materials and technical 

capabilities, compared with structural steelwork, which could not be manufactured until 1970.  

The expense of importation made steel an uneconomic and unfavourable option for the 

construction of multi-storey framed buildings throughout the period being researched by this 

thesis.  

 

The use of ferro-concrete for buildings and structures contributed to the modernisation of New 

Zealand cities, including the construction of the country’s first high-rise buildings.  Whilst Modern 

in materiality and construction, many public buildings exhibited historicist forms through to the end 

of the 1920s.  First in the chronology of Long Live the Modern (LLtM) was Christchurch’s New 

Zealand Express Company Building (b.1905, b.1906-07),246 one of New Zealand’s earliest multi-

storey buildings.  The foundations and first two storeys of this building were constructed in ferro-

concrete, with loadbearing brickwork used for the remaining five storeys.  Of the earliest and most 

significant twentieth-century public infrastructure projects to use ferro-concrete as the principal 

construction material, Auckland’s Grafton Bridge (d.1907, b.1907-10),247 was the longest concrete 

span in the world upon completion, and the Lake Coleridge Powerhouse (d.1910, b.1911-14),248 

was the country’s first hydro-electric power station.  These ferro-concrete celebrants in LLtM 

exemplify the early-Modern developments in New Zealand, although their neo-classical inspired 

style locates the architectural form of each one between the traditional and the Modern.   

 

2.2 BUILDING IN NEW ZEALAND, BUILDING IN TIMBER, BUILDING IN BRICK AND 

STONE 
 

Whilst developments in the use of cement, iron, steel and ferro-concrete were in progress, timber, 

brick and stone represented the structure and fabric of New Zealand building during the late-

nineteenth century.  During the early-twentieth century, these traditional materials remained pre-

																																																													
245  Firth Concrete Limited evolved from businesses started by Edward Buckland Firth and Guy Mortimer Firth in Hamilton 
in 1925.  Firth Concrete Limited was taken over by Fletcher Industries in 1979, who named the company Firth Concrete 
Products Limited, which Fletcher’s then amalgamated with Certified Concrete Limited to form the company which trades 
today, known simply as Firth. 
246  For further information, see:  Ann McEwan, ‘New Zealand Express Company Building’ in Long Live the Modern: New 
Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Julia Gatley (New Zealand: Auckland University Press, 2008), p. 11.   
247  For further information, see:  Elizabeth Aitken Rose, ‘Grafton Bridge’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley p. 12.   
248  For further information, see:  Ann McEwan, ‘Lake Coleridge Powerhouse’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s 
New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 13.  
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eminent, albeit expressed in more diverse architectural forms and regional preferences based on 

local availability.  Timber provided a continuity between the two centuries, as the principal 

material for the structural framing and enclosure of domestic buildings, whilst the nineteenth-

century load-bearing function of brick and stone yielded to that of style-conscious cladding to 

ferro-concrete frameworks during the early-twentieth century.  From a New Zealand perspective 

the persistence of revivalist forms for the external envelopes of buildings was a backward-looking 

representation of Stacpoole and Beaven’s eclectic early decades.249   

 

Brick and stone veneers imitated the 

appearance of solid masonry for important 

buildings, and plaster finishes were 

manipulated to mimic these materials in 

classicist forms – a faux architecture of the 

past, rather than a Modern architecture for 

the future.  A stark example of the pace of 

change during the 1930s is the completion of 

the historicist Vulcan Buildings in 1929 and 

the adjacent Arthur Edy building completed 

ten years later, praised by Progress for being 

supremely Modern-for-its-time (Fig. 3).250    

 

Peter Shaw described this period – with respect to public architecture – as being ‘characterised 

by conservativeness’, due in part to the prevailing classical-based teaching of the architectural 

profession.251  Shaw described the early decades thus:  

 

 Between 1914 and 1930 competent New Zealand architects were to dress their buildings 

in a variety of stylistic garbs which, from a purely Modernist standpoint, appear to be a 

symptom of confusion, but which in fact produced some interesting public buildings.252 

 

Modern architectural trends overseas during the early-twentieth century were observed in New 

Zealand through imported architectural magazines and publications, together with first-hand 

experiences of professionals who travelled overseas.  Modernity during these decades was 

apparent in a small number of realised works of progressive architects and engineers, in contrast 

to the more common eclectic manifestations based on the conservative use of traditional and new 

materials and methods of construction.  Timber, brick and stone, and their plaster imitations, were 

more commonly used decoratively rather than functionally.  The craft-based use of these 

materials was most significantly expressed architect-designed houses and public buildings, rather 

																																																													
249  John Stacpoole and Peter Beaven, Architecture 1820-1970 (Wellington: A.H. & A.W. Reed, 1972), p. 41. 
250  ‘Modern Auckland Store’, in Building Progress, Vol. IV, No. 1 (1940), p. 20. 
251  Peter Shaw, New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to 1990 (Auckland: Hodder & Stoughton, 1991), 
p. 102. 
252  Shaw, New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to 1990, p. 102.	

 
Fig. 3:  Arthur Edy Building (1939) left, and Vulcan Buildings 
(1929) right, Auckland.  Image by author (2015).   
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than a nationally influential Arts and Crafts movement of the kind found overseas.  The 

individualistic approach was more representative of a narrow vein of design in New Zealand, 

largely the work of informed architectural practice. 

 

2.2.1 CHANGING APPLICATIONS OF THE TIMBER TRADITION 
 

Timber framing was the principal material of construction for houses during the nineteenth-

century European settlement of New Zealand, and carpentry remained the principal building trade 

throughout the twentieth century.  The established English cottage-style model expressed in 

timber within New Zealand was a design continuum that can be identified in the materiality and 

form of both private and state sponsored timber-framed domestic housing during the early-

twentieth century subdivision for regional suburbs.  The formal arrangement of individual rooms 

with dedicated uses linked by narrow circulation spaces, and siting with the principal orientation 

towards the street, remained the basis of spatial planning for preferred house models.  These 

models were typically based on derivative architectural elements – external walls with single-leaf 

doors and small windows for natural lighting, ventilation and a modicum of privacy, beneath 

steeply pitched roofs with gables and projecting eaves for shelter.   

 

Modernisation of the domestic timber tradition 

during the 1910s and 1920s saw the gradual 

displacement of the more elaborate form of 

carpentered nineteenth-century and early-

twentieth-century villa (Fig. 4), in favour of the 

simpler semi-prefabricated form of the 

Californian bungalow that followed (Fig. 5).  

The steeply pitched villa roof form of multiple 

slopes with complex hip and valley junctions 

yielded to the more practical A-framed shallow 

pitched roof profile of the bungalow.   

 

Timber weatherboards over structural timber 

framing remained a practical choice for 

external cladding, although profiles were 

simplified from the varied and more ornate 

nineteenth-century patterns.  Internally, ceiling 

heights were lowered, circulation space was 

reduced, and inter-connecting openings linked 

principal rooms.  The bungalow form was 

popularised in the western states of America, 

whose warm climate was more comparable to 

 
Fig. 4:  A New Zealand Villa, Auckland – the home of Jeremy 
Salmond.  Image by author (2019).   

 
Fig. 5:  A New Zealand Bungalow, Auckland.  Image by author 
(2019).   
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conditions in New Zealand, than the cooler weather that prevailed in Britain.253   

 

2.2.2 DEVELOPMENTS IN THE USE OF BRICK AND STONE 
 

Brick and stone were important materials for building during the second half of the nineteenth 

century, and throughout the early-twentieth century.  The most significant change in their use on a 

Modern commercial scale was the move from traditional loadbearing mass construction to that of 

non-structural cladding for buildings of framed construction.  

 

Neo-classical and neo-gothic inspired buildings of the 

early-twentieth century utilised steel and ferro-concrete for 

their multi-storied construction, with brick and stone the 

preferred cladding materials for the non-structural 

envelope, particularly for commercial, collegiate and public 

architecture.  One of New Zealand’s most well-known 

examples is the University of Auckland Old Arts Building, 

more widely known as the Clock Tower (b.1923-26), 

designed by the American architect Roy Lippincott and 

business partner Edward Billson.  Its carved Oamaru 

stone cladding concealed a reinforced concrete structure 

that was Modern in design and construction, yet the 

elaborate ornamentation was considered out-dated by 

architectural press when it was completed.254  The image 

shows the tower during a Salmond Reed project for the 

repair of damaged concrete stonework and plaster (Fig. 6).   

 

Decorative brick and natural stone facings were used to present the important elevations of 

buildings, principally those onto street frontages, with plain plaster finishes reserved for the less 

visible side and rear elevations.  The modernity of these buildings was largely concealed beneath 

their historicist inspired material enclosures, and not necessarily expressed in their form or 

planning.  Ferro-concrete – the Modern material of the twentieth century – was, ironically, 

exploited for its ease of casting to imitate classical stone decoration for ornamented facades of 

the kind that permeated the revivalist design of many buildings.  Modern construction expressive 

of progress during the early decades was largely stifled by the manipulation of brick and stone to 

impress visually – stylistic dressing-up in preference to functionality.  Low grade brick was widely 

used as a substrate for decorative plaster which – carefully coloured, lined-out with false joints 

and finely pointed in a contrasting mortar – was difficult to distinguish from the appearance of 

																																																													
253  Peter Shaw, New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to 1990 (Auckland: Hodder & Stoughton, 1991), 
p. 97.  Shaw records the first Californian bungalow – called Los Angeles – built in Christchurch in 1910 by a New Zealand 
California trader. 
254  For further information see:  https://nzhistory.govt.nz/media/photo/auckland-university-old-arts-building 

 
Fig. 6:  University of Auckland Clock Tower.  
Image by author (2012).   
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facing-quality brickwork or ashlar stonework.  The use of plaster to emulate masonry was also 

common for the enclosure of traditional timber-framed structures.  The impression of one material 

type of external envelope was in reality a different type.   

 

The role of brick in domestic building adapted to technological developments throughout the 

twentieth century in New Zealand, and it remains an important material, despite seismic concerns 

about unreinforced brick construction.  Brickwork was the principal alternative to weatherboards 

for the external enclosure of timber-framed walls, left fair-faced or a substrate for a covering of 

plaster.  Plaster finishes to brick elevations was especially suited for buildings that alluded to 

Modern pretentions, rather than genuine Modern expression.  The adaptation of traditional 

materials such as brick for Modern usage was not an uncommon situation overseas, despite the 

availability of new materials.  Sigfried Giedion’s discussion about Le Corbusier and his use of 

ferro-concrete for housing during the 1910s and 1920s considered that, ‘Only in France is it 

possible for an architect to trust this material unconditionally’, and added, ‘One need only think of 

Holland where, despite the best intentions, residential construction cannot be freed from the use 

of brick’.255  Framed structures up to the 1930s were often in-filled with panels of brickwork 

concealed beneath a smooth plaster finish, which gave the appearance of solid concrete 

construction, something of a deceit with respect to the Modern Movement canon.  

 

SECTION 2 - 1930S NEW ZEALAND AND AN EMERGENT MODERNISM  
 

Despite a degree of architectural reticence during the early decades in New Zealand, there were 

a number of forward-looking buildings erected during the 1930s, including internationally inspired 

designs that expressed the core principles of the Modern Movement. 

 

2.3 THE MODERNE AND THE MODERNIST  
 

The changing social, political, economic and architectural dynamics of the 1930s have held a 

particular interest for historians of New Zealand’s heritage of Modern building.  The conditions 

surrounding an emergent Modernist influence upon this important architectural period have been 

the subject of greater scrutiny – in critical assessment and debate – than any other decade.  This 

decade was characterised by a tentative progression from Moderne pretentions at the beginning, 

to the first expression of Modernist principles by the close.  Despite an awareness of architectural 

developments centred on Europe, Modernist leanings during the 1930s were only evident in a 

relatively small number of domestic and commercial buildings designed by informed architects, 

rather than a burgeoning Modern (New Zealand) Movement per se.   
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Architectural historians have adopted divergent views on the origins of Modernism in New 

Zealand, and each has presented varied opinions and conclusions.  Despite these differences in 

approach and outcome, most concurred on the central issue - that Modernism made its earliest 

appearance during the 1930s.  Four principal articles written over the last thirty years have 

variously addressed the origins of Modern New Zealand architecture, from the following 

perspectives: (i) the influence of the Modern Movement within the context of the social, economic 

and political climate in New Zealand and the respondent architectural change (Lochhead);256 (ii) 

the representation of New-Zealand-ness in architecture (Jenner);257 (iii) the national and local 

response to the rebuilding of Napier and Hastings after the 1931 earthquake (Walker);258 and, (iv) 

the earliest manifestations of Modernist ideals in architectural form (Findlay).259  These important 

articles have expanded upon the standard architectural texts in New Zealand, which have 

predominantly based their historiographical accounts of the 1930s on two principal sub-sets, 

firstly the Modern pretentions that characterised the Moderne (including the revivalist Spanish 

Mission, Art Deco and Streamline Moderne), and secondly an introduction to the first examples of 

Modernist architecture in New Zealand.  Three of these articles claimed that ‘international 

Modernism made its earliest appearance in New Zealand during the 1930s’, although opinions 

varied about the influences upon, and representation of, Modern architecture during this 

decade.260  In contrast, the fourth article proposed that a local representation of Modernism 

developed during the following decade.261  It is evident that the origins of Modernism in New 

Zealand were contested, and an examination of each proposition, approached in chronological 

order, is therefore warranted.  The propositions of these historians are important to contextualise 

the argument of this thesis, that Modernism can be interrogated through an understanding of 

materiality, form and planning, which identifies more with how Findlay has examined the 

evidence, than the others.   

 

The first of these key articles was Ian Lochhead’s ‘New Zealand Architecture in the Thirties: The 

Impact of Modernism’ published in 1984, which identified with a complex, at times uncertain, 

architectural decade, during a final period of transition from the last rendition of a free classicism 

to the earliest impact of Modernist architecture.  Lochhead examined the work of the country’s 

leading practice of Gummer & Ford, whose Beaux Arts redolent designs at the beginning of the 

decade had all but diminished by the end of it, largely at the hands of a younger generation of 

partners influenced by Modern developments overseas.262  Ross Jenner followed two years later 

in his 1986 article ‘Noughts and Crosses: Architecture in New Zealand, which argued that the 

Modern was represented in a ‘new beginning’ in which ‘to ground an architecture of national 

identity’ during the 1940s.263  Jenner suggested that ‘The rephrasing of the founding fathers of 

																																																													
256  Ian Lochhead, ‘New Zealand Architecture in the Thirties: The Impact of Modernism’, in Landfall, 152 (1984), 466-481. 
257  Ross Jenner, ‘Noughts and Crosses: Architecture in New Zealand’, in NZ Architect, 5 (1986), 63-65. 
258  Paul Walker, ‘Shaky Ground’, in Interstices, 02 (1992), 25-44. 
259  Michael Findlay, ‘1936 and all that’, in Heritage New Zealand, (2007), 50-51. 
260  Articles referenced above written by Ian Lochhead (1984), Paul Walker (1992), and Michael Findlay (2007). 
261  Jenner, ‘Noughts and Crosses: Architecture in New Zealand’, 63-65. 
262  Lochhead, ‘New Zealand Architecture in the Thirties: The Impact of Modernism’, 466-481. 
263  Jenner, ‘Noughts and Crosses: Architecture in New Zealand’, 63-65. 
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international Modernism by the Architectural Group [established in Auckland in 1946] would serve 

to reaffirm the local shed tradition wiped clean of historicist representations’.  The opinions of 

Lochhead and Jenner were confronted by Paul Walker in 1992, who argued that the rebuilding of 

Napier after the 1931 earthquake was Modern in its social, political and economic response, and 

in architectural outcome – a catastrophic event which fundamentally changed the handling of 

twentieth-century architecture and building in New Zealand.264  Walker delved beneath the 

immediate physicality of Art Deco Napier in his analysis of the local and national conditions that 

framed the architectural recovery of a devastated town – and identified ‘an alignment of corporate 

and state interests’.265  His article, ‘Shaky Ground’, suggested that ‘to re-write the modern in this 

way is to do some violence to those histories which are already extant’ – namely those proposed 

by Lochhead and Jenner – although he ceded that ‘histories are multiple’.266   The fourth article 

was published in 2007 by Michael Findlay, (1959-2019), a former historian based at Otago 

University, whose ‘1936 and All That’ concluded that ‘The birth of modernist architecture in New 

Zealand can be dated to within a year’, namely 1936.267  Findlay did not make reference to the 

opinions of Lochhead, Jenner or Walker, rather he looked for evidence of the earliest New 

Zealand exemplars influenced by European Modernism.  Findlay raised the question, ‘So, what 

was considered “modern” in architecture during the mid-1930s and what was it reacting to?’, and 

framed his response around a local group of house forms that, in his opinion, responded to the 

principles of Modernism.268   

 

Each of these four articles took different positions on the origins of Modern architecture in New 

Zealand, having examined multiple influences upon design, construction, and a tangible break 

with the past, from national and regional perspectives.  Findlay’s identification of a cluster of late-

1930s proto-Modernist houses is particularly engaging from the perspective of this thesis. 

Accordingly, this part of the chapter is therefore framed within the context of a continuum of 

architectural change, and makes reference to the bases of these texts in the assessment of 

developments leading to the first Modernist representation of materiality, form and planning.   

 

2.4 MODERNE PRETENSIONS  
 

Writing at the beginning of the 1930s, Hitchcock and Johnson described the work of the older 

generation of architects in the United States as ‘half-modern’.269  In England, inhibition, pretention, 

and opposition, hindered the progress of Modern architectural development according to 

Modernist architect F. R. S. Yorke, writing in 1939, because ‘A considerable, though decreasing, 

section of the profession is actively opposed to modern architecture, and has on occasion 

																																																													
264  Walker, ‘Shaky Ground’, 25-44. 
265  Walker, ‘Shaky Ground’, 25-44. 
266  Walker, ‘Shaky Ground’, 25-44.	
267  Findlay, ‘1936 and all that’, 50-51.  
268  Findlay, ‘1936 and all that’, 50-51. 
269  Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922 (New York: W.H. 
Norton, 1932) p. 40.	
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resorted to surprising means to prevent its growth’.270  Yorke’s opinions resonate with similar 

attitudes towards the adoption of Modern architecture in New Zealand, which prevailed during the 

1930s.  Architects in this country worked with an eclectic mix of revivalist styles for willing clients 

and occupied an architectural middle-ground, whilst a smaller number of enlightened 

professionals worked for patrons who engaged with Modernist aspirations.  Yorke separated the 

pretensions he saw in the Moderne and Modernistic, from a progressive Modern architecture.  

The term Moderne applied to New Zealand architecture in later writing has been used principally 

as a collective reference for differing styles that typified architecture of the 1930s, including 

Stripped Classicism, English Neo-Georgian, Spanish Mission, and the design-led Art Deco and 

Streamlined Moderne.  The term Modernistic is a period one, used during the early-to-mid 1930s 

to promote modernity in building rather than a specific design or style, and was an expansive 

reference for the varied types of principally domestic offerings that were popularised in New 

Zealand during this period.271  By the end of the decade however, reference to Modernistic had 

negative connotations both here and overseas, often used as a euphemism for a pseudo-Modern 

architecture whereby modernised veneers masked established forms of construction and familiar 

floor plans.  To situate the period term Modernistic within the context of 1930s materiality, form 

and planning, this part of the chapter firstly examines a key period publication by J. L. Hanna, 

‘Director of Home and Garden Services and Specialist in Home Design, Landscape Gardening 

and Interior Decoration’,272 and the analysis of Hanna’s designs by the art historian Don Bassett.  

 

2.4.1 1930S MODERNISTIC 
 

J. L. Hanna was a self-styled ‘Specialist in Home Design’ who used the term Modernistic to 

promote his catalogue of new house designs, for which he applied various stylistic labels such as 

‘Modern English’ and ‘Mediterranean’.  He originally published his designs as Modern New 

Zealand Homes in 1931, followed by the updated 1936 version, Modernistic Homes, in which he 

stated that his first catalogue ‘served and still serves, a very useful purpose to those who desire 

homes of more conventional design’.273  Hanna’s house models were imbued with his own 

representation of modernity, and interpretation of functional requirements for modern living.  

Hanna appealed both to his traditionally minded readers, and those with modern sensibilities for 

whom he drew attention to overseas architecture – especially those developments during the 

period between his two publications.  He made both positive and negative references to 

Modernism in his 1936 publication, in which he extolled its practical and aesthetic virtues 

(exhibited by soundness and charm), but warned of the less virtuous characteristics (exhibited by 

the foolish and hideous).274  In 1936 he declared that ‘Modernism has come to stay’,275 and 

devoted a page to its success based on his perception of its ‘beauty’, rather than any commentary 

																																																													
270  Yorke, A Key to Modern Architecture, p. 44.  
271  J.L. Hanna, Modernistic Homes (New Zealand: Homes and Garden Services, 1936)	
272  Hanna, Modernistic Homes, p. 1.	
273  Hanna, Modernistic Homes, p. 2.	
274  Hanna, Modernistic Homes, p. 13.	
275  Hanna, Modernistic Homes, p. 2. 
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on Modern layout, form or materiality.276  Don Bassett – who has studied both the 1931 and 1936 

publications – identified a note of confusion in the latter, citing Hanna’s statement “What is this 

modernism that expresses itself in the so-called Spanish, Moorish or Mediterranean dwellings of 

to-day?”277 as an example of his misunderstanding of international Modernist design.278   

 

With respect to planning, Hanna’s model house layouts were derived from traditional room 

layouts arranged over single and two-storied construction.  An established hierarchy of spaces for 

domestic uses was largely maintained for the plan of each house, although there were elements 

of modernity incorporated into some of his suggested floor layouts.  For example, many of the 

house models were replete with small functional entrance halls, and a number of his larger 

houses featured a dedicated internal sun-room or external roof garden, and a purpose-built 

garage.  Although Hanna incorporated some Modern aspects in his designs that became 

common in later decades, his awareness of Modernism did not extend to an understanding of the 

principles expressed in spatial planning.  Consequently, Modernistic homes remained transitional 

rather than transformational.  The form of Hanna’s Modernistic homes varied widely, from 

picturesque ensembles typified by pitched roofs, to the cubic house designs which outwardly 

responded to overseas flat-roofed models, but in reality, had concealed low-pitched roofs covered 

with traditional rather than Modern materials.  His publications presented different choices of 

house styles, enthusiastically described as ‘The Beauty of Tudor’ and ‘Modern English’, alongside 

simpler examples styled as ‘The Beauty of Modernism’ and ‘Modernism in Miniature’ (Fig. 7).279   

 

Hanna equated robust materials and forms 

with the essence of modernity, stating that 

‘Possibly the outstanding feature of modern 

design is its appearance of solidity’, and ‘Few 

of the homes illustrated in this book could be 

satisfactorily achieved in weatherboard 

exteriors’.280  Hanna heavily promoted the 

use of brick, emphasised in house models 

styled as ‘Brick Endureth’, ‘Beauty in Brick’ 

and ‘Brick and Steeltex’, far removed from the 

materiality of steel and glass Modernism.281  

 

																																																													
276  Hanna, Modernistic Homes, p. 18. 	
277  Hanna, Modernistic Homes, p. 18. 
278  Don Bassett, ‘J. L. Hanna’s Modernistic Homes’, in “Pleasing homogeneity,” “Dull Times,” “animated cocktails” New 
Zealand Architecture in the 1930s a one day symposium’, ed. by Christine McCarthy, (Wellington: Victoria University, 
2006), 14. 
279  Hanna, Modernistic Homes, p. 13, p. 21, p. 19 and p. 5, respectively. 
280  Hanna, Modernistic Homes, p. 22. 
281  Hanna, Modernistic Homes, p. 45, p. 31, and p. 35 respectively.  Steeltex was an external plaster finish manufactured 
by Winstone Ltd from the late 1920s (this company is one of New Zealand’s oldest, having been founded as W & G 
Winstone in 1869).  

 
Fig. 7:  Modernism in Miniature.  Image from J.L. Hanna’s 
Modernistic Homes (1936).  
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1930s Modernistic exhibited elements of change, rather than a commitment to change – most 

evident in the modernising alterations made to existing buildings constructed during the previous 

two decades.  There are many extant examples of timber bungalows dressed with raised 

parapets along street frontages that concealed their traditional pitched roof form, or the addition of 

stucco plastered bay windows and porches to weather-boarded facades, desperate for the 

Modern appearance of textured concrete.  Many bungalow elevations were altered and 

embellished with the increasingly fashionable curved wall form.  Materiality, form and planning 

form and were tinkered with, rather than challenged architecturally. 

 

2.4.2 1930S MODERNE 
 

The gradual letting go of the classically based traditions did not herald a nationwide internationally 

derived Modernist revolution during the 1930s, rather New Zealand architects worked through a 

period of rationalisation freed from stylistic constraints.  The most conservative of architects clung 

to a simplified ornamented classicism, whilst others progressed towards an architecture of plain 

proportions and more honest expression of materials and form.  The use of stylistic designs lent 

authority to key public buildings, and so were the last types to break with tradition, including 

railway stations and museums, for which stripped classicism and the last expression of the 

Beaux-arts held strong.282 

   

Design-led influences on architecture during this decade were examined by Peter Shaw in his 

1991 architectural history of New Zealand, which devoted a whole chapter to the 1930s.283  In 

‘Modern, Moderne and Deco’, Shaw described how New Zealand consumed varied architectural 

styles that had been popularised overseas during the 1920s.284  Art Deco incorporated decorative 

motifs and patterns expressed within the body of materials with a predominant vertical emphasis, 

and the Moderne adopted a horizontal emphasis in many designs with linear banding along 

elevations terminated with rounded corners, each exhibiting the last vestiges of decorative 

ornamentation.  The popularity of these styles for domestic, commercial and industrial buildings 

was evident in their widespread distribution throughout New Zealand, including urban centres, 

rural landscapes, and many coastal locations.  The rebuilding of Napier and Hastings after the 

1931 Hawke’s Bay earthquake most notably derived its architectural character from Art Deco and 

the Moderne.   

 

The changes in roof form since 1900 saw the steep pitch of the turn-of-the-century villa roofslopes 

(typically around a thirty-five-degree slope), reduced to a lower pitch for the roofs of bungalows 

during the 1910s and 1920s (typically around a twenty-five-degree slope).  Roofs became 

significantly lower and simpler in form during the 1930s, with the shallow mono-pitch roof reduced 

																																																													
282  The Dominion Museum (completed in 1936) in Wellington is a good example of late or stripped classicism, and the 
Auckland and Wellington Railway Stations (completed in 1929 and 1937 respectively), represent the most significant last 
vestiges of Beaux-arts classicism. 
283  Shaw, New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to 1990, pp. 117-138. 
284  Shaw, New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to 1990, pp. 117-138.	



ARCHITECTURAL TRADITION AND TRANSITION:  FROM MODERNITY TO MODERNISM 1900-1940 
 

61 

to less than ten degrees, including slopes as low as six degrees for many buildings of the 

period.285   

 

The most distinctive roof form of buildings 

during this period was the mono-pitch slope, 

concealed behind a perimeter of three parapet 

walls to give the impression of a flat roof when 

viewed from the public front and sides, with the 

actual profile only visible from the private rear 

elevation The single roof slope, typically 

covered in corrugated steel, was inclined down 

from the front towards the rear, hidden at the 

sides by stepped parapet walls (Fig. 8).286  

 

The external walls of Moderne designs were often made to appear as concrete – an impression of 

solidity and by association, modernity.  However, most walls were of timber-framed construction, 

covered with stucco plaster over a backing of asbestos cement panels, timber laths, or wire 

mesh.  Stucco incorporated smooth and textured surfaces, and coated in white or coloured paint.  

For principal facades, plaster surfaces incorporated trademark motifs, symbols and patterns 

embossed within its thickness, most notably incised horizontal and vertical stripes.  

  

This example of a mid-1930s Moderne house, 

located in the Auckland suburb of Bayswater, 

was purchased in a deteriorated condition, but 

repaired by a contractor using new stucco 

plaster applied over timber framing.  Rather 

than using an industry-standard plaster finish, 

the new work incorporated a textured finish that 

was a faithful matched to the original pattern, 

and period mouldings were copied using 

polystyrene to imitate those missing (Fig. 9). 

 

Moderne style details were often imitated for more basic dwellings utilising cheaper materials and 

methods of construction, including applied vertical and horizontal strips of painted timber fixed to 

the face of plain asbestos cement boards.  External walls were stepped a ninety-degrees to 

create receding planes, principal elevations featured curved corners, and wall heads were carried 

up - modest pitched roofed timber houses imitating flat roofed masonry.  Windows tended to be 

																																																													
285  A single-storey mid-1930s house, located in Bayswater, Auckland, was inspected in 2013, and the single roofslope 
was measured at a pitch of 6 degrees.  
286  The corrugated sheets, firstly iron then steel, were imported in imperial lengths of eight feet, laid with intermediate lap 
joints, and secured with lead-head nails in a manner that was traditional, albeit a differing form of roof profile to earlier 
periods. 

 
Fig. 8:  Mid-1930s house, Auckland.  Image by author (2020).   

 

Fig. 9:  Mid-1930s house, Auckland.  Image by author (2013).   
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timber-framed in houses although not exclusively, with steel joinery increasingly used for 

domestic and commercial buildings.  Wider window openings that admitted increased levels of 

light distinguished buildings of the 1930s from previous decades, and corner windows were a 

distinct departure from traditional fenestration.  Traditional walls of masonry incorporated windows 

openings whose size was limited by structural necessity, but this form gave way to concrete 

framed structures that could be in-filled with storey-height bands of non-structural elements, 

including wide expanses of glass that had previously not been practicable.  Ultimately, Modern 

framed construction provided the opportunity for wall-less envelopes.   

 

The long-established practice of Gummer & Ford foresaw Modern architecture on the horizon 

towards the end of the 1920s, and their response was confidently exhibited in the detailing of 

fenestration for the 1935 Dingwall Building in Auckland’s Queen Street.287  The design of the 

multi-storey office block was entirely Modern for its concrete frame and floor construction and 

continuous glass bays across the width of each storey, a form that was influenced by the strip 

glazing of 1920s European Modernism, and precursor to glass curtain cladding.  Four years later, 

another multi-storey Modern commercial structure that utilised full width and storey height glazing, 

the Arthur Edy building, was built on the opposite side of Queen Street to the Dingwall Building. 

Despite this progress, the designs for many building during the late 1930s clung to the last 

vestiges of traditionally planned interiors that were concealed behind stylised facades, rather than 

a functional expression of Modern spatial planning, architectural form, and materiality. 

Progressive construction methods provided building forms that looked to the future, which clung 

onto the established use of materials and components, which led to a variety of transitional 

buildings. 

 

A house in Bayswater, designed in 1939 by 

Massey, Beatson, Rix-Trott & Carter 

Architects attempted to be Modern, with an 

entrance frontage that spoke to an American 

influence.  The house was approached via a 

long low entrance canopy with integral car 

port, and bands of ribbon windows (Fig. 

10).288  The canopy covered walkway 

provided protection against wet weather, from 

the car-parking space at the garage entrance 

to the front door.  The rows of small windows 

positioned at a high level along the entrance 

walls provided light to service rooms, including bathroom, toilet and laundry, and privacy. 

 
																																																													
287		For further information, see:  Julia Gatley, ‘Dingwall Building’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 20. 
288		The single-storey house, located in Bayswater, Auckland, was visited in 2013.	

 
Fig. 10:  Late-1930s house, Auckland - front view.  Image by 
author (2013).   
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To the sides and rear of the house however, 

the elevations were ‘half-modern’.289  They 

incorporated an impressive range of floor-to-

ceiling height windows (a Modern form) that 

were constructed with an unusual assembly 

of double-hung sash windows (a traditional 

form).  The sizes of the sashes were so 

heavy that they had to be hung on metal 

chains, rather than the cotton chords typically 

used (Fig. 11).   

 

 

2.5 AN EMERGENT MODERNISM (1934-1940) 
 

2.5.1 FIRST EXPRESSIONS OF MODERNIST MATERIALITY, FORM AND PLANNING 
 

This part of the chapter examines seven houses from 1936-40, where the application of materials, 

the architectural form, and the handling of space, exhibited – either in whole or in part – the 

founding principles of Modernism.  Six were built in Dunedin, Timaru and Christchurch, and 

represent a localised cluster of South Island Modernism that pre-dated the restrictions and 

shortages during the Second World War (WWII).  The common language for these houses was 

European Modernism, their external form and materiality expressed in smooth unadorned plaster 

walls that looked like concrete, accessible flat roofs, significant areas of glazing, and transitional 

layouts – part traditional, part Modern,290 including: the Sidey House (c.1934); the Dearsley 

House (c.1935); the Lousley House (c.1936); the Miller House (c.1936); Te Mania (c.1937); and, 

the Humphrey Hall House (d.1938, b1938-39).  The seventh, Robin Simpson House in Auckland, 

(d.1938, b1938-39), was the exception because it represents the earliest example of timber 

Modernism in New Zealand.  Only the Hall and Simpson houses were featured in Long Live the 

Modern,291 the remaining five are less well-known by comparison, but the Sidey, Lousley, and 

Miller houses have been researched by Douglas Lloyd Jenkins,292 and Michael Findlay.293 The 

Dearsley House and Te Mania were designed by the same architect, but are relatively obscure by 

comparison with the Dunedin houses, although Dearsley has been researched by Julia Gatley.294  

																																																													
289  Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922 (New York: W.H. 
Norton, 1932), p. 40. 	
290  The exception was Te Mania, which was constructed in concrete. 
291  Julia Gatley, ‘Humphrey Hall House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by 
Gatley, p. 28; and, 
Julia Gatley, ‘Robin Simpson House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by 
Gatley, p. 29. 
292  Douglas Lloyd Jenkins, At Home: A Century of New Zealand Design (Auckland: Godwit, 2004), pp. 65-89. 
293  Findlay, ‘1936 and all that’, 50-51.	
294  Julia Gatley and Paul Walker, Vertical living: The Architectural Centre and The Remaking of Wellington (Auckland: 
Auckland University Press, 2014), p. 11.	

 
Fig. 11:  Late-1930s house, Auckland - rear view.  Image by 
author (2013).   
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The earliest house in this group is a special, 

personal one for this thesis, because it was 

designed by the uncle of my employer, Jeremy 

Salmond.  He knew of a Modern house in 

Dunedin that was the work of Arthur Louis 

Salmond (1906-94), but was not sure of the 

exact location nor whether it was extant.295  It 

was extant, and although the house had been 

remodelled internally, and some external 

modifications, it survived much in its original 

form according to Michael Findlay (Fig. 12).296 

 

Arthur Loius Salmond, of Salmond & Salmond 

Architects, designed the house in 1934 in 

Maori Hill for T.K.S. Sidey, a former mayor of 

Dunedin.  It was cubic in form, flat roofed, with 

smooth unadorned walls and large areas of 

glass, which looked distinctly European and 

very un-New Zealand like.  The contract for the 

new house was dated 28th June 1934, with 

completion agreed for 15th December.297  

 

Findlay, for his own research purposes,  

recalled discussing the house with the original, 

elderly, owner who recalled ‘passers-by asking 

exactly what was being built, the roofless 

outline being so unfamiliar’.298  The house was 

renovated by the current owners in 2007, with 

internal alterations to open up the ground floor 

plan sensitively undertaken, together with 

extensive repairs to the external fabric of the 

building (Fig. 13).299   However, the external 

form of the building has had only minor 

changes that have not detracted from 

																																																													
295  Pers. comm. Jeremy Salmond to Phillip Hartley, 11th January 2011. 
296  Pers. comm. Michael Findlay to Phillip Hartley, 15th March 2011.	
297  Information obtained from the Salmond Anderson Architects Archives held in the Hocken Library, Dunedin, accessed 
on 19th August 2014. 
298  Findlay, ‘1936 and all that’, 50-51, (p.51)	
299  Pers. comm. Louisa Heslin to Phillip Hartley, 16th August 2014.	

 
Fig. 12:  Sidey House, Dunedin - before renovation by the 
current owner.  Image courtesy of Michael Findlay (undated). 
 

 
Fig. 13:  Sidey House, Dunedin - after the 2007 renovation. 
Image by author (2014).   
 
 

 
Fig. 14:  Sidey House, Dunedin - view from roof terrace.  
Image by author (2014). 
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Salmond’s original design.  The original roof terrace and its steeply stepped ladder have been 

preserved, the access to which affords views over Dunedin City and the harbour, from its vantage 

point on top of Maori Hill (Fig. 14).  

 

Salmond’s internal planning was a familiar domestic arrangement of individual rooms within the 

ground storey, comprised of separate kitchen, living and dining rooms.  However, by comparison, 

the first storey was transformational.  The floor plan incorporated two purpose-designed sun-

rooms, each enclosed by three walls of steel-framed glazing – the north-east room captured the 

morning sun and the north-west room the afternoon sun (Fig. 15).  The north-west sun-room also 

opened onto an external deck fitted with an external ladder that led up to the fully accessible flat 

roof, which was identified on drawings as the ‘Terrace’.300  This hybrid internal planning – 

enclosed within a Modernist form – was both traditional and proto-Modern.  Interestingly, the 

remodelled open-plan layout (2007) could be considered a re-interpretation of Modern living, 

inspired by the current vogue for mid-century houses with open-planned living space.  

 

 

																																																													
300  Drawing Sheet No. 3, Salmond Anderson Architects Archives, Hocken Library, Dunedin, 19th August 2014. 

 
Fig. 15:  Sidey House, Dunedin (1934).  Image of Drawing Sheet No. 3, Salmond Anderson Architects Archives, Hocken 
Library, Dunedin 
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The Dearsley House was researched by Juila 

Gatley for Vertical Living, and she has shown 

that the building was a replica of one built in 

Germany two years earlier, designed by the 

architect Fritz Glantz (Fig. 16).301  The large 

open-plan living room opened onto a near full 

width loggia, connected by equally wide sliding 

glazed doors (Fig. 17).  

 

The Dearsley House was described in 

significant detail (down to the colour of 

furnishings and carpet patterns) in the 

Christchurch Press, headlined ‘A Continental 

Trend’, and sub-titled ‘Modern Architecture 

from Berlin’ (Fig. 18).  The article considered 

that it was only the second home of this type in 

Christchurch, but did not mention the first 

example.302  Commenting on house design of 

the recent past, the article claimed ‘It made a 

point of using old-fashioned materials and a 

highly sub-divided plan of small rooms and 

small windows’.   

 

Despite the overtly mimetic design, the 

completion of this house in 1935 pre-dates 

Michael Findlay’s key date for the first 

Modernist house by one year, and therefore 

Dearsley House appears to represent New 

Zealand’s earliest known (extant) house to fully 

express Modernist materiality, form and 

planning.   

 

Te Mania, in the Conway Flat region of Canterbury, was designed and constructed for Edwin 

Wilding and his family, by Harman, two years after the Dearsley House.  Te Mania was another 

Modernist cubic form, with unadorned elevations over two storeys.  It was designed with a large 

open upper level deck which could be accessed by an external ramp (Fig. 19).  The form of the 

original building would have been considered severe for the date, especially considering its rural 

																																																													
301  Julia Gatley and Paul Walker, Vertical Living: The Architectural Centre and the Remaking of Wellington (Auckland: 
Auckland University Press, 2014. 
302  The Christchurch Press (September, 1935), p. 5. 

 
Fig. 16:  House in Berlin, Germany by Fritz Glantz (1933).  
Image from Homes and Gardens (1934). 
 

 
Fig. 17:  Plan of house in Berlin, Germany by Fritz Glantz 
(1933).  Image from Homes and Gardens (1934). 
 

 
Fig. 18:  Dearsley House, Christchurch (1935) - modelled on 
the house designed by Fritz Glantz.  Image from Christchurch 
Press (1935). 
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setting.  Harman’s design followed his previous experience previous experience from his recent 

commission for the Dearsley family.  The house survives in reasonably original form (Fig. 20).  

 

 

Michael Findlay and Douglas Lloyd Jenkins used the same black and white photograph of Miller 

and White’s pair of 1936 houses in Dunedin to impress upon their readers the extent to which the 

forms of the Lousley and Lawson Houses were Modern for their time, and how different they were 

from the more prevalent and mixed architectural styles of the 1930s (Fig. 21).  Jenkins 

conservatively placed this pair of houses, and the Sidey House, in his Modernistic category rather 

than Modernist, for their ‘style’ in his 2004 publication, At Home in New Zealand.303   

 

Findlay took his commitment further, and identified the Miller and White houses in his 2007 article 

‘1936 and all that’, to support his claim that ‘The birth of modernist architecture in New Zealand 

can be dated to within a year’.304  However, two very different houses in the same publication, 

The Humphrey Hall House and the Robin Simpson House had been placed by Jenkins firmly in 
																																																													
303  Jenkins, At Home: A Century of New Zealand Design, pp. 68-69.	
304  Findlay, ‘1936 and all that’, 50-51.	

  
Fig. 19:  Te Mania, Conway Flat, Canterbury (circa.1937).  
Image source unknown. 

Fig. 20:  Te Mania, Conway Flat, Canterbury.  Image source 
and date unknown. 

 
Fig. 21:  Lousley and Lawson Houses, Dunedin - at completion (circa. 1936).  Image source unknown. 
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the Modernist category, each considered to have transcended the Modernistic – the term used by 

Hall’s business partner, Paul Pascoe, to describe a poor imitation of Modernism in 1940.305   

 

The Humphrey Hall House was designed by 

the architect for himself in the South Island 

town of Timaru.  The house was built 1938-39 

– a Corbusian model of smooth white walls, 

linear windows, piloti, and a large open 

roof/sun deck (Fig. 22).  The house was a 

statement of intent, as well as Hall’s home, 

which Pascoe used in 1940 to show what a 

Modern architect-designed house in New 

Zealand should look like, emphasised by a 

prominent photograph of the house front, newly 

completed on a bare section.306  Also known as 

Park Lane, the house occupied a corner site in 

a quiet part of the town, with a pedestrian path 

from one street entrance and a driveway to the 

back of the house accessed from the adjoining 

street.  The first-storey deck has been in-filled 

(Fig. 23).307  This house is one of the most 

important examples of early International 

Modernism in New Zealand.308   

 

The Robin Simpson House was completed in 

1939 and incorporated floor-to-ceiling windows 

that ‘broke down the barrier between house 

and garden’ according to Jenkins, because the 

move towards transparency was key principle 

of Modernist intent.309  The timber materiality, 

form and planning of the Simpson House 

expressed a homogeneous example of 

regional Modernism in New Zealand, which 

broke the last vestiges of the 1930s Moderne, 

and heralded the Modernism that would follow 

(Fig. 24). 

																																																													
305  Jenkins, At Home: A Century of New Zealand Design, pp. 77-80.	
306  Paul Pascoe, ‘Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century’ Vol. 2, No.20, Houses (Wellington: Department of 
Internal Affairs, 1940), pp. 24-25. 
307 For further information, see:  Julia Gatley, ‘Humphrey Hall House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 28. 
308  The Humphrey Hall house was visited on 3rd April 2013. 
309  Jenkins, At Home: A Century of New Zealand Design, pp. 78-79. 

 
Fig. 22:  Humphrey Hall House, Timaru - at completion in 
1939.  Image from Paul Pascoe’s ‘Houses’ (1940). 
 

 

Fig. 23:  Humphrey Hall House, Timaru.  Image by author 
(2013).   
 

 
Fig. 24:  Robin Simpson House, Auckland.  Image from New 
Zealand Home and Building, Sept. 1940. 
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2.6 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter has shown how the country’s modernisation after 1900 benefitted from the 

pioneering self-sufficiency of Portland cement manufacture, which made the transition from the 

use of unreinforced hydraulic lime and early cement for building, to construction based on 

concrete reinforced with steel.  New Zealand at the turn-of-the-century was every bit as Modern 

as overseas.  It has examined the most significant decade of change in New Zealand’s 

architectural history, the 1930s, and identified how the adoption of different overseas styles and 

use of materials were different to the dominant British influence since colonisation.  It has traced 

developments in New Zealand architecture throughout the 1930s, from the Moderne and pseudo-

Modern or Modernistic, through to the first expression of Modernism after 1934.   

 

Of particular relevance to this chapter have been three polemical articles, by Lochhead, Walker 

and Findlay, which alluded to the influences of the prevailing social, economic and political 

climate, but offered different pathways to the understanding of an emergent Modernism during the 

second half of the 1930s in New Zealand.  Lochhead considered that a period of duality – 

Classicism and Modernity – resulted in a final break of the latter from the former, which allowed 

Modernism to develop towards the end of the decade.  Walker consider that the rebuilding of 

Napier after the 1931 earthquake represented a Modern solution based on a collaborative 

response, whilst Findlay was adamant that a small group of buildings represented the first 

exemplars of Modernism, the earliest of which could be accurately dated to 1936.   

 

The author and historian, Douglas Lloyd Jenkins used the same late-1930s exemplars as Findlay, 

but separated these into Modernistic and Modernist categories, despite period texts by Paul 

Pascoe and others having derided the 1930s Modernistic as a debased style.  This chapter has 

also considered these exemplars, and identified a small number of other proto-Modernist 

buildings whose materiality, form and planning expressed Modern Movement principles and 

ideals that were unlike anything previously built in New Zealand at the time.  

 

The architect-designed house in New Zealand has been at the forefront of stylistic changes, with 

public buildings following their lead, and consequently the earliest examples of Modernism during 

the mid-late 1930s were individual homes.  These individual examples are a very small but 

important group compared with the mainstream transitional, conservative, and derivative mass of 

building during the decade.  This chapter has selected the key examples of proto-Modernist 

design, and identified their European functionalist origin in each case.  Rather than 1936, the 

earliest example to have expressed all three principles of Modernist materiality, form and planning 

in a single building was the Dearsley House built in 1935, based almost identically on a German 

model from 1933.   This example of the mimetic, directly copied from a German house model, 

does not diminish its architectural and heritage values. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

EXPRESSING THE MODERN 1:   
UNDERSTANDING MATERIALITY IN NEW ZEALAND ARCHITECTURE  

1940-1970 
 

This chapter focuses on two identifiable strands of materiality after 1940, including: (i) established 

materials used in new ways that imbued mid-century buildings with a national and regional 

continuity; and, (ii) new materials that became available during the mid-twentieth century.  Of the 

established natural materials used in Modernist architecture, two groups are examined – those 

utilised in the raw state, and those that required a simple process of conversion prior to building.  

Of the new materials used in Modernist architecture, two groups are also examined – new 

products manufactured from the composition of different materials, and synthetic ones derived 

from chemical processes.  The 1940s represent the turning point in the progressive change of 

professional, practical and public attitudes towards Modern architecture, underpinned by the 

adaption of established materials and the adoption of new materials by architects in New 

Zealand.   

 

The wartime period (1939-45), and post-war social and economic recovery during the second half 

of the 1940s, experienced significant disruption in the continuity supply and restricted use of 

different building materials, especially those deemed critical to the war effort and imported 

products.  The availability of timber for construction was of national importance during the period 

of shortages, being New Zealand’s foremost building material.  However, the progression from a 

long-established tradition of carpentry towards Modern applications for timber and timber 

products continued through this difficult period of building-related restrictions.  Paul Pascoe’s own 

timber framed and clad house in the Christchurch suburb of Sumner (compl.1947), was ‘a built 

manifesto for the new architecture’ constructed during ‘a period of post-war austerity’.310  Despite 

the move towards Modernist design in his own work, Pascoe’s polemical article of the same year 

was a poignant reminder of the slow pace of change from the traditional to the Modern during this 

formative decade.311  Thus, change was progressive rather than rapid within New Zealand during 

the 1940s, through to the following decade, manifest in the increased use of materials for their 

functional performance, and applications that responded to the Modern developments in form and 

planning.  The union of cement and steel in ferro-concrete construction that shaped early 

twentieth-century public buildings in New Zealand was the primary building material for the 

structure of multi-storey framed buildings until the 1970s.  

 

																																																													
310  Ian Lochhead, ‘Pascoe House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s Modern Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Julia 
Gatley (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2008), p. 48.	
311  Paul Pascoe & Humphrey Hall, ‘The Modern House’, in Landfall, 1, No. 2 (1947) 
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This thesis identifies with materiality as the principal dimension of Modernist architectural ideals.  

The chapter contends that a functional materiality partnered with Modern form and planning 

defined how Modernist principles and practice were expressed in New Zealand’s mid-century 

houses and public buildings.  From today’s perspective of cultural heritage, this theme provides a 

fundamentally important view upon the importance of architectural materials.  

 

Materiality is the manifestation of the historical, artistic and other cultural attributes and 

designs in the material substance, in utilized technologies and also in their surfaces.  

Without the material substrate, which the thoughts and aims of the artist bring to life and 

provide a physical appearance, the original thought of the artist is not real.312  

 

This chapter identifies the extent to which new uses for established materials and the use of new 

composite and synthetic materials expressed the codified principles of Modern materiality in New 

Zealand.  It traces the changes in Modern domestic architecture (single dwelling houses and 

multi-occupancy flats) generated principally through a broad spectrum of architect-designed 

houses, separate from a smaller number of public buildings (municipal, commercial, educational, 

ecclesiastical and industrial).  This chapter is structured around an examination of construction-

focussed architectural materiality, aimed at the heritage professional based on the first of three 

themes of understanding Modernism in New Zealand. 

 

3.1 MODERN MATERIALITY 
 

3.1.1 MATERIALS AND MODERNISM 
 

The following section utilises a number of important period texts and polemical statements of the 

Modern Movement for the purpose of examining the influences upon those in practice at the time, 

and I have come to understand the following attributes that capture the canonical principles of 

Modern materiality: 

 

§ The contrasting use of different materials; timber with brick or stonework; stainless steel 

and glass with marble; and concrete with composites.   

§ The manifest use of materials in their undisguised form; raw; minimal finishes; and 

selection based on quality and fitness for purpose. 

§ The incorporation of inherent characteristics of colour and texture as an expression of 

their origin, fabrication and construction.   

§ The incorporation of integral material textures; hard and soft surfaces;  

§ The use of concrete expressed as the dominant materiality – Breton brut. 

§ The fundamental honesty and emphasis in material use – Brutalism.  
																																																													
312  Ivo Hammer, Materiality, ed. by Iveta Cerna and Ivo Hammer, Proceedings of the International Symposium on the 
Preservation of Modern Movement Architecture convened in Brno, The Czech Republic, 27-29 April 2008 (Brno: The 
Hornemann Institute, 2008) 
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For their Modern treatise, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922, Henry Russell 

Hitchcock and Philip Johnson’s asserted that ‘the actual materials of the surface itself are of the 

utmost importance’ was a reaction against the past concealment and elaborate decoration of 

materials such that their true character of purpose was disguised.313  The sensation of colour and 

embodiment of texture within material surfaces were a representation of natural characteristics, 

manufactured finishes and the marks of construction and assembly.  Modern houses and public 

buildings expressed different material palettes and consequently the surface characteristics 

varied too, respondent to the design intent and functional requirements. The consistency of 

different textures, including roughness, smoothness, regularity, irregularity, and the marks of 

production, prefabrication, and assembly, were all expressed the character of surface.  That 

Hitchcock and Johnson considered the ‘intrinsic elegance’ and ‘character of surface’ as 

fundamentally important, alongside the technological and performance criteria, underpins the 

value given to both material qualities and function.314   

 

Hitchcock and Johnson based the third principle of their treatise on the ‘dependence upon the 

intrinsic elegance of materials, technical perfection, and fine proportions as opposed to applied 

ornament’.315  For them, ‘The character of surface of volume is not expressed merely by the 

design of a modern building; the actual materials of the surface itself are of the utmost 

importance’.316  They considered stucco plaster, wooden sheathing, and plywood linings to be 

favourable for Modern buildings – materials that were widely used in New Zealand.317  However, 

this reference to the appropriateness of stucco plaster contradicts a founding principle in the 

honest use of materials where the design intent was to cover a substrate of brick or framings in 

order to give the impression of concrete, a technique that had been used by Le Corbusier for 

some of his villas during the 1920s.  Similarly, whilst Hitchcock and Johnson also considered 

concrete block and clay brick to be inexpensive and practical surface materials, they suggested 

that brick was more suited for covering with stucco to overcome the ‘picturesqueness which is at 

variance with the fundamental character of the modern style’.318  This juggling of material use, 

honesty of expression and avoidance of historicist overtones, was evidently a moral dilemma of 

the developing Modern Movement.  Stone, granite and marble were considered to be ‘rich natural 

materials’ and relatively expensive, although their traditional patterns of use implied strength 

through mass, rather than a Modern lightness of construction.319  Mies van der Rohe’s Barcelona 

Pavilion is the ultimate expression of how the Modern application of these high quality materials 

departed from their loadbearing tradition to one of architectural planes.320 

 

																																																													
313  Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922 (New York: W.H. 
Norton, 1932), p. 29.	
314  Hitchcock and Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922, p. 29. 
315  Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922 (New York: W.H. 
Norton, 1932), p. 29. 
316  Hitchcock and Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922, p. 64. 
317  Hitchcock and Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922, p. 65.  
318  Hitchcock and Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922, p. 66.	
319  Hitchcock and Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922, p. 65.	
320  The Barcelona Pavilion was built during 1928-29. 
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Le Corbusier’s period polemic argued for a Modern architecture based on mass-production, the 

benefits of which favoured the use of manufactured materials over natural materials:  

 

The prime consequences of the industrial evolution in “building” show themselves in this 

first stage; the replacing of natural materials by artificial ones, or heterogeneous and 

doubtful materials by homogeneous and artificial ones (tried and proved in the laboratory) 

and by products of fixed composition.  Natural materials, which are infinitely variable in 

composition, must be replaced by fixed ones.321 

 

Until the early 1930’s, Le Corbusier saw inefficiencies in the use of natural materials, particularly 

in their heavy forms, which he considered wasteful and unpredictable in terms of performance 

over time.  He championed the fabrication of slender profiles for partitions, beams, door and 

window frames, that were of sufficient strength, but no greater, to support the loads and perform 

the function required of them.  Additionally, these characteristics could be efficiently repeated by 

new methodologies of mass-production.  During the 1930s Le Corbusier’s attitude changed, and 

he acknowledged the role of primitive materials in Modern architecture, including familiar ones 

that he considered were ‘friendly to man’.322  In the early 1950s Le Corbusier championed the use 

of raw off-form concrete or béton brut.  

 

F.R.S. Yorke commented on the role of ‘New Materials’ for Modern architecture and the benefit of 

natural materials as a basis of conversion into something more predictable:  

 

Apart from those used purely in their structural capacity, many materials that have been 

perfected only in recent years are now common, and in some instances, essential, in 

modern building work.  They are often synthetic products, made to meet demands that 

could not be satisfied by the materials used in older forms of construction.  They are 

different in appearance, used in different ways, fabricated by different tools, and they give 

a changed complexion to the work for which they are employed.323   

 

Yorke considered two materials in particular were suited for adaptation in Modern architecture – 

wood as the basis of new timber-based materials (eg. composites, including plywood), and 

Portland cement as the basis of new, strong, and inexpensive materials (eg. concrete-based 

products).  In addition, he commended a variety of other materials, including cork, vulcanised 

rubber, plastics, new metals and old metals in new forms.  Glass was another material that was 

celebrated by Yorke for its potential for improvement in function and design, noting that ‘it has 

become one of the most useful and popular materials for gaining decorative effect in modern 

																																																													
321  Le Corbusier, Towards A New Architecture (London, Architectural Press, 1927), p. 214.	
322  Le Corbusier, Ouvre Complete, 1887-1965, published 1929-70, and subsequently re-published in numerous formats. 
323  F.R.S. Yorke, A Key to Modern Architecture (London: Blackie, 1939), p. 100.	
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buildings’.324  The increased use of glass was also the most significant contribution to the 

improved transparency of buildings.   

 

J. M. Richards included a chapter on ‘New Materials and Methods’ in An Introduction to Modern 

Architecture, for which the greater part of the text was devoted to two materials that were 

synonymous with new methods of building – structural steel and ferro-concrete.325  Similarly to 

Yorke, Richards also identified the importance of wood as the basis of new material types, 

describing plywood as ‘virtually a new material, as its properties are peculiar to itself’,326 and the 

new forms of glass – ‘When required (since plate glass in large sizes is another new material) 

whole walls can be built of glass’.327 

 

The Modern Movement promoted the principle of honesty in the use of materials, free of 

embellishment, disguise, or concealment, the precedents for which had been established during 

the 19th century by A.W.N. Pugin, John Ruskin and William Morris.  In his introduction to Caleb 

Hornbostel’s Materials for Architecture published in 1967, Henry L. Kamphoefner – identified as 

‘an Educator’ – addressed changes in the use of materials during the early-twentieth century, 

both preceding and during the period in which ‘the architecture of the international style began to 

gain power and force as an influence in modern times’.328  He dismissed the work of ‘eclectic 

architects’ who ‘borrowed the new forms without acquiring a real insight or understanding of the 

nature of the new materials’ for their ‘meaningless facsimile reproductions’.  He was also of the 

opinion that ‘the architects of the international style did not in their early work use materials with a 

basic honesty’ because he considered that ‘Other things concerned them more’.329  Kamphoefner 

outlined his viewpoint with respect to two great architects, one who demonstrated an Arts and 

Crafts lineage, and the other who celebrated the use of Modern materials: 

 

[Frank Lloyd] Wright’s devotion to honesty and integrity in the use of materials was a 

romantic non-scientific notion coloured by the spirit of his individualism and great creative 

genius.330   

And; 

When Mies van der Rohe enunciated his now famous doctrine “Less is More” and other 

leaders of modern architecture began to experiment with their capability to enclose the 

greatest amount of usable space with the least amount of materials, it became 

fundamental in architecture that chemistry, the physical properties, and the scientific 

nature of materials should be known and fully understood by the competent practitioner of 

contemporary architecture.331  

																																																													
324  Yorke, A Key to Modern Architecture, p. 100.	
325  J.M. Richards, An Introduction to Modern Architecture (London: Penguin, 1940), p. 45.	
326  Richards, An Introduction to Modern Architecture, p. 57.	
327  Richards, An Introduction to Modern Architecture, p. 49.	
328  Caleb Hornbostel, Materials For Architecture (USA: Reinhold, 1967), p. v.  
329  Hornbostel, Materials For Architecture, p. v.	
330  Hornbostel, Materials For Architecture, p. v.	
331  Hornbostel, Materials For Architecture, p. v.	
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Kamphoefner’s retrospective assessment of the use of materials during the early and mid-

twentieth century clearly identified technical performance as a key function of materiality.  The 

polemics and science of Modern materiality was an expression of their use.  

 

In New Zealand, material shortages, economic and social disruption leading into the 1940s, 

impacted upon private and public building projects alike, including the government’s state housing 

scheme:  

 

Until New Zealand is in a position to manufacture all the various materials she requires 

for the construction of dwellings, the prohibition of importation of essential goods from 

overseas in adequate quantities to enable the building programme to expand will prove 

one of the prime factors in holding back the State Housing and other building schemes, 

and, with these, the progress of the country.332 

 

Although the 1940s was a difficult period for building and architecture, it was the decade that Paul 

Pascoe and Humphrey Hall believed New Zealand was ready for Modernism, but rather than a 

sweeping change in materiality, they recognised the contribution that the country’s natural 

materials could make to the changes that both of them campaigned for: 

 

The conditions in this young country are wholly favourable to modern design.  Our 

indigenous materials are suitable.333 

And; 

Yet differences in building materials exist.  The availability of timber, bricks, stone and 

concrete shingle varies throughout the districts.334 

 

In his 1940 review of the design of ‘Modern Homes’ Paul Pascoe observed that ‘the varying 

materials used contrast but do not compete with each other’.335  Pascoe and Hall embraced the 

use of local materials for Modern house construction, although they recognised that some types 

required specialist skills, such as the ‘beautiful building stones in New Zealand’ and ‘The cob or 

clay or sod house, well known in some parts of early New Zealand’.336   In practice, timber – 

which arguably required less skill than working with stone or cob – was the adopted material for 

use in Modernist house designs, both in its natural state, and in converted forms such as 

composite beams and sheets, for structural use and interior linings respectively.  The enduring 

use of timber and its Modern articulation relied upon an established knowledge-base of the 

material, the adaptability of trade skills for new applications, and the availability of native and 

imported hardwoods and softwoods.   

 

																																																													
332  ‘State Housing Progress’, in Building Progress, Vol. V, No. 2 (1940), p. 20.	
333  Paul Pascoe & Humphrey Hall, ‘The Modern House’, in Landfall, 1, No. 2 (1947), 121-125 (p. 123)	
334  Pascoe & Hall, ‘The Modern House’, 121-125 (p. 123)	
335  Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2 No. 20 ‘Houses’, p. 24.	
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In his 1940 review of the design of ‘public buildings’, Paul Pascoe’s included a section on ‘The 

Development of Shops’, which illustrated both the abuse of materials represented by historicist 

designs that were prevalent at the beginning of the 1900s, and their salvation embodied in the 

emerging Modern public architecture in New Zealand: 

 

In good architecture, the chosen building material influences the style of architecture.  But 

colonial shops often embody a style that ignores the character of the material used in 

their construction.  Wood has often been made to resemble stonework by such false 

methods as imitation joints and other details peculiar to stone construction.  As one critic 

of this fashion remarked: ‘One thing is essential, namely, that it should be real, and if it 

cannot be solid and substantial it ought not to affect that character.’  Later there was a 

rather similar abuse of reinforced concrete, when the joints of a stone building were 

imitated on the plaster surface of concrete.337 

 

Ian Lochhead considered that an understanding of the Modern Movement had reached New 

Zealand by 1940, and that ‘the exploration of new methods of construction, particularly the use of 

reinforced [ferro] concrete, encouraged architects to experiment with a new formal vocabulary 

better suited to the new materials’.338   

 

Peter Shaw suggested that the use of materials for houses from the perspective of a ‘European 

influenced ferro-concrete Modernism’ versus a ‘regional timber variation’ during the 1940s, 1950s, 

and 1960s, was dominated by the latter approach.339  He described how some émigré architects, 

and a representative number of New Zealand trained architects, comfortably expressed their 

Modernist leanings in timber rather than a concrete aesthetic that had informed their practical 

experience.  This aspect of materiality applied principally to houses, rather than multi-occupancy 

dwellings and public buildings.  Thus, for single houses timber was generally the preferred 

material, whilst ferro-concrete or plastered brick was the dominant choice for larger buildings, 

including flat complexes and multi-storeyed construction.  Shaw gave an example of the work of 

two Czech-born émigré architects based in Auckland, Heinrich Kulka and Imric Porsolt, who 

worked in timber at a domestic scale: 

 

During the 1950s they [Kulka and Porsolt] built a number of houses that illustrated the 

way in which European-trained Modernist architects were able to adapt their familiar 

world of concrete and brick to New Zealand timber construction.340 
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Shaw considered that ‘New public buildings of this period were to offer many people in New 

Zealand their first experience of truly contemporary architecture’, for commercial offices, public 

baths, government buildings, and colleges.341  For public building projects, a variety of well-

established and new types of materials were deployed for new forms, including ferro-concrete 

construction and aluminium framed glass curtain walling.   

 

The Modern Movement in New Zealand is discoverable not only in the form and planning of 

buildings, but also in the extensive use of different materials used for their construction, fixtures, 

fittings, and decoration.  Having examined the period polemics, opinions and publications that 

established the canons of materiality, this section attempts to codify these as recognisable 

architectural outcomes from a current perspective.  Architectural materiality placed the functional 

use of natural and manufactured materials at the forefront of Modern practice. 

 

3.2 ADAPTING TRADITIONAL MATERIALS 
 

3.2.1 TRADITIONAL MATERIALS AND NEW ZEALAND MODERNISM  
 

The emergence of Modern architecture in New Zealand did not involve a dynamic shift towards a 

materiality based solely on the novel and experimental.  Materials with an established use 

tradition were adapted for the design of new houses and public buildings, for which the enduring 

characteristics of the familiar were reconfigured for requirements of the Modern.  However, the 

types of materials that predominated for houses and public buildings differed significantly.  Whilst 

timber held a dominant role in domestic Modernism, there was an important development at the 

turn of the century in New Zealand that prefaced the materiality of Modern public building 

between 1940-1970, which, from an engineer’s revisionist perspective writing in 1988, was 

framed as the succession of masonry over timber: 

 

In building construction, by the turn of the century New Zealand had moved from timber 

construction into what was perceived as more permanent brick and stone structures, 

many of which are still standing.342   

 

The importance of ferro-concrete to New Zealand as an alternative to brick and stone masonry 

increased significantly as a result of the 1931 Napier earthquake, which led to the incorporation of 

earthquake resistant design requirements within the government building regulations in 1935.  
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This was the beginning of earthquake engineering as we now know it.  Reinforced 

concrete was then and still is the most commonly used material.343   

 

However, not all established material types made the transition from the traditional to the Modern.  

Whilst the use of timber, brick, cement, concrete, steel, glass, metals, plaster and bitumen 

continued after 1940, other materials had fallen out of favour, including rammed earth (for walls), 

thatch and slate (for roofs), lath and plaster (for ceilings and walls), and pressed metals linings 

(for ceilings and soffits).  Some naturally occurring materials continued to be used in their raw 

state, principally timber and stone, whereas most required conversion prior to use on site.  Raw 

and processed materials derived from natural resources were traditionally associated with labour 

intensive use, skilled craftsmanship, variable qualities and significant waste.  For those adapted 

for use in Modern building forms, new characteristics were captured in Modernist designs, the 

best example being glass and glazing products developed throughout the 1950s and 1960s. 

 

3.2.2 NEW USES FOR RAW MATERIALS 
 

Timber and stone were the two principal naturally occurring raw materials sourced for building 

purposes in accordance with traditional practices at 1940.  Timber was felled and stone quarried 

or mined, both were cut, transported, and finished on site ready for direct use in construction – 

without any further process of alteration from the natural state.  Timber was the foremost material 

of established use to be adapted for use in Modern construction, for structural purposes including 

roofs, walls and floors, and for non-structural interior fixtures and fittings including joinery 

elements, moveable partitions and built-in furniture.  By comparison, stone was used to a 

significantly less extent, selected for specific external and internal elements in both houses and 

public buildings, in particular feature walls, chimneys, fireplaces, floors and paving.  

 

TIMBER - NATIVE, EXOTIC AND IMPORTED  
 

Timber was the material of pre-1940 house building, used for the construction of wall and roof 

frames, external cladding, internal partitions, staircases, fixtures and fittings, and it remained 

fundamental to the materiality of domestic New Zealand Modernism.  Building in timber relied 

upon three sources of supply – native hardwoods and softwoods, imported hardwoods and 

softwoods, and exotic softwoods.  The terms hardwood and softwood refer to the botanical 

category of deciduous and coniferous trees respectively, rather than their physical characteristics.  

For building, the differentiation between heartwood and sapwood was the more important 

categorisation for durability and fitness for purpose. 

 

 

																																																													
343  Wood, ‘Reinforced Concrete Buildings in New Zealand 1900-1988’, p. 3. 
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The heartwood of indigenous hardwoods and softwoods was traditionally used for structural wall 

and roof-frames, weatherboard cladding, floor beams, joists and boards, windows and doors, and 

internal joinery.  Some specific species were preferred for the construction of particular building 

elements because of their working characteristics, such as Kauri for timber framing, Totara for 

windows, Rimu and Matai for flooring.  Paul Pascoe’s 1940 centennial publication on ‘Houses’ 

included the findings of a survey of 450 typical rural dwellings in his chapter on ‘The Average 

House in New Zealand Today’, which identified 99% of houses comprised a wooden structure.344  

Pascoe remarked that ‘Carpenters pre-dominate among the artisans who build New Zealand’s 

homes since most dwellings are of wood’.345  For the first half of the 1940s, wartime government 

restrictions limited the use of indigenous timber for structural elements to sub-floor construction 

only, whereby foundation piles, bearers and joists would be exposed to damp.  As a consequence 

this disruption in supply and the depletion of some indigenous timber species, hardwood and 

softwood was imported.  There were also moves during this period towards the production of 

renewable sources of fast-grown softwood, particularly plantation grown exotic species cultivated 

principally for the building industry.  Californian Radiata Pine was selected for production on a 

commercial basis during the 1920s and 1930s, following the original use of imported seed and 

cultivation trials since the mid-nineteenth century.346  The first exotic forest plantations matured 

during the 1950s, and by 1960 there was more exotic sawn timber produced for building than 

native species.347  

 

Timber in its raw state did not represent the materiality of the 1920s Modern Movement in 

Europe, the polemics of which favoured the artificial over the natural.  However, the use of timber 

contributed to a less constrained, more organic approach to Modernism that matured during the 

1930s, particularly in the hands of architects like Alvar Aalto in Finland.  Because of New 

Zealand’s own timber heritage, and the knowledge of Modernist timber house designs that were 

published in Scandinavia, Japan and America, most regions of the country made significant use 

of timber and timber products for new homes.  Timber was an adaptable material that responded 

well to new forms of wall and roof framing, cladding, windows, doors, internal linings, fixtures and 

fittings.  The main difference between timber used for houses during the mid-century, compared 

with preceding decades, was the extent to which some elements of construction were left 

exposed and undecorated (including the unpainted).  This approach was practical and economic, 

and responded to the founding principles of Modernism.  Exposed posts and beams, floor joists 

and roof framing were often left in their natural state.  

 

 

																																																													
344  Paul Pascoe, ‘Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century’ Vol. 2, No.20, Houses (Wellington: Department of 
Internal Affairs, 1940), p. 20.  The survey was undertaken by the Social Science Research Bureau on behalf of the 
agricultural sector.	
345  Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2, No.20, ‘Houses’, p. 21.	
346  Peter Berg, 'Radiata pine - Plantations in New Zealand', in Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, (13th July 2012)   
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/radiata-pine/page-2 
347  Nancy Swarbrick, 'Logging native forests - Managing native forests, 1920s–1970s', in Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of 
New Zealand, (13th July 2012)   
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/logging-native-forests/page-5 
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STONE - INDIGENOUS AND IMPORTED 
 

The availability and use of natural stone for mass masonry construction had declined by 1940, 

due to diminishing resources and its high cost relative to other material types.  However, it found 

new uses for certain internal and external elements, particularly fireplaces, flooring and paving.   

 

Stone was a traditional material historically associated with monumental forms and architectural 

stylism – a use that did not accord with the polemics of the Modern Movement.  However, stone 

punctuated specific external and internal aspects of Modernist buildings, rather than dominated, 

within the overall context of individual designs.  Modern stonework bore little resemblance to its 

monumental past, utilised selectively for its natural qualities and local availability, which 

maintained a relationship with the material characteristics of specific regions.  Frank Lloyd 

Wright’s selective use of stone in his design of Fallingwater is of international architectural 

importance, for its influence upon design throughout the mid-century.  Stone, both locally sourced 

and imported, was also used for landscaping purposes, where its hardwearing properties offered 

practical benefits as well as visual relationships between indoor-outdoor spaces when matching 

stone was carried from internal floor finish to external paving.  

 

For houses, stone was often selected from 

within regions where it could be extracted 

from the site, or the vicinity.  Ernst Plischke’s 

Henderson House (d.1948, b.1951-52), 

located in Alexandra, incorporated the local 

stone (Schist) in the construction of its 

principal flank walls and for the enclosure of 

the lower-ground storey, (Fig. 25).348  The 

Schist was excavated from the site on which 

the house was built, and used in the form of 

long thin stones tiles rather than large dressed stone blocks, a detail which expressed the natural 

character of the material rather than its mass.  

 

However, both local and imported stone featured in Modern designs for the interiors of houses 

and public buildings, selected for its natural characteristics of pattern and colour, which took the 

place of surface decoration.  Bruce Rotherham’s own home (d.1951, b.1951-52), located in the 

Auckland suburb of Stanley Bay, had a ground floor paved with large random stone slabs that 

were sourced locally and laid with a slightly irregular surface, rather than being dressed smooth 

and flat.349  Ernst Plischke incorporated imported stone in his design for the Sutch House (d.1953, 

																																																													
348  For further information see:  Linda Tyler, ‘Henderson House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s Modern 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 60. 
349  For further information see:  Allan Wild, ‘Rotherham House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s Modern 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 61.	

 
Fig. 25:  Henderson House, Alexandra.  Image by author (2011).   



EXPRESSING THE MODERN 1:  UNDERSTANDING MATERIALITY IN NEW ZEALAND ARCHITECTURE 1940-1970 

	

81 

b.1953-56), located in the Wellington suburb of Brooklyn – Sydney sandstone for internal and 

external paving, and Bluestone for the upper-storey chimney and external walling to the external 

terrace at the same level.350  An imported polished marble was used to line the entrance lobby of 

the AMP Building in Auckland, rather than a local stone, which imbued the new building with a 

point of difference and air of corporate prestige.351 

 

3.2.3 NEW TYPES OF PROCESSED MATERIALS 
 

Most naturally occurring materials required conversion from the raw state to an altered condition 

for use in construction, mainly by the application of heat, a process that either changed physical 

characteristics or removed impurities.  Processed raw materials from indigenous sources 

included: (i) clay – for bricks and roofing tiles; and, (ii) limestone – for lime, cement, concrete, and 

plaster.  Other processed building materials that were not available in New Zealand had to be 

imported, and these included; (i) steel – from iron ore and sand; (ii) lead, zinc and copper – from 

metal ores; (iii) glass – from sand; and, (iv) asphalt – from bitumen.  The use of brick, glass, lime, 

and structural iron defined nineteenth-century building, whilst cement, concrete, glass products, 

and steel reinforcement and components (eg. window frames) embodied the progressive changes 

in materiality through to the mid-twentieth century.  Paints and coating sit between these two 

categories, because they were manufactured in New Zealand using indigenous and imported 

constituents.  Manufacturing processes were refined for improved qualities and better productivity 

during the mid-century, and many materials of established use made a significant contribution in 

their new forms to the character of Modernist architecture in New Zealand.   

 

BRICK  
 

Bricks were traditionally used for the construction of loadbearing walls, foundations, chimneys, 

steps and boundary walls, and had a continued role in Modern building, albeit used in different, 

pre-dominantly non-structural, methods of construction.  According to Henry Russell Hitchcock, 

brick was an inexpensive and practical surface material, rather than a loadbearing one, and better 

for being stuccoed.352  At the commencement of the 1940s brickwork was still lauded by some 

industry commentators for its ‘Beauty and Permanence’ – a backward-looking duality of the 

picturesque and the monumental.353  These marketable characteristics were at odds with 

Modernist principles and practice, and whilst brick was not the dominant material of Modern New 

Zealand architecture, it was widely incorporated for specific aspects of design in new houses and 

public buildings.  The Modern use of brick was often subservient to the principal material of 

																																																													
350  For further information see:  Linda Tyler, ‘Sutch House (also known as the Sutch-Smith House)’, in Long Live the 
Modern: New Zealand’s Modern Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 75.	
351  For further information see:  Bill McKay, ‘AMP Building’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s Modern Architecture 
1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 118.	
352  Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922 (New York: W.H. 
Norton, 1932), p. 66. 
353  ‘Brickwork for Beauty and Permanence’, in Building Progress, Vol. V, No. 3 (1940), p. 21.  Report on The 
Amalgamated Brick and Pipe Co, Ltd display in the industrial section of the Centennial Exhibition.	
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construction and enclosure, divested of its monumentality and given new purpose.  Modern bricks 

were manufactured in different qualities, with varying degrees of hardness, and a myriad of 

surface textures: 

 

§ Most bricks were less picturesque in use and appearance than traditional ones (Fig. 26), 

with the softer irregular-faced bricks of variable colour superseded by the harder smooth-

faced, plain colour, semi-engineering quality.   

§ Bricks of uniform tone and surface were often laid in ways that broke the overall wall 

surface, with individual bricks set forward in a regular arrangement.   

§ Stack bonding (Fig. 27), broke the loadbearing rules that traditionally required staggered 

joints in brickwork, although stretcher bond (for half-brick thick cladding) predominated for 

Modern building (Fig. 28).  

§ Some bricks were fired with a textured pattern or surface treatment for decorative relief.  

§ On other occasions, rougher bricks (seconds), were selected on purpose for their 

economical or sculptural appearance to contrast with other materials. 

 

   

 

There was a preference for plain wall surfaces without structural emphasis or embellishment – 

openings previously spanned by elaborate loadbearing brick arches were bridged by reinforced 

concrete or steel concealed behind rows of horizontal brick (often described as soldier arches).  

Moulded brick decoration ceased to be used, and instead projecting and recessed headers, 

angled bricks, and bespoke shapes could be incorporated into wall structures without divergence 

from the functionality of purpose.  

 

The Don Wilson House (d. and b.1958-60) located in Wanganui, incorporated half-width panels of 

brick that punctuated the ends of his two flat-roofed pavilions.354  The vertical brick panels had a 

clear separation from the flat roofs by a single row of glazed (clerestory) lights positioned beneath 

the eaves, which emphasised the independence of each element.  This clerestory device had 

been used to significant effect at the earlier Thom House (d. and b.1953), designed by James 

																																																													
354  For further information see:  Mark Southcombe, ‘Don Wilson House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s Modern 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 101.	

Fig. 26:  House, Auckland (circa.1940)  - 
exposed structural brick arch.  Image by 
author (2020).   

Fig. 27:  Commercial Building, Auckland 
(1960s) - modern stack-bonded brick 
panel panel.  (Image by author (2019).    

Fig. 28:  St Philip’s Church Tower, 
Auckland (1969) - modern stretcher 
bond with flat non-structural arch. 
Image by author (2019).   
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Hackshaw and located in the Auckland suburb of Mt Albert, the perimeter of which was enclosed 

by a high brick wall.355  The timber framed Rotherham House had a square tower of brick in the 

centre of the house which enclosed the staircase leading from the ground floor up to the 

mezzanine level, and down to a wine cellar.  The separate roles of timber enclosure and internal 

brick structure was a powerful relationship within a small floor plan, which had no dividing walls.  

The Rotherham House bricks had rough surfaces, and may have been seconds.356  

 

The Seymour Flats, located in the Auckland 

suburb of Herne Bay, were designed by the 

architect Robin Rockel and completed in 

1958. The multi-storey building is concrete 

framed with a prominent textured red brick 

cladding.357 A newspaper article described 

the permanent and attractive materials, 

including the ‘Tapestry bricks, which give a 

delightful finish to the exterior of the building, 

are of the smaller size, with roughly reeded 

surfaces and slight variations in colour due to 

burning in their manufacture’ (Fig. 29).358   

 

The long-standing manufacturing process for 

brick lent itself to decorative relief and colour 

variation within the fired unit.  Bricks were 

selected for their repetitiveness of surface 

finish, either a smooth texture or pattern 

impressed with the surface.  Bricks were also 

laid out-of-plane to contrast with plainer 

surfaces (Fig. 30).  The contrasted use of 

traditional and new materials (especially brick 

and timber with concrete) was a design intent 

that is evident in the materiality of many mid-century buildings. 

 

The use of brick featured in Collegiate Modernism.  At the University of Otago, Aquinas Hall, 

designed by Ted McCoy (d. and b.1952-54), the concrete framed construction incorporated brick 

infill.  Low brick panels of stretcher bond were located beneath larger timber windows, framed by 

concrete columns and beams in a regular grid formation.  At Christ’s College in Christchurch, the 

longitudinal Chapman Block designed by Warren & Mahoney (d. and b.1961-62), brick walls to 

																																																													
355  For further information see:  Michael Milojevic, ‘Thom House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s Modern 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 66.	
356  Pers. comm. Julia Gatley to Phillip Hartley, July 2019.  
357  The Seymour Flats were visited on 6th April 2018. 
358  New Zealand Herald, 22.2.1958. 

 

Fig. 29:  Seymour Flats, Auckland - stretcher bond walls with 
textured brick, in variable reds.  Image by author (2018).   

 

Fig. 30:  Liston House (Offices), Auckland (1960s) - stretcher 
bond smooth-faced brickwork, with vitrified and set-forward 
bricks.  Image by author (2018).   
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each end of the building were not the metaphorical book-end form, rather the brickwork was 

divided into narrowly projected panels between each storey.  The use of a stretcher bond clearly 

articulated the brickwork as a skin, distinct from the loadbearing bonding patterns of the past 

where header bricks were integrated.   

 

At the University of Auckland, International 

House (1965-71) was designed by Jasmad as 

purpose-built student accommodation, and 

constructed predominantly of brick, with 

timber framed and glazed ribbon windows.  

The brick was left fair-faced externally and 

un-plastered internally, and the whilst the 

appearance is generally plain and of uniform 

tone, the arrangement of the individual multi-

storey blocks planned for the steeply sloping 

site created a visually interesting complex 

dominated by the banded use of brick and glass (Fig. 31).  The architect John Sutherland was 

involved in this project, and he explained the process of construction using a proprietary brick 

product known as RBM (Reinforced Brick Masonry), manufactured by the Amalgamated Brick 

Company in Auckland.359  Two skins (withes) of brick were separated by a six-inch (150mm) wide 

cavity that was not left open according Sutherland, it was strengthened with concrete poured in 

stages to resist seismic movement.  However, their first project that used this brick system for a 

new block of flats was problematical, because the cavities were filled at the level of each storey, 

which did not allow for adequate compaction and air pockets.  This entrained air did not resist 

damp penetration, and to overcome this problem, the new facing brick had to be painted.   

 

CEMENT - CONCRETE, CONCRETE BLOCK AND PLASTER 
 

The technological progress of concrete reinforced with steel for public buildings did not translate 

into concrete house construction between 1940-70, whereas it was fundamental to the 

construction of New Zealand’s state housing blocks.  Wellington’s Dixon Street Flats (d.1940, 

b.1941-44), designed by the Housing Division of the Ministry of Works under Chief Architect 

Gordon Wilson, were ‘New Zealand’s first [concrete] slab apartment block’.360   The extensive 

monolithic concrete wall surfaces were coated externally in solid plaster with a painted finish, and 

the elevations relieved by projecting balconies and the addition of flower boxes to the principal 

façade.  Auckland’s Lower Greys Avenue Flats (b.1945-47) were also designed and constructed 

in ferro-concrete by the same department, although the second stage known as the Upper Flats 

was delayed by the Second World War and not completed until 1958.    

																																																													
359  Pers. comm. John Sutherland to Phillip Hartley, 13th September 2019. 
360  Julia Gatley in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Julia Gatley (Auckland: 
Auckland University Press, 2008), p. 42.	

 
Fig. 31:  International House, Auckland.  Image by author 
(2014).   
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Cement and aggregate were the basis of pre-cast concrete blocks – although their manufacture 

had been attempted during the 1880s, following the earliest production of Portland cement, the 

first machine-made blocks were not produced commercially in New Zealand until the late 1930s.  

The first Modern concrete block comprised a pre-cast hollow masonry unit manufactured from 

cement, water, and aggregate – a mixture of sand and gravel for standard blocks, or sand and 

expanded clay or scoria for lightweight blocks.  Blocks were a versatile low-cost alternative to 

brick and stone, that could be used for external walls, internal partitions, and below ground 

foundations in the construction of houses, flats and public buildings.  

 

The Bowman House (d.1952 b.1953), 

designed by Alex Bowman ‘was the first 

building in Nelson – and one of the first 

houses in the country – to be constructed of 

fair-faced concrete block’ (Fig. 32).361  The 

term fair-faced refers to the concrete block 

being left exposed in its manufacture state, 

un-plastered and un-painted.  The house was 

sympathetically altered and extended by the 

architect’s son, Ian Bowman in 2005.  

 

The use of fair-faced concrete blocks had no association 

with the past, and the earliest domestic use of this 

material was unmistakably Modern.  The functional use 

of concrete block, left exposed for external and internal 

walls, and the structural expression in-situ and pre-cast 

concrete responded to the materiality and form of 

Brutalist-inspired design that had become established in 

Britain during the 1950s.  New Zealand architects who 

travelled overseas during this period were introduced to 

an emergent Brutalist aesthetic that informed their 

domestic and public architecture on their return to New 

Zealand.  Miles Warren, who worked in London during 

the mid-1950s, was one of the first embrace the use of 

exposed concrete and concrete block, and his designs 

inspired the work of other architects (Fig 33).362   

																																																													
361  Ian Bowman, ‘Bowman House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s Modern Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by 
Gatley, p. 65.	
362		For further information see: 
Paul Walker, ‘Brutalism in New Zealand Architecture: Miles Warren and the Architectural Image’, in Neo-Avante-Garde 
and Postmodern Postwar Architecture in Britain and beyond, ed. by Mark Crinson and Claire Zimmerman (New Haven: 
Yale, 2010)	

 
Fig. 32:  Bowman House, Nelson.  Image courtesy of Ian 
Bowman (2020).  
 

 
Fig. 33:  Sir Miles Warren - at home.  Image by 
author (2014).  
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Warren predominantly used concrete block for 

his houses and flats in Christchurch.  His 

Dorset Street Flats (1956-57), were an early 

use of exposed blockwork for his domestic 

work (Fig. 34).363 Warren’s flats were two-

storied concrete framed units, with concrete 

foundations and floors, and external panels of 

blockwork walls that were left un-plastered, but 

coated in paint.   

 

Warren’s use of exposed blockwork initiated a 

locally distinctive materiality for his practice, 

Warren & Mahoney, during the 1950s and 60s.  

His designs for houses and flats included fully 

triangulated gable walls constructed in 

blockwork, that provided for a distinctive 

appearance during a period of low-pitch roof 

profiles (Fig. 35). 

 

In contrast to the plain blockwork used by 

Bowman and Warren during the 1950s, the 

concrete blocks used for Stebbing Studios 

(1969-70), located in the Auckland suburb of 

Herne Bay, were cast with an embossed 

pattern that lent texture and aesthetic relief to 

large areas of walling that would otherwise 

have been rather austere (Fig. 36).364  The 

embossed block was a manufactured one, and 

can be found in other buildings dating from the 

1960s.  In addition to textured blocks for walls, 

these, together with perforated blocks were 

used for screens, internally and within gardens 

and courtyards.  Blocks for walls were cellular, 

cast with voids for reinforcing rods and mortar 

to provided stability, whereas decorative blocks 

for screens were edge-bedded in mortar without reinforcement.  Concrete blocks were a 

supremely versatile and popular product during the mid-twentieth century. 

 
																																																													
363  For further information see:  Paul Walker, ‘Dorset Street Flats’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s Modern 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 81. 
364  The Stebbing Studios were visited on 15th August 2016. 

 
Fig. 34:  Dorset Street Flats, Christchurch.  Image by author 
(2013).  
 

 
Fig. 35:  Townhouse, Christchurch.  Image courtesy of Warren 
& Mahoney  
 

 
Fig. 36:  Stebbing Studios, Auckland.  Image by author (2016).   
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Exposed concrete structure, especially during 

the 1960s in New Zealand, was directly 

influenced by the materiality of Brutalism in 

England, particularly in the work of Warren & 

Mahoney.  Their student union complexes at the 

University of Canterbury located in Christchurch, 

Massey University located in Palmerston North, 

and the University of Auckland (Fig. 37), were 

variations of a similar design that incorporated 

pre-stressed concrete beams, reinforced 

concrete columns, and pre-cast concrete 

cladding panels faced with aggregate. 

 

Cement (gauged with sand) was the main 

constituent of external plaster.  Stucco plaster 

was the term given for a coating over a 

lightweight substrate of metal mesh or asbestos-

cement board fixed over timber framing that was 

common during the 1930’s and 1940s.  Solid 

plaster was the term for an external plaster finish 

applied directly over a masonry background, 

such as brick, concrete or concrete block, where 

the preference was not to leave these exposed.  

This was more popular after 1940.  The use of 

solid plaster could be easily matched to the 

appearance of concrete, when applied over brick 

and trowelled smooth for example.  However, not 

all solid plaster was used to imitate concrete.  

Patterned plaster had been popular during the 

1930s, but textured plaster was an alternative 

option to a flat surface.  Colour was uncommon, 

unless applied as paint, although one interesting 

exception was the material used for St Mary’s 

Church in Taihape, North Island, (d.1951, 

b.1951-54), designed by Ernst Plischke (Fig. 

38).365  The hard cement-based plaster was 

applied over concrete panels, with a textured 

finish which incorporated an unusual blue pigment that was only perceptible when seen close, but 

livened the dominant grey colour of the cement covered walls of the church.    
																																																													
365  For further information see:		Linda Tyler, ‘St Mary’s (Catholic) Church’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s 
Modern Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 67.	

 
Fig. 37:  Student Union Building, Auckland University.  
Image by author (2014).  

 

 

Fig. 38:  St Mary’s Church, Taihape.  Images by author 
(2010). 
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METALS  
 

F.R.S. Yorke commended ‘old metals in new forms’.366  The non-structural use of steel and non-

ferrous metals included new products based on base metals.  Changes were achieved by 

developments in manufacturing and fabrication techniques, and improvements in site-based 

installation.  For metal roofing, including steel and copper sheet, traditional imperial sheet lengths 

of eight feet became obsolete following the ability to roll-form full-length sheets for roofslopes 

enabled by machinery that could be used on building sites.  The maximum length of roll-formed 

sheets was limited only to the ability to handle them on roofs.  This single change enabled the 

materials to be laid at significantly lower pitches because of the elimination of the lapped joints 

(for steel), and reduced workmanship of folded and soldered joints (for copper).  Zinc was also an 

established roofing material, but its use was not as widespread as copper sheet after 1940.  

 

Rainwater fittings were fabricated in metals, until their replacement with asbestos cement and 

plastic.  Steel, copper and zinc were the main metals used for gutters and downpipes, and 

profiles became simpler, compared with pre-mid-century moulded shapes such as ogee.  Cast 

iron was the predominant material for rainwater fittings prior to 1940, mainly imported from 

England, but also manufactured in Dunedin.  Its use declined after 1940 due to the heavy weight, 

with lighter materials being easier to fabricate and use on site. 

 

GLASS  
 

Whilst the tiny glass panes, known as quarries, were superseded by larger single panes during 

the early-twentieth century, glass remained relatively expensive compared with bulk building 

materials.  Individual window casements and sashes were glazed with single, double or triple 

panes depending upon the size of each, and economical considerations.  The number of windows 

increased from single to multiple units, including ranges of glazing that extended around corners 

for the provision of increased light into principle living spaces.   

 

The use of larger and stronger glass sizes transformed design during the 1930s, in particular the 

commercial use of inter-storey ribbon glazing that extended the full width and height of each 

building storey.  The increased use of glass epitomised Modern materiality.  The sizes of glass 

sheets became larger during the 1940s, and technologically advanced during the 1950s and 

1960s.367  These changes benefitted the design for both houses and public buildings.  New 

Zealand had to import glass, much of it coming from the English company Pilkington, whose only 

rivals were a small number of American glass manufacturers.  After 1950, glass was no longer an 

established material that was supplied in increasingly larger sizes of single panes, the process of 

																																																													
366  F.R.S. Yorke, A Key to Modern Architecture (London: Blackie, 1939)	
367  F.R.S. Yorke and J. M. Richards both praised the contribution of new forms of glass to Modern architecture for its 
decorative effect and the increase in size such that whole walls could be made of glass.   



EXPRESSING THE MODERN 1:  UNDERSTANDING MATERIALITY IN NEW ZEALAND ARCHITECTURE 1940-1970 

	

89 

development created new products that had not been seen before, and these are considered 

within a following section of this chapter.  

 

BITUMEN - MASTIC ASPHALT  
 

The flat roof was a defining form of Modernist design.  The only material that was suited for 

waterproofing the first flat roofs during the early-twentieth century was mastic asphalt, derived 

from the processing of naturally occurring bitumen-rich materials.  Roofing grade mastic asphalt 

was supplied under the trade name Neuchatel in New Zealand, a product that was first introduced 

during the early 1900s.  Asphalt was laid in two layers, ¾ inch thick (20mm) but it was heavy, and 

not suited for covering light domestic timber-framed roof construction.  Asphalt continued to be 

used for covering flat roofs of ferro-concrete commercial and industrial buildings after 1940, 

however, it was supplanted during the 1950s and 1960s with new bitumen-based fabric-

reinforced composite sheet membranes.  These Modern membranes had completely replaced 

mastic asphalt by the 1970s. 

 

The use of bitumen-based materials that were more suited to flat roofs of lightweight timber 

construction increased when new products were introduced for waterproofing new forms of 

lightweight flat roof construction after 1940.  Sheet membranes could be easily shaped into small 

complex profiles like internal gutters, yet laid efficiently in large areas.  Considering the number 

and types of materials introduced during the mid-century in New Zealand, the bitumen-based 

sheet membrane was one of the most widely used, and successful of them all, and marketed as a 

the Modern roofers salvation. 

 

PAINTS AND COATINGS  
 

Architecture and colour have one of the strongest historical associations, through the myriad of of 

decorative coatings, coloured embellishment, stencilled patterns, and surface imitation, applied in 

varied degrees of vibrancy and complexity.  The Modern Movement shunned unnecessary 

decoration and celebrated an honest materiality in building.  The material palette of Modernist 

buildings expressed the tone, hue, clarity, natural textures and manufactured patterns of 

individual materials and products, and the contrasting relationship between the characteristics of 

different material types.  The surfaces of buildings did not hide the markings of nature, or 

manufacture and assembly, and embraced the as-built appearance of materials in their 

architectural function.  The Modern approach to the use of material was important both externally 

and internally, and materials of qualities were celebrated, whilst some traditional practices 

continued and materials were covered or coated rather than left raw.  
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The white cubic form of the Modern Movement that epitomised the singular materiality of concrete 

had a small representation in New Zealand, despite the availability of the materials, the 

construction skills, and the design capability.  There were a small number of houses built during 

the latter half of the 1930s that were influenced by this material palette, but were not faithful to the 

principal, having been constructed of loadbearing brick coated in render and white paint, which 

purported to be concrete.  This departure from the principle of honesty in the use of materials was 

not unique to New Zealand.  

 

The principal material palette of the Modern 

New Zealand house was expressed in timber, 

and both natural wood finishes and paint 

coatings were used for internal and external 

elements.  The predominant finishes for 

weatherboard cladding was natural wood clear 

coatings or stains, and light coloured paint – 

whites, light blues, and often pale yellow for the 

underside of roof eaves (Fig. 39).  This eaves 

colour was used for a house in the Auckland 

suburb of Bayswater, in original condition until 

2010, when re-painted white by the new owner.   

 

Different types of timber displayed contrasting tones usually with a natural polished finish.  Subtle 

tones of difference were captured in the natural finish, especially where the native species were 

left unpainted. Vernon Brown’s treatment of weatherboarding for his houses of the 1940s and 

early 1950s, was a Modern re-working of the traditional, with the principal wall surfaces coated in 

creosote, and indented wall faces punctuated by lighter coloured paintwork.  Linda Tyler regarded 

this form and materiality as ‘a specifically New Zealand Modernism’, compared with the 

‘Continental Modernist ideas’ expressed in the work of Émigré architects, such as Ernst Plischke, 

who predominantly used a white or pale colours for their weatherboarded houses.368  Plischke’s 

Khan House was painted pale blue and his Lang House pale green, for example.  The Modern  

 

New Zealand-ness continued into the 1950s with the widespread use of natural wood finish, 

prominent in the work of the Group architects, and the work of other architects thereafter.  Where 

the material palette of houses departed from a predominantly timber one, other materials 

including blockwork, brickwork, stone, render and steel, complemented specific wooden 

elements, and were often painted.  A relationship between painted materials and timber elements 

was established.  

 

																																																													
368  Linda Tyler, ‘Khan House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s Modern Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 
40.	

 
Fig. 39:  Late-1930s house, Auckland.  Image by author 
(2010).   
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3.3 ADOPTING NEW MATERIALS 
 

3.3.1 NEW MATERIALS AND NEW ZEALAND MODERNISM  

 

The incorporation of Modern materials and products in mid-century designs was a tangible 

expression of modernity.  The benefits afforded by their use in the design of houses and public 

buildings were perceived in the manufacturing performance characteristics, compared with the 

uncertainties of natural materials.  The use of new products and materials proliferated during the 

1950s and 1960s, through two different approaches to their manufacture – those based on the 

combination of natural and artificial materials (described as composites), and the development of 

new products based on the combination of chemicals (described as synthetics).  Composites 

were two or more materials combined to make a single new product with improved characteristics 

compared with the original components.  The most widely used types of composite materials 

were laminated timber products, fibre cement components, and metal alloys.  Synthetic materials 

included plastics, rubber and resin-based products.  The claims for the superiority of products, 

over raw materials, included statements about maintenance becoming a thing of the past – ‘Fix it 

and forget it’ represented the spirit of the age.369  New material types were described as ‘artificial’ 

in period texts, compared with those of natural origin, and were praised for their ‘fixed 

composition’, and ‘technical performance’, and for being ‘more predictable’.370 

 

New Zealand had access to a significant amount of literature that variously described or promoted 

the use of new materials in Modern architecture.  Architects of the Modern Movement welcomed 

the availability of new materials, which provided for greater spans, increased height and greater 

tolerances in design.  Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson celebrated the contribution of 

new materials for their ‘technical perfection’.371  However, F.R.S. Yorke recognised a continued 

role for natural materials in Modern architecture through their ‘conversion into something more 

predictable’.372  Plywood – as an example of conversion from natural material to composite 

product – was described by the architect J. M. Richards as ‘virtually a new material’.373    

 

3.3.2 COMPOSITE MATERIALS 
 

TIMBER - COMPOSITES 
 

Timber and glue were the basis of new products of fixed composition, technical efficiency, and 

prescribed performance standards, that were suited to off-site mass-production and pre-

																																																													
369  This claim was used in an advertisement for Alcan’s aluminium roof coverings publish in Building Progress. 
370  These terms were used by Architects to describe the benefits of artificial materials over natural materials in texts 
published during the 1920s and 1930s, including those by Le Corbusier, F.R.S. Yorke, and J.M. Richards. 
371  Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922 (New York: W.H. 
Norton, 1932) p. 29.	
372  F.R.S. Yorke, A Key to Modern Architecture (London: Blackie, 1939)	
373  J.M. Richards, An Introduction to Modern Architecture (London: Penguin, 1940), p. 57. 
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fabrication.  The process by which timber was converted from the raw state to new composite 

materials utilised multiple thin sheets or blocks of wood combined with adhesives.  Three or more 

sheets were combined with glue to produce plywood, for which different species could be 

combined for economy, structural requirements, and exposed veneers for polished finishes.  

Waste timber, produced as a by-product from other manufacturing processes, was used as the 

basis of compressed particle board, through the combination of wood shavings and glue.  Multiple 

blocks of timber were combined with glues to produce laminated timber beams.  These products 

were far stronger than their separate components, and the development of modern adhesives 

was fundamental to their manufacture.   

 

ASBESTOS-CEMENT PRODUCTS    
 

Cement reinforced with natural mineral fibres – principally asbestos – formed the basis of 

lightweight building components that were first manufactured in New Zealand in the late 1930s.  

Cement paste was combined with asbestos fibres and cast into thin flat sheets for wall cladding, 

corrugated sheets for roof coverings, and purpose-made rainwater fittings including gutter profiles 

and downpipes.  Asbestos was replaced by synthetic fibre reinforcement during the 1980s, 

because of health risks associated with asbestosis.   

 

The extensive use of asbestos cement in New Zealand was significant because the Australian 

based manufacturer, James Hardie Industries, established a plant in Auckland in 1938 for the 

manufacture of flat and corrugated sheets.  Hardie’s used the trade name Fibro for its products, 

most notably Fibrolite for its asbestos cement sheets.374  The New Zealand coastal 

accommodation, bach in the North Island or crib in the South Island, was alternatively referred to 

as the Fibrolite Weekender.  The company's first major contract was for the exterior walls of the 

New Zealand Centennial Exhibition in Wellington in 1940.  

 

Hardies super six roof asbestos cement 

roofsheets are synonymous with mid-century 

Modernism in New Zealand, and the material 

and profile was favoured for houses by many 

architects, including Jack Manning and John 

Sutherland, who appreciated both its resistance 

to deterioration and its industrial appearance 

(Fig. 40).  Many New Zealand roofs still have 

super six coverings, and when it is required to 

be removed in compliance with health and 

safety legislation, there are no roll-forming 

																																																													
374  James Hardie established his company in Australia in 1888 and retired in 1911, but the business continued and was 
publicly listed in 1951. 

 
Fig. 40:  Manning House, Auckland.  Image by author 
(2011).    
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companies who replicate this profile in steel.  The only material in which the original super-six 

profile is manufactured is clear Perspex for replacement lay-lights already installed in existing 

asbestos-cement roofs.  All fibre reinforced cement-based materials used in building construction 

between 1940-1970 contained asbestos fibres, following which the reinforcement for the cement 

was changed to nylon fibres thereafter.   

 

METALS ALLOYS 
 

Two metal alloys were prominent in New Zealand’s Modernist materiality – aluminium and 

stainless steel.  Both types had to be imported, and whilst they had been used in architecture 

prior to 1940, their application for Modern construction during the mid-century changed the 

materiality of commercial building in particular.   

  

Alloyed metals are a ‘substance having metallic 

properties, consisting of two or more metallic elements or 

of metallic and non-metallic elements, which are miscible 

with each other when molten, and have not separated 

into distinct layers when solid’.375  Alloys are separated 

into ferrous alloys and non-ferrous alloys, and both types 

were used in New Zealand. Aluminium, similar to steel, 

had to be imported for use in New Zealand until 1971, 

when a commercial smelter was opened at Tiwai 

Peninsula in the South Island.376  The worldwide 

increase in the manufacture of aluminium alloys for WWII 

continued after the war, which, together with significant 

quantities of recycled aluminium, meant that aluminium 

was plentiful during the 1950s and 60s.  Aluminium for 

wall cladding was rarely used in New Zealand, and this is 

recognised by the inclusion of Dunedin’s Morgan House (d.1959, b.1960) in Long Live the 

Modern (Fig. 41).377  The house was constructed over two storeys, with plain elevations and level 

wall-tops that were clad in ‘ribbed aluminium [that] was an imported American product’.378  

Aluminium was used far more extensively for the roofs of commercial and industrial buildings, and 

window frames.  Imperial length (8 ft.) metal roof sheets were replaced by long-run roof sheets 

after 1960, which eliminated cross-joints, and aluminium gradually superceded the use of copper, 

except for prestige buildings such as the Maclaurin Chapel (b.1964).  Cast steel windows were 

																																																													
375  Caleb Hornbostel, Materials For Architecture (USA: Reinhold, 1967), p. 17.  This description of the properties of an 
alloy is a definition by the American Society for Testing Materials.  
376  Megan Cook. 'Pulp and paper, aluminium and steel industries - Aluminium', in Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of New 
Zealand, updated 20-Apr-16.   
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/pulp-and-paper-aluminium-and-steel-industries/page-3 
377   Michael Findlay, ‘Morgan House (also known as the ‘Aluminium House’),’ in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s 
Modern Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 104. 
378   Findlay, ‘Morgan House (also known as the ‘Aluminium House’)’, ed. by Gatley, p. 104.	

 
Fig. 41:  The Morgan (Aluminium House), 
Dunedin.  Image by author (2017).    
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used for a significant number of mid-century buildings, well into the 1960s, but replaced by 

aluminium window frames that first appeared at a commercial scale during the early 1950s.379 

 

Stainless steel was a material that epitomised quality Modern building.  The alloying of mild steel 

to produce a new form of steel that could resist corrosion without having to be protected by 

coatings, presented opportunities to use a material that required minimal maintenance.  The 

commitment to its function and appearance has been rewarded by longevity of both qualities.  

Without stainless steel, New Zealand’s curtain-walled towers would not be the iconic mid-century 

buildings they are recognised as today. 

 

GLASS PRODUCTS  
 

Glass was an established product manufactured from natural materials, and long uninterrupted 

lengths of framed glazing were first seen in the modern office and commercial buildings 

constructed during the 1930s and 1940s.380  However, significant developments in glass 

technology during the 1950s made it a decade of change, with manufacturing achievements that 

provided coloured glass, toughened glass, thermal glass, double-glazing and structural glass 

blocks. During this period, there was an architectural transition from inter-storey framed ribbon 

glazing to the multi-storey framed curtain wall glazing.  By the latter part of the decade New 

Zealand had designed its own scale of skyscrapers draped in glass, based on American models.  

The glass used for these multi-storied buildings had to be imported, and the three principal 

manufacturers based in England and America responded to the demand for technological 

improvements during a rapidly changing period of architectural designs.  These developments in 

glass manufacturing technology were pioneered by Pilkington Brothers Limited in England, and 

by the Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company and the Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company in America.   

 

The material palette of Modern city centre office buildings during the 1950s was dominated by 

glass and metal.  The appearance of glass within curtain wall systems combined the clear, the 

tinted and the coloured for differing purposes, and aluminium and stainless steel were the 

common metals for the framework around the glazing.  The impressions of colour were captured 

in the tinted colour of glass for windows and curtain walls, and the polished self-coloured finishes 

of aluminium and stainless steel.  The common tones of glass from clear to a green tint were the 

most commonplace.  Glass derives its colour from the selective absorption of light, with individual 

colours produced by the incorporation of different minerals within its composition, and the 

variation of options for coloured glass increasing through the 1950s and 1960s. 

 

																																																													
379  The earliest use of aluminium for window frames identified in practice, was for the 1954 Mutual Life Assurance 
Company building in Auckland.  These windows we fabricated with welded, so similar to the appearance of steel that they 
are easily mistakenly.  The main difference when examining window frames from this period is the absence of rust.  
380  Amongst the earliest and best examples of ribbon glazing include the existing Dingwall Building (Offices), Auckland 
(1934-1935), and the original Millers Building (retail store), Christchurch (1937-1939), now regrettably demolished. 
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All glass used in 1950s curtain wall construction was plate glass, rather than float glass which 

was patented at the end of the decade and used for curtain wall construction during the 1960s.  

However, the 1950s represents a key period of period of change in the use of plate glass, from 

the established rolling, annealing (hardening), grinding and polishing process for clear plate glass 

during the first half of the decade, to the manufacture of thermally toughened (tempered) glass 

with insulating, solar reflective, and heat absorbing properties, manufactured from the mid-1950s 

onwards.  Heat absorbing glass increased in temperature in response to external conditions, 

which acted as a radiator when external conditions cooled, whereas a standard glass cooled 

rapidly with the reduction in external temperatures.  This thermal capability reduced the risk of 

condensation on single glass panes.  Coloured spandrel glass was manufactured from tempered 

glass fired with a tinted ceramic coating on one side.   

 

In America, Libbey’s called their spandrel glass Vitrolux, whilst Pittsburgh’s version was called 

Spandrelite.  In England, there were two principal types of spandrel glass produced by Pilkington, 

marketed under the trade names Muroglass and Armourclad.  Most glass imported into New 

Zealand was supplied by Pilkingtons, who advertised their architectural glass vigorously in New 

Zealand’s Building Progress from 1957 onwards, with full page colour promotions of their specific 

range of glass for curtain wall cladding.  ‘Another Pilkington Product for the Glass Age’ headlined 

a 1958 advert by Pilkingtons, which declared to New Zealand readers, ‘This is an age in which 

few materials rival glass in the contribution it makes to the appearance, comfort and efficiency in 

modern buildings.’381   

 

3.3.3 SYNTHETIC MATERIALS 
 
Synthetic materials are of manufactured chemical composition, rather than natural origin.  The 

experimentation with synthetic materials leading up to the first-world-war, and further 

developments before and after the Second-World-War, improved upon their characteristics 

through practical applications.  Synthetic materials for use in building had similar properties: 

 

The materials designated as rubber, fibres, resins and plastics, are of similar molecular 

structure, and by appropriate chemical and physical treatment it is possible to interconvert 

any one of them.  Therefore, certain structural features are common to all, and in turn are 

related to similarity in physical properties between materials not necessarily chemically 

related.382 

 

The largest group of synthetic materials are the plastics and resins.  ‘The term ”plastic” is 

essentially a commercial classification to which no strictly scientific definition can be applied’.383   

																																																													
381  Building Progress, November (1959), p. 6.  
382  Caleb Hornbostel, Materials For Architecture (USA: Reinhold, 1967), p. 394.	
383  Hornbostel, Materials For Architecture, p. 394. 	
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Rubber was also in important type of new material used in architecture, principally for its elasticity 

and water resistance 

 

PLASTICS, RESINS AND RUBBER 

 

Modern plastics have made a significant contribution to Modern architecture.  

 
From World War II to the present [1961], materials and design concepts in architecture 

have been affected by plastics in all forms.  To mention a few examples, there are new 

paints, adhesives, and caulking compounds; new flooring, wall, partition and roofing 

materials; new water repellents; hard high-gloss types for walls; finish flooring that is 

almost painted on: and laminates.384 

 

In architecture, the range of types of plastics and resins include contact adhesives (for laminates), 

cellophane (for lacquers), epoxies (for adhesives and caulking compounds), fluorocarbons (for 

joint compounds), melamine (for tableware), bakelite (for electric fixtures and interior hardware, 

nylon fibres (for hardware and rollers), polyester (clear sheets for roofs, walls and internal 

partitions), polyethylene (for damp proofing), polyurethane (for paints), polystyrene (for insulating 

products), silicones and siloxanes (for water repellents), and vinyl (for safety glass and flooring).  

The majority of plastics developed for use in building were used in New Zealand between 1940 

and 1970.  Plastic laminates comprised of layers, made of impregnated kraft papers, aluminium 

foil, and a patterned sheet impregnated and coated in hard-wearing melamine.  Plastic flooring 

comprised of solid vinyl, vinyl and asbestos fibres, and other vinyl-coated flooring materials, in 

continuous sheet or tiles.  Plastic sheets of acrylate or polyester were either plain or reinforced 

with glass fibres, and produced in flat, corrugated, and curved sheets or other deformed shapes.  

Moisture resistant plastic film was manufactured in rolls from polyethylene and polyvinyl, and 

plastic foam insulation was made from expanded polystyrene.     

 

3.4 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter has examined the materiality of New Zealand Modernism from the perspective of 

indigenous and imported materials applied to new forms.  It shows that new uses for traditional 

materials made a fundamental contribution to New Zealand architecture after 1940, including 

those manufactured from the composition of different natural and processed materials that were 

adapted for new uses, and products manufactured with performance characteristics that 

exceeded those of the component parts.  New products derived from the combination of chemical 

constituents, rather than natural materials, brought new performance capabilities to buildings 

during the mid-century.  

																																																													
384  Hornbostel, Materials For Architecture, p. 399.	



EXPRESSING THE MODERN 1:  UNDERSTANDING MATERIALITY IN NEW ZEALAND ARCHITECTURE 1940-1970 

	

97 

This chapter has shown how composite materials utilised established and newer materials, 

predominantly based around the blending of timber and adhesives, fibre reinforcement and 

cement, different metals in alloys, and improved glass technology, in addition to concrete and 

steel.  It has also considered the chemically derived synthetics, which provided plastics, rubbers, 

fibres, and other man-made products, also key to the materiality of new buildings.   

 

This chapter examined the extent to which New Zealand has been reliant upon the importation of 

materials, including most significantly the ferrous and non-ferrous metals, glass and other 

products, without which the technological advances in building would not have been achievable.  

It has discussed the extent to which the use of timber has dominated the building of houses, and 

concrete reinforced with steel for flats and public buildings.  Structural steel was not manufactured 

in New Zealand until the 1970s, and this has meant that there are few large steel framed 

buildings before that date, and very limited use in domestic architecture.  

 

A key principal of the Modern Movement was the application of materials that expressed their 

physical characteristics – of composition, manufacture, fabrication, and mode of assembly.  This 

chapter has illustrated how the expression of unaltered physical surface in New Zealand buildings 

is captured within the inherent texture and colour of materials, and the juxtaposition of differing 

material types used for individual buildings.  This approach was in stark contrast with the 

concealment, disguise and decoration that obscured these material qualities in previous decades.  

This chapter found that the use of materials during the 1940s was slow to relinquish the stylistic 

decorative overlays that persisted during the 1930s in New Zealand.  It has discussed how the 

country progressively embraced the inherent characteristics of substance and surface: timber was 

left natural; brickwork fairfaced; concrete raw; steelwork exposed; and metal fixtures unpainted.   

 

This chapter has examined the use of different materials by émigré architects, and those trained 

within New Zealand.  The influence of the émigrés is evident during the early 1940s, in particular 

the work of Ernst Plischke, and although they were more familiar with the use of concrete in 

Europe for Modern domestic architecture, they adapted to the regional conditions in New 

Zealand.  They worked in a timber aesthetic that responded to their principles and previous 

practice, and their honesty of expression in the use of different materials is evident in the 

examples of houses, flats and public buildings that have been considered by this chapter. 

 

Brutalism emphasised even more the idea of honesty of expression, and the use of undecorated 

concrete block was first explored by Alex Bowman and Miles Warren during the mid-1950s, 

although this material remained a choice of individual architects rather than common practice.  

This chapter identified that the use of exposed block and brick was of concern to some 

architectural practices because of the damage that might result in a seismic event.  As a 

consequence, masonry was more widespread for blocks of flats, collegiate, and industrial 

buildings during the 1960s.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

EXPRESSING THE MODERN 2:   
UNDERSTANDING FORM IN NEW ZEALAND ARCHITECTURE 1940-1970 

 

New Zealand architecture tentatively, not radically, engaged with Modern forms from the mid-

1930s onwards, particularly for houses, and more gradually for public buildings.  Stylistic formality 

and historicist patronage diminished in favour of a mature Modern Movement inspired 

architecture, which championed new forms that responded to functional requirements.  Modern 

Movement developments centred on Europe during the 1920s and early-1930s positioned Britain 

as a conservative latecomer to the adoption of new architectural forms, which similarly imbued 

New Zealand and the wider commonwealth with a similar architectural conservatism.385  However, 

this country did not hold a mirror to British architecture alone, and this chapter engages with New 

Zealand’s diverse engagement with other overseas sources, where Modern buildings forms were 

progressive and influential.  European concrete exemplars were borrowed for the basis of New 

Zealand’s state housing initiatives after 1940, and the timber-framed and glazed domestic 

architecture that captured the light and warmth of California and the North American West Coast, 

was far more suited to this country’s conditions than the enclosed masonry construction of 

English houses.  For example, Gordon Drake (1918-1952), who had a working relationship with 

an American architect schooled in New Zealand, Warren Radford (1919-2011), was committed to 

timber construction for his California houses, rather than steel.386   The timber building traditions of 

Scandinavia and most significantly Japan domestic architecture,387 and their response to 

Modernism imparted in publications, also became influential on the form of Modern New Zealand 

house design.  

 

However, New Zealand’s Modernist architecture from 1940-70 was not a singular representation 

of a functionalist doctrine, rather, different forms variously expressed the following typologies: (i) 

an internationally-derived Modernism that expounded the founding principles of Modernism (the 

ideological), including imitative renditions (the mimetic) based on published sources; and, (ii) an 

adaptation of Modernist principles applied to local conditions (the regional).  Internationalist 

designs in New Zealand (ideological expression) applied the canons of Modern form, and the 

adoption of overseas models (mimetic expression) was a conscious attempt to look Modern.  

Local solutions (regional expression) manipulated key principles in different areas of the country 

based on a more organic, less programmatic approach to design, responding to multiple 

influences.  

																																																													
385  Paul Pascoe called for a Modern New Zealand architecture through his 1940 Centennial publications, and again in his 
1947 article on the Modern house, both of which have been previously discussed. 
386  For further information see:  Douglas Baylis and Joan Perry, California Houses of Gordon Drake (New York: Reinhold 
Publishing, 1956) 
387  For further information see:  Jiro Harada, The Lesson of Japanese Architecture (London: The Studio, 1936) 
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The rebuilding of Europe after WWII, and the post-war economic expansion in North America, 

perpetuated the progress of new building forms that responded to the expectations of Modern 

societies at a time of advancing technological change.  New Zealand architects were aware of 

overseas developments during the years immediately preceding the war, and whilst a handful of 

proto-Modern forms of the mid-1930s represented the country’s first encounter with Modernism, it 

was not in a position professionally or economically to implement a significant architectural shift 

towards the Modern until the post-war period of economic austerity and material shortages were 

over.  The adoption of Modernist forms during the late 1940s onwards has provided a mixed-

Modernist palette that is represented by an identifiable architectural duality of international and 

regional Modernism.  

 

This chapter examines the tangible language of New Zealand Modernism, in the context of the 

founding principles of the Modern Movement, to determine how an engagement with the physical 

outcome can provide a reliable basis of interpretation and understanding of architectural form.  It 

explores the form of key building elements that were demonstrably Modern at the time, including: 

(i) the evolution of separate structural frames enclosed by lightweight cladding and glazing 

systems, distinct from traditional building enclosure that fulfilled duel loadbearing and weather-

protecting functions; and, (ii) the fundamental changes in the form of roofs, balconies, canopies, 

windows, doors, partitions, screens, staircases, fixtures and fittings.  It follows the format of the 

previous chapter, predominantly using examples of Modern houses and flats to identify 

developments in architectural form, separate from public buildings.  This chapter similarly 

approaches the construction-focussed theme for architectural form, aimed at the heritage 

professional, as a key aspect of understanding Modernist buildings.  

 

4.1 MODERN FORM 
 

4.1.1 THE LANGUAGE OF MODERNIST BUILDING FORM 
 

Modernist ideals and principles were not only captured in the materiality of new buildings, but also 

in their form.  The design ethos of Modernism sought buildings that were ultimately fit for purpose, 

with the architectural response to functional requirements being a key determinant of the physical 

manifestation and visual expression.  Developments in manufacturing and construction, including 

new methods of assembly and pre-fabrication, responded to progressive design-led changes in 

Modern architecture.  New Zealand during the 1940s rehearsed some of the experiences of 

1920s Europe, and steadily embraced Modern forms that expressed a range of international 

influences, copied and adapted to suit different purposes across regions of the country.  Although 

Modern building after 1940 increasingly celebrated the new and progressive, the emerging 

developments and changes benefitted significantly from the engineering and building 

achievements that had gone before.  Whilst colonialism as a point of reference was left behind, 

design and construction experience were not, they were adapted for a new period of architecture. 
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Key principles of the Modern Movement distinguished the form of new buildings from traditional 

ones, and this was made achievable through advances in methods of construction.  Concrete 

frames and timber post and beam construction separated the loadbearing function from external 

enclosure, which allowed changes in the form of New Zealand buildings that had not previously 

been possible.  From my reading of the most important period texts on the Modern Movement 

discussed in Chapter 1, I have come to understand the following attributes that capture the 

canonical principles of Modern form: 

 

§ Independent structural frames with unobstructed floors for flexible layout and adaptable 

use of space; 

§ Enclosure of buildings with non-loadbearing façade elements, including lightweight 

cladding, pierced screens, sliding walls, linear windows and floor-to-ceiling height glazing; 

§ Regularity of form and absence of overall symmetry, with the height, length, shape, and 

profile responding to internal function; 

§ Accessible flat roofs as an extension of usable space, and low mono-pitch roofslopes as 

an economical form of construction; 

§ Cantilevered elements, including floors, balconies and canopies; 

§ Modular building elements and components. 

 

Britain’s dominant hand upon New Zealand architecture – influenced largely through the Royal 

Institution of British Architects – had continued into the 1930s, a period imbued with a lingering 

reticence about the suitability of European Modernism.  The first 1940 edition of the Architect’s 

Journal look backwards to critique a selection of recently completed buildings in Britain to 

highlight the important issues of Modern design faced by the architectural community at the start 

of the new decade.  The place of Modernism in 1940 – viewed from a perspective on the 

immediate past and preparation for the immediate future – was the principal focus of the article.  

Considering that the Bauhaus complex of buildings in Dessau had commenced fifteen years 

earlier, Britain’s transition from classicist revivalism through to conservative Modernism had been 

comparatively slow progress.  To emphasise a positive perspective on recent progress, Charles 

Herbert Reilly (1874-1948), who had retired from his position as head of the Liverpool School of 

Architecture in 1933,388 illustrated his article ‘The Year’s Work – How and What We Were Doing 

in 1939’, with exemplars of new house designs by Denys Lasdun, Serge Chermayoff, F. R. S. 

Yorke, and other prominent Modernist architects, together with selected examples of different 

building types.389  Many of the buildings exhibited forms that reflected the founding principles of 

the Modern Movement, including linear outlines, roofs of flat or shallow profile, large areas of 

glazing, simple unadorned elevations, and asymmetry of form that gave external expression of 

																																																													
388  Charles Reilly was well regarded in the British architectural community for the success of Liverpool’s Beaux-Arts 
programme.  He embraced Modernism a year before his retirement in 1933, contrary to his classicist training and 
teaching. 
389  C. H. Reilly, ‘The Year’s Work – How and What We Were Doing in 1939’, in The Architects Journal, 91 (London: 
Architectural Press, January 18 1940), 89-102.  The building types commenced with houses, followed by Factories, Police 
Buildings, Office Buildings, Schools, Churches, Municipal & Government Buildings, Flats, Hospitals, and Shops. 
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the use of space within.390  Yorke’s terrace houses in particular, were lauded as ‘clean-looking’.391  

A recurring point made by Reilly throughout his article, was the honest approach to design and 

building ‘serving directly a definite well-defined purpose’ rather than the ‘Scenery hung on a steel 

frame [which] is the traditionalist’s metier today’.   

 

Reilly imparted his unequivocal support for Modern architecture: 

 

It is almost as if we were once again living in a creative era when no one had any doubt 

as to the way a problem should be tackled, when no choice of style, whether one should 

be Elizabethan today and Georgian tomorrow, troubled anyone.392 

And; 

This unity of outlook means anyhow that the battle between the traditionalists and the 

contemporary folk – I like that term better than “modernists” – which has been the main 

feature of each of the last ten years’ output has now been finally settled.  The 

traditionalists have apparently left the field or are too shy or too disgusted to exhibit their 

work.393  

 

The English architect, journalist and critic J. M. Richards, ascribed the following to Modern 

architecture in 1940, when he dismissed style in favour of function: 

 

The words ‘modern architecture’ are used here to mean something more than 

contemporary architecture.  They are used to mean the new kind of architecture that is 

growing up with this century as this century’s own contribution to the art of architecture; 

the work of those people, whose number are happily increasing, who understand that 

architecture is a social art related to the life of the people it serves, not an academic 

exercise in applied ornament.394 

 

Another English architect, F.R.S. Yorke, described the changes in form as being ‘freed from the 

constraints of the past’, whereby building enclosure became lightweight screening (rather than 

loadbearing walls), windows became large areas of clear glazing (rather than small openings 

pierced through walls), and the flat roof superseded the pitched roof.395  These fundamental 

changes in the form of buildings defined the architectural aesthetic of Modernism.   

 

Paul Pascoe’s 1940 New Zealand centennial publication, ‘Houses’, discussed ‘Modern and 

Modernistic Homes’, which illustrated the former with images of the best examples of new work at 

																																																													
390  Reilly, ‘The Year’s Work – How and What We Were Doing in 1939’, 89-102.	
391  Reilly, ‘The Year’s Work – How and What We Were Doing in 1939’, 89-102.	
392  Reilly, ‘The Year’s Work – How and What We Were Doing in 1939’, p. 89.	
393  Reilly, ‘The Year’s Work – How and What We Were Doing in 1939’, p. 89.	
394  J.M. Richards, An Introduction to Modern Architecture (London: Penguin, 1940), p. 9. 
395  Yorke, A Key to Modern Architecture, pp. 91-100. 
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1940, and spoke negatively about the deceitful aspects of the latter.396  Pascoe was well informed 

of developments in overseas Modernism, and he understood how architecture had freed itself 

from the strictures of the past, but mindful also of the departure from a prescriptive 

internationalised Modern Movement towards a national and regional interpretation of Modernist 

principles:   

 

The pioneering work of Frank Lloyd Wright in America and of Le Corbusier in France 

shows the virtues of the new design.397  

And; 

Some completely sincere early Modern work was crude at times through a too strict 

devotion to the function of the buildings erected, for Le Corbusier had defined a house as 

“a machine for living in”.  More recent work has a greater poise and maturity.398  

 

In Pascoe’s accompanying volume, ‘Public Buildings’, he identified the functional limitations of 

historicist forms for commercial buildings, compared with benefits of Modern forms: 

 

In the past shop architecture was dominated by traditional influences which led to a 

particular style being imposed on the shop regardless of function.  This tendency has now 

given way before the greater freedom of modern work combined with an emphasis on the 

primary functions of shop buildings.399 

 

Pascoe and his business partner, Humphrey Hall, promoted a formula in 1947 for ‘the good 

modern architect’s design’ based on ‘a thorough knowledge of modern technique’.400  Having 

roundly dismissed the false pretentions of 1930s Modernistic seven years earlier, they argued 

that new forms were essential for a Modern New Zealand architecture, based on ‘the maturity of 

the Modern Movement…reflected in the sure feeling expressed by the best modern American 

architects’.401  Pascoe again cited the early work of the pioneering Modern architects, including Le 

Corbusier, stating that ‘The stark functionalism of this period was a necessary phase in the 

casting off of an accumulation of dead material, left over from the stylism of the late-nineteenth 

and early-twentieth centuries’,402 which contrasted with the ‘humanizing influence of Frank Lloyd 

Wright’s organic architecture’.403  Le Corbusier’s work had been widely published during the 

1920s, including his principles of design, for which he considered ‘mass and surface are the 

elements by which architecture manifests itself’.404  The visual impression of architectural 

elements upon an observer was foremost a response to form: 

																																																													
396  Paul Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2 No.20 ‘Houses’ (Wellington: Department of 
Internal Affairs, 1940), pp. 24-25.  	
397  Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2 No.20 ‘Houses’, p. 24.  	
398  Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2 No.20 ‘Houses’, p. 24.  	
399  Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 1 No. 21 ‘Public Buildings’, p. 19.  	
400  Paul Pascoe & Humphrey Hall, ‘The Modern House’, in Landfall, 1, No. 2 (1947), 121-125 (p. 122)	
401  Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2 No.20 ‘Houses’, p.123.	
402  Pascoe & Hall, ‘The Modern House’, 121-125 (p. 122)	
403  Pascoe & Hall, ‘The Modern House’, 121-125  (p.123)	
404  Le Corbusier, Towards A New Architecture (London: Architectural Press, 1927), p. 31. 
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Our eyes are made to see forms in light; light and shade reveal these forms; cubes, 

cones, spheres, cylinders, or pyramids are the great primary forms which light reveals to 

advantage; the image of these is distinct and tangible within us and without ambiguity.405 

 

Considering the impact of the overseas Modern Movement on New Zealand architecture, Ian 

Lochhead was of the opinion that ‘By 1940 New Zealand architects had achieved independence 

from the styles of the past; modernism had indeed arrived’.406  Addressing progress of change in 

the adoption of Modernist principals for the design of houses, compared with public buildings, 

Lochhead further considered that ‘By 1940 modernism had supplanted traditional architectural 

idioms in the design of major public buildings although New Zealand architects favoured 

comparatively conservative strains of modernism rather than its more radical manifestations.’407  

He identified two buildings in particular as being representative of a progressive Modern 

architecture in New Zealand at the beginning of the decade, one a commercial building designed 

by the county’s leading architectural firm of Gummer & Ford, and the other a state housing 

scheme.  The State Insurance Building constructed in Wellington between 1939-42 was, 

according to Lochhead, a turning point; ‘The earlier allegiance [of Gummer & Ford] to classicism 

has disappeared and with it virtually all use of ornament’.408   

 

The designs produced for social housing blocks by the Government Department of Housing 

Construction during this period ‘embraced the progressive image of Modernism’, which Lochhead 

considered were exemplified in the form of Auckland’s Lower Grey’s Avenue Flats (d. 1941-44, 

b.1945-47).409  Peter Shaw also identified the Department of Housing Construction’s influential 

work in the construction of state housing blocks, and, as an example, cited Kenneth Davis’s 

opinion that ‘Both in form and content the Berhampore Flats [Centennial Flats d.1938, b.1939-40] 

were one of the first expressions of the ideals of European Modernism in New Zealand and their 

design recalled mass social housing in Berlin’.410  Whilst multi-occupancy buildings designed by 

the department were considered progressive – aided and heavily influenced by the employment 

of Modernist European émigré architects during their design – the backward looking picturesque 

English cottage model still held firm for small estates of detached dwellings during the 1940s, 

which according to Shaw ‘had, after state encouragement, replaced the Californian bungalow as 

the commonest form of housing in New Zealand’.411    

 

The cubic form of the flat-roofed internationalist model represents a narrow strand in New 

Zealand, whereas a regional inflection of Modernism saw a freer approach towards an 

increasingly diverse range of forms.  Tracing this diversity and the pattern of change across three 

																																																													
405  Le Corbusier, Towards A New Architecture, p. 31.	
406  Ian Lochhead, ‘New Zealand Architecture in the Thirties: The Impact of Modernism’, in Landfall, 152 (1984), 466-481 
(p. 471)	
407  Lochhead, ‘New Zealand Architecture in the Thirties: The Impact of Modernism’, p. 471.	
408  Lochhead, ‘New Zealand Architecture in the Thirties: The Impact of Modernism’, p. 468.	
409  Lochhead, ‘New Zealand Architecture in the Thirties: The Impact of Modernism’, p. 471.	
410  Peter Shaw, New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to 1990 (Auckland: Hodder & Stoughton, 1991), 
p. 141.	
411  Shaw, New Zealand Architecture: From Polynesian Beginnings to 1990, p. 144.	
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decades – through a lens focused on the founding principles of the Modern Movement – is 

complicated by regional Modernism’s interest in the manipulation of traditional forms during the 

later 1960s.  In particular, the adaptation of the more steeply sloped roof, compared with the 

preceding decades of low-pitched roof forms, marked a significant departure from the functional 

ideals and principles of early-Modernism.   

 

The following section examines the tangible characteristics of architectural form to address the 

founding principles of the Modern Movement, together with an assessment of the how these were 

adopted and adapted for the defining architectonics of mid-century building construction in New 

Zealand.  Rudolf Arnheim’s Dynamics of Architectural Form is useful here for his interpretation of 

buildings through the study of their physicality and visual attributes, their function, and the 

understanding of space.412   

 

His introductory statement presented the basis for his examination of form: 

 

A book on the visual form of architecture requires justification.  Are there reasons enough 

to focus so much attention on the appearance of buildings?  And, if there are, can such 

an analysis afford to leave aside most of the social, economical, and historical 

connotations and all the technology involved in the art of building?413 

 

Whilst recognising Arnheim’s authority on a visual reading of architectural form for the principal 

research thread of this thesis, and writing from the perspective of the heritage professional’s 

engagement with the physicality of buildings as means of understanding, the interconnected 

social, economic and historical influences upon Modern architecture are acknowledged.  

 

4.2 THE FORM OF NEW ZEALAND MODERNISM  
 

New Zealand Modernism is represented in diverse architectural forms that span the 

internationalist Modern Movement inspired prototypes of the late-1930s, to the local patterns of 

regional Modernism from the 1940s to the close of the 1960s.  A structured engagement with the 

physical manifestation of varied influences and responses in built form provides a framework of 

understanding for the heritage profession.  The next section considers two key aspects of 

architectural form that heritage professionals reading a building need to understand: (i) 

architectural geometry and articulation; and, (ii) how form can give external expression to internal 

function. 

 

 

 

																																																													
412  Rudolf Arnheim, The Dynamics of Architectural Form (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1977)  
Arnheim’s series of 1975 lectures were collectively published in 1977, republished as the 30th Anniversary Edition in 2009.    
413  Arnheim, The Dynamics of Architectural Form, p. 1.	
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4.2.1 GEOMETRY, ASYMMETRY AND THE ARTICULATION OF PARTS   
 

Reading the form of a building engages with its shape, arrangement, and overall visual 

impression as a complete ensemble, aside from its relative simplicity or complexity.  Loadbearing 

mass construction is a familiar aspect of different forms of traditional New Zealand architecture, 

expressed through symmetry, structural hierarchy and solidity, and embellishment, whereas the 

articulation of Modern structures and architectural planes is expressed in asymmetry, variable 

heights and recessions, and visual porosity.  Simple geometrical forms with a dominant horizontal 

or vertical emphasis can be relatively straightforward to understand, because they generally 

comprise fewer planes with limited variables, compared with complex forms that comprise 

multiple planes and parts that require more considered assessment.  From the perspective of the 

heritage professional, the engagement with three-dimensional forms in a Modern idiom is a more 

challenging experience than traditional two-dimensional room arrangement enclosing walls.    

 

Pure axonometric shapes in architectural form respond to Le Corbusier’s five points of Modern 

architecture.  Asymmetry – a deliberate move away from the symmetrical forms associated with 

historicist architecture – relate to Hitchcock and Johnson’s three principles discussed at the start 

of this chapter.  In New Zealand, the European-derived geometric profiles of the first flat-roofed 

proto-Modernist masonry houses prior to 1940 offered a way forward, but the wartime interruption 

and subsequent period of economic recovery coupled with the country’s architectural 

conservatism, delayed its commitment to brave new forms.  A comparatively late engagement 

with Modernism resulted in the architectural influences upon the form of post-WWII houses and 

public buildings being multiple from an international perspective, rather than a singular European 

source.  Consequently, three decades of expression and counter-expression of Modern forms in 

mid-century New Zealand architecture are represented in the cubic forms of the early Modern 

Movement, and, to a far greater extent the less programmatic, more organic forms that emerged 

from the international re-evaluation of Modernist ideology.   Regional Modernism in New Zealand 

suited the country’s variability in climate, different material types, local building traditions and 

established trades skills.  For these reasons, there are only a few New Zealand buildings whose 

form expressed all of Le Corbusier’s five points in their design, in particular the rare use of piloti to 

raise the whole or part of a principal floor, which has provided a small but celebrated number of 

exemplars, including: the Humphrey Hall House (d.1938 b.1938-39)414 located in Timaru; the 

Wanganui War Memorial Hall (d.1956-57 b.1959-60);415 Auckland’s Makower McBeath Silk 

Warehouse (d.1959 b.1959-60);416 and, Ellen Melville Pioneer Women’s Hall (d.1958-60 b.1961-

																																																													
414  For further information see:  Julia Gatley, ‘Humphrey Hall House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Julia Gatley (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2008), p. 28. 
415  For further information see:  Julia Gatley, ‘War Memorial Hall’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 99.	
416  For further information see:  Julia Gatley, ‘Makower McBeath Silk Warehouse’, in Long Live the Modern: New 
Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 102. 
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62);417 also in Auckland.  The Humphrey Hall House is the earliest and only dwelling comprising 

this particular group of buildings, and has been discussed in Chapter Two.418  

 

The Wanganui War Memorial Hall is one of the 

best examples of Corbusian influence on the 

design of a major public building – of geometric 

composition and prominent piloti which extend 

around the perimeter of the raised rectilinear box 

above (Fig. 42).  Elevations are selectively 

punctuated by large areas of glazing, and 

screened with patterned concrete blocks.  The 

form of this building imparts a design dedicated to 

Corbusier’s principles for the functional 

requirements a Modern public building.   It 

represents one of the most well known and 

respected examples of international Modernism 

located outside of the four main city centres.   

 

The L-shaped form of the Makower McBeath Silk 

Warehouse responded to its inclined corner site, 

which provided one elevation at ground level and 

a return wing (positioned above a rank of car 

parking spaces) supported by a row of piloti (Fig. 

43).419  Together with its geometric form, flat roof, 

and horizontal banding of windows, this building 

represents the most strikingly imitative Corbusian 

model in New Zealand.   

 

The piloti of the Ellen Melville Pioneer Women’s 

Hall were not the minimalist Corbusian poles of 

the kind deployed for the memorial hall and 

warehouse. They were more substantial anchors 

in the form of an L-shaped beam and column 

structure that cradled the central portion of the raised principal floor, which projected it forward 

towards the formal landscaped square beyond (Fig. 44).420  The area beneath the four piloti was 

integrated within the surrounding public space, until it was closed-in for commercial use and the 

physical and visual connection lost.  This detrimental alteration was subsequently reversed during 

																																																													
417 For further information see:  Antony Matthews, ‘Ellen Melville Pioneer Women’s Hall’, in Long Live the Modern: New 
Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 117.	
418  Humphrey Hall House was visited on 3rd April 2013. 
419  The Makower McBeath Building was visited on 10th March 2015.	
420  Ellen Melville Pioneer Women’s Hall was visited on 9th August 2010.	

 
Fig. 42:  Wanganui War Memorial Hall, Whanganui -  
publicity image on completion c.1960.  (Unknown source).  
 

 
Fig. 43:  Makower McBeath Silk Warehouse, Auckland. 
Image by author (2013).   
 

 
Fig. 44:  Ellen Melville Pioneer Women’s Memorial Hall, 
Auckland.  Image by author (2013).   
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the 2017 remodelling of the adjacent Freyberg Square by Stevens Lawson Architects, which has 

recovered the original sense of space.421  The successful scheme has also restored the 

relationship between the forward position of the pilotis and the mirrored location of the concrete 

posts to the ground floor directly behind, which merge when the principal elevation is viewed 

frontally.  Aside from Humphrey Hall House, the country’s Modernist house forms were far-

removed from the idea of piloti and the functionality of Corbusian raised living space – finished 

floor levels were kept intentionally low to the ground to emphasise and utilise the informality and 

functionality of improved internal-external connectivity.   

 

The rendering of space within architectural planes – for which regularity and asymmetry 

embodied the outcome in three dimensional form rather than symmetrical massing and the 

expression of preferred style – was a departure on the design process attributed by Henry-

Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson to the early work of Frank Lloyd Wright, who they 

considered ‘was the first to conceive of architectural design in terms of planes existing freely in 

three dimensions rather than in terms of enclosed blocks’.422  Vernon Brown, who clad his houses 

in plain profile timber weatherboards, articulated his wall planes through the contrasted use of 

dark creosote finish for the main elevations and lighter coloured paint, including white and pale 

yellow, for the indented portions.  The interplay between different planes for Brown’s house 

designs was demonstrated particularly well in the completed form of Haigh House, where the 

continuous parapet around the low-pitched roof followed the rhythm of the main outward-facing 

and recessed elevations to all four aspects alluded to the concealment of a Modern flat roof.423 

Through this architectural treatment, the house projected a continuity of dark and light wall planes 

relative to each aspect, a form often ascribed to Vernon Brown as looking like ‘a coconut with a 

bite taken out’.424   

 

Whilst the early houses of Frank Lloyd Wright were considered innovative, Mies van der Rohe’s 

Barcelona Pavillion (d.1928, b.1929) was an ultimate expression of regularity and technical 

perfection in a single structure, one that embodied the fundamental design principles of a Modern 

architectural language that Hitchcock and Johnson labelled the International Style for their 1932 

exhibition for the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA).425  Mies van der Rohe repeated his 

commitment to perfection in the design for the Farnsworth House, a weekend house in Plano, 

Illinois, prepared in time to be exhibited at MOMA in 1947.  The house was completed in 1951, 

the form comprised of two solid horizontal planes (floor and roof) raised above the ground, and 

four transparent vertical planes (walls of glass), framed within an expressed steel structure.  

																																																													
421  The remodeling of Freyberg Square and alterations to the Ellen Melville Pioneer Women’s Hall were designed by 
Stevens Lawson Architects on behalf of Auckland City Council, and formerly opened on 18th September 2017. 
422  Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922 (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 1932), p. 41. 
423  For further information see:  Jonathan A. Gibb, ‘Haigh House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 39.	
424  Linda Tyler, 'Brown, Vernon Akitt', Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, first published in 2000. Te Ara - the 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand, https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/5b48/brown-vernon-akitt (accessed 13 August 2019) 
425  The Barcelona Pavillion was constructed as the German temporary exhibit for the 1929 International Exposition in 
Barcelona, Spain, immediately after which it was demolished, but then completely rebuilt between 1983 and 1986.  
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There are no known examples of steel having been used in a Miesian manner for the primary 

structure of any mid-century houses in New Zealand; steel was not a viable option due to the high 

cost of importation, other than for secondary elements, steel windows, reinforcement for concrete, 

and individual beams.  

 

The external expression given to the internal use of a building was another departure from 

established practice, whereas previously internal planning was subservient to the selected form 

and regulated by a particular architectural style.  This new approach allowed function to take 

priority, with the articulation of parts respondent to the internal planning.  Walter Gropius’s 

Bauhaus Building (d.1925, b.1926), located in Dessau, Germany, was a key precedent for this 

fundamental change, where the different uses within separate parts of the building could be 

clearly read from the outside.  The building’s principal workshop and studio spaces, administrative 

offices, and accommodation block are flat-roofed cubic forms, individually expressed through their 

different heights, extent of wall surface and glazing, and the incorporation of elements specific to 

their respective use, such as room balconies.  The architectural outcome was a functional 

relationship of asymmetrical parts.   

 

For Wanganui’s War Memorial Hall, the different internal functions were evident in the treatment 

of the roofs and elevations.  A flat-roofed principal hall lit by shallow raised top of clerestory lights 

could be seen from certain vantages, whereas a more expressive domed roof located above the 

auditorium could be seen from all viewpoints.  The closed brick cladding that enclosed the 

auditorium met an open pierced concrete screen within the same plane that covered floor-to-

ceiling height glazing, which clearly signalled a change of use within.  

 

The form of Warren & Mahoney’s 

Christchurch’s Town Hall (d. and b.1966-72) 

also responded to its principal internal 

functions – theatre, town hall and conference 

facility – in three-dimensional form, but the 

clarity of the interior was harder to read 

externally compared with the memorial hall, 

and has been described from one point of 

view as ‘picturesque’ (Fig. 45).426  Their 

collegiate and municipal architecture beyond 

Christchurch, embraced Brutalist concrete 

forms, and their extensive works are evident in the number of extant public buildings located 

within other cities across New Zealand.427  

																																																													
426  Paul Walker, ‘Christchurch Town Hall’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by 
Gatley, p. 185. 
427  For further information see:  John Balasoglou, New Territory / Warren and Mahoney / 50 Years of New Zealand 
Architecture // (Auckland: Balasoglou Books, 2005). 

 
Fig. 45:  Christchurch Town Hall, Canterbury.  Image courtesy of 
Warren & Mahoney.     
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International House (d.1965, c.1971) at the University of Auckland comprised a complex of 

connected wings and one detached block that were unified by the use of brick for each.428  The 

deployment of two distinctively varied roof forms afforded a clear separation of internal function - 

between the accommodation blocks with mono-pitch roofslopes, and the communal recreational 

block with a traditional steeply pitched hipped roof.429  Other forms were more expressive, for 

example the inclined tiered-concrete structure of the Archway Lecture Theatres (d. and b.1973), 

at the University of Otago, that clearly expressed the purpose of formwork for internal seating.430  

This concrete building is a personal favourite for its clarity of form, expression of internal function, 

and its singular material textural qualities.431  The theatre block is set within one corner of the 

heritage precinct where its Brutalist form at first appears incongruous, but with time spent 

understanding the site as a whole, its Modern material honesty becomes a worthy companion to 

the honest materiality of the surrounding heritage fabric dating from the nineteenth century. 

 

4.3 THE ARCHITECTONICS OF MODERNIST NEW ZEALAND BUILDINGS 
 

This section engages with the architectonics of Modern building.  It examines how key elements 

of New Zealand mid-century houses and public buildings firstly engaged with the founding 

principles of the 1920s Modern Movement, and subsequently diversified in response to overseas 

developments that were less programmatic and more suited the country’s regional climatic 

conditions, materials and architectural preferences.  Lowered roof pitches, cantilevered structures 

(including balconies, canopies, and porches), uninterrupted fenestration, sliding walls, folding 

screens, demountable partitions, and minimalist staircases, changed the form of Modern New 

Zealand buildings after 1940.  

 

Loadbearing walls are associated with strength, both as a support structure and barrier in a single 

element, and a form of construction based on traditional materials, principally stone and brick.  

The incorporation of these materials in Modern buildings has a regional association, a 

characteristic addressed in the previous chapter.  Structural shear walls and cores, together with 

framed construction, were the means by which principal elevations to long and tall buildings could 

be enclosed by lightweight non-loadbearing cladding.   Walls used to punctuate open elevations 

were non-structural and functioned as screens, and the interrelationship between the transparent 

and the solid was different from the monumental forms of the past.  This change is evident in the 

form of different building types, including churches.  John Scotts design for Our Lady of Lourdes 

																																																													
428  For further information see:  Errol Haarhoff, ‘International House, University of Auckland’, in Long Live the Modern: 
New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 180.	
429  International House was visited on 22nd January 2014. 
430 For further information see:  Michael Findlay, ‘Archway Lecture Theatres’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s 
New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 213.	
431  The Archway Lecture Theatre block was visited on 6th April 2017. 
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(d. and b.1959-60)432 in Havelock North, manipulated open screens and closed walls to create an 

interior that has a singular focus on its purpose, for worship.433 

 

4.3.1 INDEPENDENT MODULAR FRAMES 

 

The technological capability of enclosing the frames of buildings within a structurally separate 

weathertight envelope represented one of the most significant developments in Modern 

construction.  Light, transparent, and sleek, were the descriptors commonly used in period 

commentary on new Modern buildings, particularly large commercial ones, compared with the 

heavy, enclosed, and elaborate, associated with traditional buildings of loadbearing construction.  

Framed building construction allowed for the dimensional optimisation of principal elements, 

components, fixtures and fittings, enhanced by efficiencies in site-based fabrication and off-site 

pre-fabrication.  The repetitive assembly of standardised modules allowed for the inter-

changeability of components that could be readily separated and recombined over time, within the 

same structure.  The best multi-storey commercial exemplars of concrete framed construction 

from the 1950s and 1960s in New Zealand were internationally Modern, and some, like the AMP 

Building, were standard bearers on completion, being the tallest, the first air-conditioned, the first 

double-glazed, or fitted with the most efficient lifts.  For domestic construction, timber framing 

comprised two principal forms after 1940: (i) the continued use of traditional loadbearing timber 

close-stud wall frames braced with external cladding and internal lining, which provided structural 

support to floors, ceilings and roofs; and, (ii) independent post-and-beam structural framing 

separately enclosed with non-loadbearing cladding and glazing.   

 

Traditional timber framing comprised of closely spaced vertical studs, at 16 inch (400mm) centres, 

with intermediate horizontal and raked noggins for bracing located between the top and bottom 

plates of whole structural wall panels.  This form of close-stud construction originated in the late 

nineteenth-century villa, which continued throughout the early twentieth-century with the last 

representation of the villa form, followed by bungalow framing of the 1920s, and Moderne houses 

of the 1930s.  This established form of construction was also sustained throughout the mid-

twentieth century, including for the design of New Zealand’s state houses after 1940, typified by 

large areas of traditionally framed walls with small windows and single leaf doors, beneath steeply 

pitched roofs.  During the same period, the architect Vernon Brown similarly maintained the use 

of traditional wall framing, but his house forms responded to New Zealand conditions, rather than 

colonial reproduction.  Brown’s approach was to lower and simplify roof profiles, and he related 

his uncluttered elevations to internal planning, which incorporated multiple windows and large 

corner glazing, lightening the interior.  His portfolio of houses during the 1940s and early 1950s 

were Modern by design.  Linda Tyler alluded to the work of Brown, and the separate but parallel 

government sponsored housing, in her comparison with Ernst Plischke’s design for the Khan 

																																																													
432  For further information see:  Bill McKay, ‘Our Lady of Lourdes’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 106. 
433  Our Lady of Lourdes was visited on 24th March 2012. 
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House, in which she stated Brown’s was ‘a specifically New Zealand Modernism’, compared with 

the alternative ‘Continental Modernist ideas’ expressed in the work of émigré architects such as 

Plischke who broke away from ‘stud frame construction and the Housing Department standards’ 

and the ‘English cottage styling of the state house’.434  The Khan House, (d. and b.1941-42), was 

one of the earliest timber-framed houses that incorporated structural posts to free up two principal 

elevations for wide expanses of glazing, some floor-to-ceiling fixed panes together with wide 

sliding doors.  The two secondary elevations were fitted with weatherboards and three-bay 

windows that were more traditional in construction and appearance.  This early hybrid model 

represents an important exemplar of New Zealand’s most well-known émigré architects adapting 

to the New Zealand environment. 

 

Post-and-beam framing for houses comprised 

vertical posts that transferred the load of 

attached horizontal floor and inclined roof 

beams directly to the foundations (Fig. 46).  It 

was a Modern practical alternative to the 

continued use of close-stud framing, whereby 

the essential requirement for structural integrity 

was partnered with non-loadbearing enclosure 

in a union that expressed lightness of form, 

limited only by the capabilities of the materials 

from which the separate elements were fabricated.  The space between each post was four to 

five times wider than for standard framing, which provided the space for uninterrupted areas of 

glazing and lightweight cladding.   

 

The design of the Manning House,435 was based on this structural methodology – measured in its 

current (as-built) form, the principal timber posts were spaced at approximately 6 ft. centres (1.8 

metres) for each single bay.436  The three bedrooms, which faced towards the west, were 12 ft. 

wide modules which accommodated a 6 ft. wide timber-framed sliding glazed wall that could be 

fully opened and positioned behind an adjacent 6 ft. wide fixed timber framed single glass pane.  

This arrangement was copied for the two sliding walls to the north-east corner of the living room.  

These sliding glazed walls captured the view towards the private seaward aspect and maintained 

a sense of connectivity when in the closed position, and provided a physical connection to the 

outdoor deck when opened.  The adoption of post-and-beam construction by Manning and his 

contemporaries, including the Group Architects during the 1950s, separated their approach from 

the tradition form of wall-framing used by Vernon Brown for his house designs. 

 

																																																													
434  Linda Tyler, ‘Khan House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, Gatley, p. 40.	
435  For further information see:  Pip Cheshire ‘Manning House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 
1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 97.	
436  Manning house was visited on 13th March 2014. 

 
Fig. 46:  Wainscott House, Auckland.  Image by author (2013).   
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However, the construction of walls with close-stud framing did not stop at 1950, it continued 

throughout the mid-century because the longevity of the traditional New Zealand weatherboard 

clad house form did not wane.  My own home, located in the Narrow Neck suburb of Auckland 

(b.1969), was constructed with a principal storey of close-stud framing clad externally with 

weatherboards and lined internally with plasterboard – a form and materiality that would not have 

been out of place in Vernon Brown’s portfolio of houses twenty years earlier.  The country’s 

predominant carpentry trade also adapted their knowledge of close-stud framing to the new forms 

of post-and-beam framing for house construction.  The archive of Ernst Plischke in Vienna, 

includes numerous large drawing sheets (from his practice Plishke & Firth) showing the different 

types of weatherboards profiles that were available for their domestic projects – a materiality and 

form that was understood by clients.437   

 

Timber was also used in the construction of public buildings, particularly when the achievable 

span of post-and-beam framing was increased with the capability of composite timber elements, 

including commercially produced glue laminated beams (Glulam) during the late 1950s.  Glulam 

beams were fabricated in longer lengths and thicker depths than the largest beams that could be 

practicably obtained from harvested timber, and in addition could be bent into curved shapes.  

The use of Glulam beams was a popular choice for use in Modern churches, including the 

Maclaurin Chapel, where the full height and 600mm deep mullions created the spectacular form 

of the two principal chapel windows.438   Internally the vertical Glulam mullions were polished and 

the laminated layers evident but entirely appropriate for the interior, and a portion was externally 

clad in a thin layer of aluminium foil.439  The relationship between the internal and external 

treatment of the individual mullions is unique in New Zealand.440  

 

The use of ferro-concrete provided the framed structure of most multi-storey housing and public 

buildings in New Zealand between 1940 and 1970, with one significant exception being Tibor K. 

Donner’s steel-framed Auckland City Administration Building (d.1954-60, b.1964-66),441 located in 

Aotea Square.442  Modernist social housing blocks of the 1940s and 1950s were also of ferro-

concrete construction, the government sponsored ones designed by the Department of Housing 

Construction (until 1943), then the Housing Division of Ministry of Works.  These included the 

Centennial Flats,443 and the Dixon Street Flats,444 in Wellington; the Lower Greys Avenue Flats,445 

																																																													
437  The Plischke archive in Vienna was visited in 2013.	
438 For further information see:  Errol Haarhoff ‘University of Auckland, City Campus’, in Long Live the Modern: New 
Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 179.	
439  Maclaurin Chapel was visited on 4th October 2011. 
440  The external foil was replaced to match the original during a repair project in 2011, in order to preserve the form of the 
external cladding, albeit not the original material that could not be conserved in-situ, nor removed without damage. 
441  For further information see:  Robin Skinner ‘Auckland City Administration Building (now known as the Civic Building)’, 
in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 149.	
442  The Auckland City Administration Building was visited on 9th March 2012. 
443  For further information see:  Julia Gatley ‘Centennial Flats (now known as the Berhampore Flats)’, in Long Live the 
Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 34.	
444  For further information see:  Julia Gatley ‘Dixon Street Flats’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 42.	
445  For further information see:  Julia Gatley ‘Lower Greys Avenue Flats’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 46.	
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the Symonds Street Flats,446 and the Upper Greys Avenue Flats,447 in Auckland; and the Gordon 

Wilson Flats,448 in Wellington.  The future of one housing block, the Gordon Wilson Flats, remains 

uncertain at the time of writing – Victoria University has left the latter building empty, following its 

failure to obtain resource consent to demolish it.  Another of these housing blocks, the Upper 

Greys Avenue Flats, was demolished by the government in 2019 to make way for a new housing 

development, despite the capability of the building being repairable and reusable.   

 

Many commercial concrete buildings comprised reinforced columns and beams that provided 

uncluttered floor plans, especially where concrete lift shafts and staircases were centralised as a 

services core.  The most notable New Zealand concrete-framed buildings include Plishke & Firth’s 

Massey House (d.1951-52, b.1955-57),449 in Wellington; Otago Dental School (d.1954, b.1957-

61),450 in Dunedin, and Bowen State Building (d.1956-57, c.1961),451 in Wellington, both designed 

by the Ministry of Works, supervised by F. Gordon Wilson; Shell House (d.1958-59, b. 1959-

61),452 in Wellington, designed by Stephenson & Turner; and the AMP Building by Jack Manning.  

The design of these buildings utilised modular layouts and standardised external elements and 

components, including curtain walling, ribbon glazing and cladding panels.  Their independent 

framed structures allowed the enclosing elements to be restrained and self-supporting, and 

accordingly cladding panels and glass could be set within slender mullions and transoms.  

Internally, the standardisation of elements and components continued within modular framed 

construction, including flexible room divisions (demountable partitions and screens), suspended 

ceiling panels, and standard lighting units.  

 

4.3.2 SEPARABLE BUILDING ENCLOSURE 

 

The independent weathertight envelope, self-supporting and structurally separate from the 

building frame, became the principal basis of construction for mid-century houses and public 

buildings.  Lightweight panellised cladding and glazing systems that sheathed multi-storey 

buildings were the ultimate expression of modular construction in the form of Modern curtain 

walls.  

 

The Austrian-born architect Ernst Plischke had designed an early form of curtain wall for the two-

storey stairwell of the Liesing Employment Office Building in Vienna, Austria (d. and b.1931-32), 

																																																													
446  For further information see:  DOCOMOMO NZ fiche authored by Dr Ann McEwen, dated 21st May 2015. 
447  For further information see:  Julia Gatley, ‘Upper Greys Avenue Flats’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 46.	
448  For further information see:  DOCOMOMO NZ fiche dated 10th April 2017.	
449  For further information see:  Linda Tyler, ‘Massey House (now New Zealand Payroll House)’, in Long Live the Modern: 
New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 79.	
450  For further information see:  Robin Skinner, ‘University of Otago Dental School (now known as the Walsh Building)’, in 
Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 109.	
451  For further information see:  Alexandra Teague, ‘Bowen State Building (originally known as Departmental Building)’, in 
Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 110.	
452  For further information see:  Andrew Leach, ‘Shell House (now Transpower House)’, in Long Live the Modern: New 
Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 111.	
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well before he commenced the design of Wellington’s Massey House in 1951, on behalf of his 

New Zealand practice, Plishke & Firth.   

 

Plischke’s curtain wall for the two sides of the stairwell 

at Liesing was constructed of timber glazing beads 

strengthened by mild steel T-frames, in a composite 

assembly fitted with single panes of glass.453  The 

building was in a deteriorated condition when the well-

known Viennese architect, Hermann Czech, undertook 

a refurbishment project (Fig. 47).  Unfortunately, 

despite his attempts, Czech could not save the original 

curtain wall structure because the slender composite 

glazing profile was considered inadequate to resist to 

wind loading, and therefore considered unsafe.454  

However, the form of the curtain walling was copied in 

aluminium, and the building is in good condition.  

 

The use of mild steel during the 1940s for ribbon glazing was a forerunner of aluminium and 

stainless steel for curtain walling, which partnered new types of imported glass including 

coloured, patterned, toughened, coated, and the first thermally efficient double-glazed units from 

the late 1950s.455  Expansive lengths of non-loadbearing light-framed ribbon glazing were a key 

element of the Auckland Electric Power Board Building (d.1946, b.1946-50),456 designed by 

Llewellyn Piper (c1892-1975), a New Zealand born architect who went on design the fully glazed 

Auckland Harbour Bridge Toll Plaza Building in the late 1950s.  However, the transition from 

banded ribbon glazing – a well-established form of fenestration at the beginning of the 1940s – to 

the first fully independent curtain wall a decade later, was an outcome of overseas knowledge.   

 

Massey House was the first glass curtain walled commercial building in New Zealand, with the 

design led by Ernst Plischke on behalf of his practice, Plishke & Firth, and completed in 1957.  

The building was concrete framed and clad in continuous glazed aluminium framed curtain 

walling over seven storeys, above the ground floor commercial space set behind piloti.  The 

original curtain wall remains in good condition, as does the addition to the building, an exact copy 

added ten years later by Plischke’s former business partner, Cedric Firth.  Whilst Plischke’s 

design of Massey House was of European origin, Manning’s AMP Building was influenced by 

seminal curtain-walled North American buildings of the mid-late 1950s.  The curtain wall of the 

AMP Building was fabricated from high quality materials, including stainless steel and aluminium, 

																																																													
453  The Liesing Employment Office Building is located in Vienna, Austria, and was visited on 25th September 2012. 
454  Pers. comm. Hermann Czech to Phillip Hartley, 29th September 2012. 
455  Phillip Hartley, ‘Raising the Curtains’, in “Everything Tastes Better With Cream”: New Zealand Architecture in the 
1950s, ed. by Christine McCarthy (Wellington: Victoria University, 2015) 
456  For further information see:  Robin Byron, ‘Auckland Electric Power Board Building’,	in Long Live the Modern: New 
Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 59.	

 
Fig. 47:  Liesing Employment Office, Vienna.  
Image by author (2013). 
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which were used to replicate the published details of the Seagram Building as closely as 

practicable, other than its use of bronze, and this attention to detail has provided Auckland with 

an impressive curtain-walled exemplar and a highly durable structure.  Manning could not recall 

which company fabricated the curtain wall, and their identity is not shown on his drawings, which 

refer only to ‘Curtain wall, supplied, installed and glazed by curtain wall contractor’.457  

 

However, there is a curtain-walled office tower, Chelsea 

House, of very similar form and materiality to Auckland’s 

AMP Building (d. and b.1958-62), located a short distance 

away in Fort Street. Chelsea House commenced in 1961, a 

year before the completion of the AMP Building (Fig. 48).  It 

was designed by the architectural practice of Massey, 

Beatson, Rix-Trott, & Carter, for the New Zealand Sugar 

Company, and named after the refinery, Chelsea Sugar, 

located in the Auckland suburb of Birkenhead.  The nine-

storey tower had eight floors enclosed by curtain walling, 

located above the ground-storey street frontage, and its 

construction was featured in the December 1961 edition of 

Building Progress.458  The article identified the names of 

contractors involved in the project, including the curtain wall 

sub-contractors, referred to as ‘Crittall Metal Windows N.Z. Ltd. and the Auckland Glass Co. Ltd. 

for the curtain walling’.459  Crittall’s are mainly associated with a long heritage of steel window 

fabrication in New Zealand, and are still trading under the new name of Crittall Arnold.460  The 

aluminium curtain wall frame and similar green tone of the double-glazing, including the slightly 

darker glass spandrel panels, is near identical copy of an AMP façade, and given the limited 

experience of curtain wall construction at the time, it seems plausible that the Crittall Window 

company were responsible for both buildings.  

 

The design of the curtain wall for Otago University’s Dental School in Dunedin by the Ministry of 

Works followed three years after Plischke’s Massey House, but the materials and fabrication 

details were less durable.  It is due to be replaced to meet higher standards of wind and seismic 

resistance (due to weakness in the steel profiles), weathertightness failures (due to leaks), and 

improved thermal efficiency (due to cold bridging).  Massey House and the AMP Tower bookend 

the Dental School, the curtain walls of both being of higher material quality, and whilst the AMP 

has had some double-glazed units replaced, neither of these iconic mid-century buildings are at 

risk of their curtain walls being replaced.  The curtain wall of the Auckland City Administration 

Building is also of high quality, but it encloses asbestos-based materials that protect the steel 

																																																													
457  Reference details from original drawings for the AMP Building. 
458  Building Progress, Vol. 26, No.12, December 1961, pp. 57-58. 
459  Building Progress, Vol. 26, No.12, December 1961, pp. 57-58. 
460  Crittall’s have been in business in New Zealand for over 100 years, and the rebranded company, Crittall Arnold, was 
incorporated in 2003. 

 
Fig. 48:  Chelsea House, Auckland.  Image 
by author (2019).    
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frame from fire, and the current project to convert the building into apartments necessitates its 

dismantling.  The curtain wall could be re-assembled, but it will not be, nor will its form be copied 

as per the approach to the Dental School.  Its replacement using a contemporary mass-produced 

aluminium profile represents a significant heritage loss.461   

 

Large single panes, tall corner windows, sliding 

glass walls, and long ranges of glazing, changed 

the form of fenestration for Modern houses after 

1940, but a whole elevation in the form of a 

domestic curtain wall represents a rare 

exception.  The design of Rotherham House 

(d.1951, b.1951-52), located in the Auckland 

suburb of Stanley Bay, incorporated a fully 

glazed floor-to-ceiling height screen along the 

south elevation, with individual glass panes 

supported by copper glazing bars secured to a 

framework of timber posts and rail (Fig. 49).  

This glazed elevation is located along the south 

side of the main ground floor living space, 

directly opposite the raised open mezzanine-

level bedroom, the full height of which receives 

natural light, together with a view through to the 

outside garden.462   

  

4.3.3 ROOFS, BALCONIES AND CANOPIES 
 

The idealistic Modern Movement roof form – the flat roof – had limited application for timber-

framed houses in New Zealand, because there were limited options for covering them, compared 

with pitched roofs.  Flat roofs were more practical for public buildings of concrete construction, 

which could support the heavier weight of mastic asphalt that had been used in New Zealand 

since the turn of the century.  Flat roofs had not been associated with domestic buildings until the 

proto-Modernist houses of the mid-late 1930s, one of the main reasons why they looked so 

different from their pitched-roofed neighbours at that time.463  Flat roofs satisfied two practical 

criteria from the Modern perspective: (i) they were economical in construction and use of 

materials, without the need for separate ceiling structures; and, (ii) they functioned as an addition 

to internal usable space, which provided for externally accessible sundecks, viewing locations, 

																																																													
461  Salmond Reed architects have made attempts to preserve the form of the original curtain wall and its sun-shades, 
together with the heritage department of Auckland Council and Heritage New Zealand, but to no avail.  The developer for 
the apartments, financial return is prioritised over heritage return, despite the building having the highest level of statutory 
protection. 
462  For further information see:  Allan Wild, ‘Rotherham House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 61.	
463  Michael Findlay, ‘1936 and All That’, in Heritage New Zealand, (Wellington: HNZPT, Summer 2007, p. 51.  

 

 
Fig. 49:  Rotherham House, Auckland.  Images by author 
(2014).   
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gardens and entertainment areas.  For Le Corbusier ‘it was no longer necessary that roofs be 

pitched for the purpose of throwing off water’464.  The Sidey House (b.1934), had a fully 

accessible flat roof and vantage point from the top of Maori Hill from which to view Dunedin City 

below, and the Humphrey Hall House (b.1939) had an enclosed roof-top garden.  Both of these 

buildings were of masonry construction, but the flat-roofed Donner House (b.1947), located in 

Auckland’s Waitakere Ranges, was entirely timber-framed.465  It was designed by the émigré 

architect Tibor Donner for himself, and incorporated a flat roof reached by an external staircase, 

and it provided him with the opportunity to experiment with a novel roof form and covering that he 

probably couldn’t have undertaken with a private client. 466  The occurrence of flat roof failures of 

the kind that impacted on the Donner House were not uncommon, but so significantly for this 

example that the consequential damage to the roof structure and timber-framed walls nearly 

resulted in the loss of the entire building.467  Ernst Plischke designed the Henderson House in 

Alexandra with a flat timber-framed roof over the main living area, and this has performed well, 

although the covering was replaced in 2011 because of concerns over signs of deterioration.468 

 

Most of New Zealand’s multi-unit state-housing blocks were constructed with concrete flat roofs, 

influenced by European exemplars and the émigré architects involved in their design.  The 

Centennial Flats were the first, completed in 1940.  For these buildings, the flat roof construction 

provided additional space for key services and tenant facilities, including laundries for washing, 

space for clothes drying, and a recreational area.  Flat roofs had been used for large-scale public 

buildings in New Zealand since the turn of the twentieth century, closely associated with the first 

use of ferro-concrete construction.  Flat roofs on public buildings provided additional space for 

plant rooms and caretaker’s accommodation, which were common for 1920s and 1930s 

commercial buildings in city centres.  Perimeter parapet walls ensured safe access to these roof 

areas for maintenance purposes, including the provision for cleaning windows and glazed curtain 

walls using hanging cradles or rope abseil access.  Long buildings with flat roofs emphasised the 

horizontality of this Modern form, and tall buildings with flat roofs imposed their cubic profiles and 

minimalist silhouettes.  However, these flat roofed areas were vulnerable to alteration during 

periods where property development sought to exploit the increase in commercial floor space.  

Auckland is a good example where many flat-roofed buildings were extended upwards by one or 

two storeys during the 1980s and 90s, which impacted significantly on their appearance.469  

 

The pitch of roofs for New Zealand houses became progressively lower from the early-twentieth 

century onwards, from around 35 degrees for the villa roof during the 1910s, reduced to 25 

																																																													
464  Le Corbusier, Ouvre Complete, 1887-1965, published 1929-70, and re-published in numerous formats. 
465  For further information see:  Paul Jenkin, ‘Donner House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 
1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 47.	
466  Donner House was visited on 25th September 2011. 
467  Pers. comm. Paul Jenkin to Phillip Hartley, 5th November 2011.  The house was purchased by Jenkin in 1998, and 
saved from dereliction, due to the extent of defects, in particular the damage caused by the leaking flat roof.	
468  The replacement of the roof covering of Henderson House was organised by Robin Miller of Jackie Gillies + 
Associates. 
469  For example, there are a number of important heritage buildings along Queen Street altered in this manner, including 
Dilworth Building (1929), Vulcan Building (1929), and MLC Building (1954).  
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degrees for the bungalow roof during the 1920s, and decreased further to 10 or less degrees for 

the roofs of Moderne houses during the 1930s.  Complex pitched roof forms ceded to simplified 

construction that could be left exposed in the space beneath, without being underdrawn by a 

traditional ceiling structure of joists and plasterboard.  The simple shallow sloped mono-pitch 

roofslopes partially enclosed by raised parapet walls for 1930s houses, were cantilevered beyond 

the face of walls to form shallow or deep overhangs after 1940, sufficient to provide shading from 

direct summer sunlight, and afford protection of the upper elevation against saturation during wet 

weather.  Vernon Brown’s low-pitched roofs were constructed of closely spaced rafters, and the 

house he designed for Harold Street, in the Auckland suburb of Belmont, had some rooms with 

ceilings, whilst other spaces had the roof structure left exposed and painted white.470  Brown 

pushed his roofslopes as shallow as practicable for his house designs during the 1940s, in some 

cases as low as 6 degrees, but never flat, because in his view ‘A flat roof was expensive and the 

owner had enough ground to walk on without climbing onto the roof to take exercise’.471  His 

much quoted comment that ‘The roof was low-pitched, because there is no snow in Arney Road 

[Remuera]’ 472 was appropriate for those clients whose houses were designed with overhanging 

eaves, but Brown’s design of the 6-degree-pitched roofslope for Haigh House, in Bell Road, 

Remuera, was enclosed by four parapet walls.  Brown’s design of parapet was flawed and a 

regular source of leaks, which were regularly communicated to Brown by Mrs Haigh, and there 

was at least one occasion when he was summoned to the house during wet weather to see the 

problem for himself.473   

 

Timber-framed houses progressively exhibited a range of different forms of shallow-pitched roofs, 

including the three most common profiles: (i) the mono-pitched skillion roofslope around 15 

degrees or less; (ii) the split-skillion roof of two slopes around 15 degrees separated by a margin 

of clerestory lights; and, (iii) the pitched gabled roof with two slopes of approximately 20 degrees.  

 

The split-skillion roof – where separate roof 

planes of the same or similar angle were 

terminated above one-another, usually 

incorporated a range of clerestory glazing (Fig. 

50). These forms of roofs were of simple 

construction and suited to a range of Modern 

sheet profiles, including corrugated (steel), 

standing seam (steel), and super-six (asbestos 

cement).  The popularity of this roof form was 

the provision of natural light through the 

clerestory range to the middle of the house. 

																																																													
470  The Street House was visited on 14th August 2012. 
471  David Mitchell and Gillian Chaplin, The Elegant Shed (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1984), p. 29. 
472  Mitchell and Chaplin, The Elegant Shed, p. 28. 
473  Pers. comm. Mary Stevens to Phillip Hartley, January 30th 2011.	

 
Fig. 50:  House in Devonport, Auckland.  Image by author 
(2020).    
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Skillion roofs and low-gabled pitched roofs were constructed of single-span beams and purlins 

overlaid with timber sarking, which dispensed with the additional components associated with the 

construction of traditional pitched roofs, which required rafters, battens, valley and hip beams to 

enclose large triangular voids.  Many Group Architects’ houses dispensed with ceilings altogether, 

and left the structure of widely spaced timber beams, intermediate purlins, and boarded sarking 

exposed in their natural finish.  The physical and visual difference between the two forms – roof 

structure concealed and roof structure exposed – imparted a different experience within the space 

beneath.   

 

Whilst these relatively low-pitched roofs were 

popular for houses, other domestic forms were 

influenced by regional Modernism’s preference 

for local solutions that utilised slightly steeper 

pitched roofs, with a central ridge and partial 

gable ends.  The re-appearance of steeper 

slopes referenced past colonial-style roofs, but 

simplicity of form was maintained (Fig. 51).  

This type of roof was explored by Warren and 

Mahoney for many of their house designs in 

Canterbury during the late 1950s and 1960s, where the land is predominantly level, and higher 

roofs punctuated their form: – ‘Sir Miles Warren has observed that the partnership’s early forays 

with low-pitched ‘Group’ tradition woolshed models were, to his mind, unsuccessful’: 

 

Appropriate for the Auckland Hills…they seemed to die in the flat Canterbury Plains.  

They did not express, warmth and containment in a colder climate - nor substance and 

worth for conservative clients. 474 

 

The cantilevered structure was a distinctly 

Modern feature of many houses and public 

buildings, including whole storeys, balconies, 

canopies and lightly supported porches and 

car-port. These structures appeared to defy 

gravity, either projecting beyond the face of a 

building without any visual structural reference, 

or resting on posts that appeared too flimsy to 

support them (Fig. 52).  Entrance canopies of 

simple horizontal projection attached to the 

face of buildings with simple pole supports 

became a feature of Modern houses.  Projecting elements on the face of buildings, for shelter, 
																																																													
474  John Balasoglou, New Territory / Warren and Mahoney / 50 Years of New Zealand Architecture // (Auckland: 
Balasoglou Books, 2005), p.127. 

 
Fig. 51:  Townhouses in Christchurch (1962).  Image courtesy 
of Warren & Mahoney. 
 

 
Fig. 52:  Sayes House, Whangarei (1969).  Image by author 
(2014) 
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shade, and protected entrances were not new in 1940.  There was variation in form, length and 

functional requirements, depending upon the degree of shelter intended, with small entrance 

canopies to larger structures that covered long pathways for pedestrians, or driveways in the form 

of car-ports.  The Timaru house of Humphrey Hall has a small wavy entrance canopy, a very 

different form to the single near-flat cantilevered canopy, and one that has received commentary 

from those writing about the form of the house.475   

 

4.3.4 WINDOWS AND DOORS 

 

In 1947, Paul Pascoe and Humphrey Hall enthused about the positive benefits of Modern house 

fenestration:  

 

Room shadows cast by over-dominant interior wall areas are eliminated by the use of 

large windows.  These glass walls are protected from the summer sun by wide 

overhanging eaves, yet the lower winter sun penetrates below to bring warmth.476  

 

Both architects had designed their own houses, and both incorporated larger areas of glass 

compared with traditional fenestration.  The Pascoe House had tall window and door assemblies 

with large clear panes of glass, and the Humphrey Hall House had long linear windows.477  

Modern glass-walls blurred the boundaries between the interior and exterior, and for Pascoe and 

Hall ‘Glass close to the floor-line brings the garden “into” the house, and conversely takes the 

house “into” the garden’.478  The increased sizes of glass that was available after 1940s was 

incorporated into different windows forms, including long linear windows with a horizontal 

emphasis, large corner windows that punctuated adjoining elevations, and tall floor to-ceiling 

windows.  The size of individual panes was subject to the technical limitations of imported sheet 

glass, and larger openings were initially subdivided with timber or steel mullions and transoms 

fitted with single panes, which was an economical alternative to the use of small multiple panes 

and preferable because of the association with historicist forms.   

 

The 1940s remained a period of change in domestic fenestration, with some architects still 

wedded to tradition, and although there was an increasing acknowledgment of the benefits of 

larger windows, they were unable to make the radical change in form implored by their Modernist 

contemporaries.  With long ranges of glazing divided by intermediate vertical mullions having 

replaced the traditional window opening, other developments in fenestration appeared during the 

1950s.  These included the narrow horizontal clerestory glazing that separated the slopes of split-

skillion roofs, and inclined top-lights located within a margin of separation between the upper 

																																																													
475  For more information see:  Julia Gatley, ‘Humphrey Hall House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 28. 
476  Paul Pascoe & Humphrey Hall, ‘The Modern House’, Landfall, 1, No. 2 (1947), 121-125 (p. 121)	
477  The Pascoe House was designed and built in 1947, the year of article, and Humphrey Hall House was designed in 
1938, and completed in 1939. 
478  Pascoe & Hall, ‘The Modern House’, p.121.	
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portions of walls and the underside of shallow sloped roof verges, both of which provided top-

lighting.   

 

Ivan Juriss’s design for his own home (d. and 

b.1953-56), located in the Auckland suburb of 

Devonport, incorporated a narrow band of 

clerestory glazing that was fitted within the 

margin of the roof beam depth (Fig. 53).479   

However, the space was sufficient to admit 

morning light from the east directly into the 

principal living spaces arranged along the 

western aspect of the house.480   

 

Owen Wainscott’s own house (c.1965),481 in 

Auckland’s Waitakere Ranges, incorporated an 

inclined row of top-lights directly beneath the 

shallow roofslope along the side elevation (Fig. 

54).482  This glazing was approximately three 

times the depth of the roof beams and 

therefore more prominent than the subtle 

glazed strip at the Juriss House.  Clerestory 

lights and top-glazing were positioned too high 

for views outward or inward, and therefore 

served a dual purpose of admitting more natural light whilst maintaining privacy.  From the early 

mid-1950s, glass sizes are notably larger than during the previous decade, and the incorporation 

of single large panes fitted into sliding doors / sliding walls (around 6 ft. high by 6 ft. wide) 

becomes commonplace for Modern houses.  Entrance doors continued with the single leaf form, 

but often half or fully glazed, rather than solid panels, and supplemented with sidelights of 

patterned glass.  The capture of additional natural light internally lifted the gloom of traditional 

dark entrance halls, and they became a more welcoming space viewed from outside and from 

within, reinforcing the indoor-outdoor connectivity of Modern forms.  

 

4.3.5 PARTITIONS AND SCREENS  
 

With the freer internal planning and greater, unrestricted interconnection, reduced separation led 

to a change in the degree of permanence, type and location of dividing elements.  Where the 

																																																													
479  For further information see:  Julia Gatley ‘House Typologies’, in Group Architects: Towards a New Zealand 
Architecture, ed. by Gatley, pp. 88-91.  
480  Juriss House was visited on 16th October 2010.	
481  The Wainscott House does not appear in any of the principal texts used as the main sources of reference for this 
thesis. 
482  The Wainscott House was visited on 2nd March 2013. 

 
Fig. 53:  Juriss House, Auckland.  Image by author (2010).    

 
Fig. 54:  Wainscott House, Auckland.  Image by author (2013).    
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delineation of space was required, structural walls, non-loadbearing partitions (fixed or 

demountable), and lightweight screens: sliding (shoji screens); folding (concertina screens); or 

hung (curtains).  With fewer, and different forms of walls incorporated within Modernist house 

plans, the function of each was designed to suit the intended purpose.  Sliding screens were 

made either solid where privacy was a requirement, or opaque, influenced by the Japanese shoji-

style screens, which transmitted natural lighting. The use of screens provided the means of 

temporary separation, and the flexibility to enlarge or reduce a space to suit the requirements of 

the household.  

 

The Wainscott House incorporated two sliding 

screens, one of solid timber construction, and a 

lighter one, similar to a Japanese shoji.  Both screens 

facilitated the linking of entrance lobby and stairwell 

with the adjacent open-plan living and dining space 

(Fig. 55).  The house was of a modest size, and the 

clever use of open-planned space provided for the 

main living and sleeping functions on the principal 

ground storey.  The plan was flexible, and provided 

the means of inter-changeability for privacy when 

preferred, cross-ventilation between the front and rear 

of the house, and increased natural lighting within the 

stairwell.   

 

4.3.6 STAIRCASES 
 

External step-ladders or stairs were a feature of access to flat roof areas and sun decks.  The 

Sidey House in Dunedin, and the Donner House in Auckland’s Waitakere Ranges, have been 

discussed in relation to their accessible flat roofs.  These are unusual examples because of the 

predominant low-pitched roof form of New Zealand houses, compared with flat-roofed models.  

Functional climbing rungs were a distinctly European characteristic, and in New Zealand only 

appear in multi-occupancy housing blocks designed by the Ministry of Housing.  The Ministry 

employed European émigré architects who used climbing rungs as a means of permanent access 

to the higher parts of buildings above the main flat roof.  The Lower Greys Avenue Flats in central 

Auckland have climbing rungs to the side of the building that are extant, but their use is no longer 

considered appropriate in safety terms.483  At times the painted rungs disappear into the colour of 

the façade, at other times light across the rungs cast shadows that change as the sun moves 

bringing them to the observer’s attention.  Today’s equivalent requires the installation of a full 

ladder enclosed by a safety cage, which is significantly different to the simple functionality of the 

original means of access.  

																																																													
483  The Lower Grey’s Avenue Flats were visited on 12th March 2011. 

 
Fig. 55:  Wainscott House, Auckland.  Image by 
author (2013).   
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The incorporation of an internal staircase had a significant 

role in the mid-century New Zealand house because many 

were located on sloping sites, compared to traditional 

single-storey houses on level sections.  The form of the 

traditional timber staircase in New Zealand for two-storey 

houses remained largely unchanged up to 1940, that 

typically comprised a flight steps of closed treads and 

risers enclosed by a balustrades and handrail terminated 

at a feature newel post.  Stair components were oversized 

and impressive structures, and for most houses with more 

than one floor level, they were a principal architectural 

element.  The traditional staircase typically comprised 

main flights returned at ninety degrees and connected by a 

half landing, a form that was economical in space and 

construction.   

 

Modern internal staircases became simpler in form, 

without elaborate balustrades, and were fit for purpose, 

rather stylistic reference.  Many were simple single flights, 

and most were designed with open riser steps supported 

on angled beams rather than wall strings, which allowed 

the flights to float within the stairwell.  The disappearance 

of the heavy and enclosed in favour of the light and open 

represents one of the most significant transformations in 

Modern fixtures.  Staircases of this form were used in 

houses (Fig. 56), and public buildings (Fig. 57). 

 

4.4 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 

 

The flat-roofed masonry Modernist house was a short-lived engagement with European domestic 

forms that had all but ended by 1940, and this chapter has shown how new forms were 

predominantly based around timber post-and-beam construction with floating intermediate floor 

and roof structures enclosed within non-loadbearing cladding and glazing.  The established skill-

base in timber-framing transitioned from traditional forms of carpentry to Modern elements of 

construction, a change that was inspired by progressive New Zealand architects, and adopted by 

European émigré architects who were more suited to masonry construction.  However, this 

chapter has also shown that the émigré’s did not give up on their preferred building form of ferro-

concrete construction, represented in their designs for the country’s multi-occupancy state 

housing blocks of the 1940s and early 1950s.  These were another example of architectural 

mimesis, where a European model was transposed to New Zealand, and located in Auckland and 

 
Fig. 56:  Mid-century internal domestic timber 
staircase.  Image by author (2014). 

 
 
Fig. 57:  Mid-century internal public staircase.  
Image by author (2013). 
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Wellington.  This chapter considered the fate of seven of these principal blocks of flats 

constructed by the Department of Housing, all of which were extant and being used for social 

housing at the start of this thesis, but at its conclusion, only four continue in their original purpose, 

one has been sold and refurbished for student accommodation, another has been sold but 

remains empty and seriously at-risk, and one has been demolished.  Such a significant change in 

status for these rare examples of international Modernism over a short period of time leaves 

significant uncertainty for their future survival as a group (heritage) value.  

 

New Zealand’s initial engagement with geometric forms of ideological extraction during the 

second half of the 1930s did not set the agenda for Modernism after 1940, because architects 

responded to a regional inflection of the Modern, one that was in part familiar, and in part new.  

The architectural form of the country’s domestic architecture was expressed in timber, and 

because New Zealand was a relative late-comer to Modernism, it was influenced by the 

international scene during the 1940s, rather than the 1920s.  The wider influence of Modernist 

architects and architecture in the United States (especially California and the West Coast), 

Scandinavia (especially Alvar Aalto in Finland), and Japanese domestic forms, can be identified 

in the language of New Zealand’s regional Modernism.  This country engaged with local 

conditions to derive local solutions based around organic forms, rather than being constrained by 

prescribed architectural programmes of universality.  The New Zealand architect-designed house 

has always set the standard and direction of new architectural endeavours, being the first 

typology to reflect current influences both at home and overseas.  Houses were, and remain, the 

barometers of change, and many mid-century architects designed their own houses that were 

experimental or novel for their time, as a means of leading by example.  Many architect-led 

initiatives were supported by their like-minded clients, many of whom were supporters of Modern 

living and societal change, and by degree, the varied forms of domestic Modernism developed.  

Extrapolating the influences and the exemplars led to local interpretation of Modernist forms, with 

solutions that went beyond the strictly functional. 

 

New Zealand architects have never fully come to terms with the flat roof form of the Modern 

Movement.  The slight-of-hand concealment of very low-pitched roofs behind an enclosing 

perimeter parapet walls to suggest flat roof-ness in appearance, but not in practice, at the start of 

the 1940s, gave way to an honest approach in the open-eave shallow-sloping roof.  Some brave 

New Zealand architects did commit themselves to the flat roof during the mid-century, but its 

reputation for failure preceded it, despite new materials designed to keep the weather out.  

Between 1940 and 1970 roofslopes gradually increased in pitch towards the traditional pitched 

roof form of the pre-Modern era.  Roof forms are an engaging and distinctive aspect of building 

form, and Modernism sought simplicity and practicability expressed in varied profiles, distinct from 

complexity and display of previous decades. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

EXPRESSING THE MODERN 3:   
UNDERSTANDING PLANNING IN NEW ZEALAND ARCHITECTURE 1940-1970 

 

This chapter examines the siting and layout of mid-twentieth-century houses and public buildings 

to identify how the canons of Modern planning were adapted for New Zealand conditions.  It 

considers how changes in the enclosure and use of space were derived from Modern Movement 

ideals, to contextualise the narrative of Modern New Zealand planning for practical application by 

heritage practitioners.  

 

Long-established formalities for the siting of buildings, and the prescriptive hierarchical 

arrangement of internal floor plans, were steadily displaced by location-specific orientation and 

open-plan layouts based around the flexible use of space and functional circulation.  Changes 

were evident within the planning of progressive mid-1930s Modern houses which influenced the 

planning of other building types during the 1940s.  As the strictures of traditional layout gradually 

diminished, change in planning increasingly expressed the following ideals: (i) individuality in 

siting respondent to the immediate and surrounding conditions; (ii) orientation for the capture of 

natural light, ventilation and views; (iii) freedom in the planning of internal space; and, (iv) 

connectivity and functional relationship between indoor and outdoor spaces.  These changes 

responded to the lightening of architectural forms and reductive internal division, developments 

that supported the practical adaptation of layout for different activities.  

 

Houses and flats that were Modern in their siting and planning of internal space expressed these 

ideals to varying extents, but change was not immediate in New Zealand, and traditional floor 

plans enclosed by Modern building typologies continued throughout the 1940s, 50s and 60s.  The 

planning of public buildings remained constrained by established forms of building and 

architectural stylism during the 1930s, the exception being a small number of commercial 

premises built during the second half of the decade that responded to the benefits of open-plan 

layout made possible by Modern framed construction methods.484  The design of public buildings 

progressively responded to the ideals of Modern planning, with the adoption of flexible internal 

floor-space that could be kept open or sub-divided with ease, efficient use of modular gridded 

layouts, and well-organised routes of circulation. 

 

 

																																																													
484  Two examples of modern commercial buildings with progressive planning include the Dingwall Building in Auckland 
(designed as offices by Gummer & Ford in 1934), and the Millers Building in Christchurch (designed as a department store 
by George Hart in 1937), both of which were constructed with concrete frames and floors with inter-storey fenestration in 
the form of long uninterrupted ribbon glazing. 
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This chapter examines the physicality of change expressed in Modern planning, and considers 

whether these were strategic in nature, including: (i) rejection of established formalities to 

embrace the flexibility and informality of Modern living; (ii) improved efficiencies in the creation 

and use of space; and, (iii) benefits that flowed from economies in construction and materials.  It 

will show that the architect-designed New Zealand house and public buildings were Modern in 

siting, orientation, layout and function.  

 

5.1 MODERN PLANNING 
 

5.1.1 PLANNED SPACE AND LAYOUT  
 

Frank Lloyd Wright’s house designs at the turn of the twentieth century are amongst the earliest 

examples of open-plan layout, the approach to which Wright’s biographer, Meryle Secrest, 

described as ‘Destroying the box’.485  Secrest described Wright’s internal planning of his 1902 

house for Ward W. Willits: 

 

As in all his Prairie houses, Wright set his massive fireplaces at the heart of the structure, 

with rooms flowing out from that central anchor to the four points of the compass, and he 

had arranged circulation inside the house so as to give a constantly changing 

kaleidoscope of views.486 

 

Wright planned the space surroundings his houses, as well as within, creating a relationship 

rather than separation: 

 

When he came to design his justly renowned Darwin D. Martin House (1904), his sense 

of design had advanced so far that he could conceive of its surrounding lawns, pergolas 

and connecting spaces as another kind of abstract pattern that required a similarly 

sophisticated solution [as for the internal planning], and was able to weave house and 

grounds into a single flowing and interpenetrating design.487  

 

The founding principles of early-twentieth-century planning were manifest in the polemical 

statements, publications, and standard-setting works of the Modern Movement during the 1920s 

and 1930s.  The recurring themes that emanated from Europe and the United States, of newness, 

simplicity, openness, convenience, and freedom, represented the basis of a forward looking 

architectural programme for the twentieth century.  Established architectural traditions – which 

Modern Movement protagonists sought to replace – were considered inadequate for the needs of 

a Modern society. 

 
																																																													
485  Meryle Secrest, Frank Lloyd Wright: A Biography (London: Chatto & Windus, 1992), p. 169. 
486  Secrest, Frank Lloyd Wright: A Biography, p. 164.	
487  Secrest, Frank Lloyd Wright: A Biography, p. 168.	
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From my reading of the most important period texts on the Modern Movement discussed in 

Chapter 1, I have come to understand the following attributes that capture the canonical principles 

of Modern planning: 

 

§ The recognition of and response to, the inherent qualities of a site – in particular the 

location and orientation of a building, positioned to capture maximum natural lighting and 

ventilation, shelter from prevailing weather conditions, optimum privacy, and capitalising 

on views.   

§ The freeing up of physical barriers to internal planning, with unrestricted floor space 

provided by framed construction, for open-plan layout and flexible use according to 

required function. 

§ The three-dimensional handling of space, providing for practical circulation and inter-

connectivity, in the horizontal and vertical dimensions, including multiple levels on 

inclined sites.  

§ The greater physical and visual union of interior and exterior spaces achieved by minimal 

obstruction and openable walls for unimpeded connectivity, and large uninterrupted 

areas of glass that maintained sight lines when indoors. 

 

It is important to make use of the period texts here, because they present the polemic that 

influenced the development of Modernism internationally.  Of the three distinguishing principles 

put forward by Hitchcock and Johnson in their 1932 treatise on Modern architecture, the one for 

planning sought ‘the emphasis upon volume – space enclosed by thin planes or surfaces as 

opposed to the suggestion of mass and solidity’.488  Their vision of Modern planning engaged with 

a three-dimensional concept of functional internal space, rather than rooms configured and 

constrained within a two-dimensional layout.  Hitchcock and Johnson based their polemic on first-

hand experience of architectural developments in Europe during the 1920s.  During this period of 

change, the Swiss-born French architect Le Corbusier also advocated a new approach to 

planning in Vers Une Architecture in 1923 (translated into English in 1927): 

 

The Plan is the generator. 

Without a plan, you have a lack of order and wilfulness. 

The Plan holds in itself the essence of sensation. 

The great problems of to-morrow, dictated by collective necessities, put the question of 

“plan” in a new form. 

Modern life demands, and is waiting for, a new kind of plan both for the house and for the 

city.489 

 

																																																													
488  Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922 (New York: W.H. 
Norton, 1932), p. 29. 
489  Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture (London: The Architectural Press, 1927), p. 44. 
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Le Corbusier further elaborated upon the importance of the plan in his ‘Five Points of 

Architecture’, two of which identified ‘The free designing of the ground-plan’ and ‘The roof terrace’ 

as being fundamental to the planning requirements for Modern living.490   

 

Amongst the few pioneering English Modernist architects, F.R.S. Yorke was widely published by 

1940, both in respect of his designs for new buildings and as the author of numerous publications 

on Modern architecture.  In his 1939 book, A Key to Modern Architecture, Yorke drew comparison 

between the principal space within a Medieval hall-house and the Modern open-plan home – for 

which he compared the function of the large communal hall (of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries) as a space ‘in which all activities of the household took place and the guests were 

entertained’, with similar aspirations for the new space for living (of the twentieth century).491  He 

considered that during the recent past in too many domestic buildings, ‘Planning became complex 

through a multiplicity of unnecessary parts, rather than through intensive organization, and the 

house gave neither the service we expect from it to-day, nor the freedom of movement enjoyed 

by the mediaeval householder’.492  Yorke eulogised the rediscovery of simplicity in planning: 

 

The quality of simplicity, on which comfort and convenience in the home are dependent, 

was lost for a century, while the plan was corseted into a shape dictated by a display 

exterior.  There was no regard for equipment, which had to be fitted in as an afterthought.  

The house was evolved from the outside inwards, and was therefore wasteful of space 

and required a large domestic staff to work it.493 

 

Whilst Yorke’s viewpoint at the end of the 1930s represented an English reflection on the 

progressive European architectural developments of the previous two decades – including the 

work of émigré architects resident in England – Paul Pascoe argued his case for a Modern 

approach to architecture to be initiated in New Zealand.  Pascoe’s 1940 centennial publication on 

‘Houses’ praised the values enshrined in the Modern: 

 

With the rapid changes in standards and modes of living in the world to-day there has 

grown up a new appreciation of the value of sunlight, air, and space.  This appreciation 

has led to a new style of architecture.494  

 

For a country remote from the climate of change in America, Europe and Britain, New Zealand’s 

access to period publications on Modern architecture was an important source of overseas design 

ideology and practice.  Modern design principles were promoted in key books by pioneering 

Modernist architects and illustrated in periodicals, and imbued with Modernist polemics of the 

																																																													
490  Le Corbusier’s manifesto titled ‘Five Points Towards a Modern Architecture’ was first published in French in Almanach 
de l’Architecture Moderne (Paris, 1926) 
491  F.R.S. Yorke, A Key to Modern Architecture (London: Blackie and Son, 1939), p. 82.	
492  Yorke, A Key to Modern Architecture, p. 83.	
493  Yorke, A Key to Modern Architecture, pp. 83-84.	
494  Paul Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2 No.20 ‘Houses’ (Wellington: Department of 
Internal Affairs, 1940), p. 24.  	
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1920s and 1930s.  That 1940 remains a foundation date in the Modern New Zealand narrative is 

captured in Pascoe’s centennial publications on ‘Houses’ and ‘Public Buildings’.495  His clarion call 

for a Modern approach to planning promoted the principles and ideals of the Modern Movement 

overseas.  When his promotion of a Modern architectural programme at the beginning of the 

decade was not manifest by 1947, he renewed his polemical offensive in an article titled ‘The 

Modern House’.496  Pascoe wrote this later piece with his business partner Humphrey Hall.  It 

emphatically re-stated his earlier advocacy for a Modern architecture based on the fundamental 

re-ordering of the traditional house plan.  Their requirements for Modern planning addressed the 

siting and orientation of buildings, the influence of functional requirements upon internal layout, 

and the relationship between interior and exterior spaces: 

 

The well-designed modern house grows on the natural characteristics of the site.  

Complete freedom of planning will take advantage of the features of the site and of the 

sun’s path.  The individual problem will vary as the site varies from hill-brow to valley or 

plain.  But the method remains constant – the house and the site are one.  It is part of the 

site, not an intruder; it grows from within outwards to be an integral part of the garden and 

the distant view.497 

And; 

The true modern house is at once a retreat, the hub of family life and the centre of 

entertainment.  These separate social functions are allowed for in a free plan with quiet 

wings insulated by reason of the plan-shape.  Room shadows cast by over-dominant 

interior wall areas are eliminated by the use of large windows.498 

 

Pascoe spent three years working in Britain during the late 

1930s, initially for the Architectural Press and latterly for the 

Tecton Group.  The translation of his overseas experience into 

practical works, together with his dogged campaigning for a 

Modern language of architecture, placed him at the forefront of 

the Modern debate in New Zealand throughout the 1940s.499  

Pascoe used the Humphrey Hall House in his 1940 publication, 

‘Houses’, to illustrate Modern planning (Fig. 58).500  His 

championing of Modern planning was embodied within both his 

writing, and the houses and public buildings that he designed 

during the 1940s and 1950s.   

																																																													
495  Pascoe, ‘Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century’ Vol. 2, No.20, ‘Houses; and Vol. 2, No.21, ‘Public 
Buildings’.	
496  Paul Pascoe & Humphrey Hall, ‘The Modern House’, in Landfall, 1, No. 2 (1947), 121-125. 
497  Pascoe & Hall, ‘The Modern House’, 121-125, (p. 121)	
498  Pascoe & Hall, ‘The Modern House’, 121-125, (p. 121)	
499  Ana Robertson. 'Pascoe, Arnold Paul', from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography. Te Ara - the Encyclopaedia of 
New Zealand, updated 7-Jan-2014.  http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/5p14/pascoe-arnold-paul 
500  Paul Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2, No. 20, Houses (Wellington: Department of 
Internal Affairs, 1940), p. 25.	

 
Fig. 58:  Humphrey Hall House, Timaru, 
(1938-39).  Image from Paul Pascoe’s 
‘Houses’ (1940).  
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The ideological origins of the Modern Movement – which inspired Pascoe and his contemporaries 

– remained largely unchallenged for nearly forty years, until 1960, when Reyner Banham argued 

that Modern architecture followed on from progressive developments during the nineteenth 

century through to the twentieth century, rather than a complete break with tradition and the 

forging of a definitive new beginning.501  On planning, Banham took issue with Le Corbusier’s 

‘primacy of plan’, suggesting a weakness in his argument for the form of a building being derived 

from its plan.502  According to Le Corbusier, ‘A plan proceeds from within to without’, although 

Banham’s dissection of Vers une Architecture suggested a contradictory reference to a visitor 

experience of interior volumes from the ‘outside inwards’.503  

 

This thesis focuses upon those aspects of Modernism that help explain its physical expression in 

New Zealand houses and public buildings.  Planning, form and materiality represent three 

principal dimensions of Modern architecture, for which a defining set of codes were established 

by the Modern Movement during the 1920s and 1930s.  This thesis acknowledges that these 

physical dimensions of design sit amongst the cultural, political, financial and social parameters 

which shaped Modern architecture, and that developments in Modern planning represent one 

contributory aspect of change during this period – remembering that the aim of this thesis is to 

identify and interrogate those aspects of Modernist buildings that the heritage professional will be 

confronted by. 

 

5.2 INTEGRATED SITING  
 

Jeremy Salmond has written at length on the history of New Zealand houses to 1940, in which he 

discussed the evolution of siting for domestic buildings, particularly those within towns where 

people ‘built their houses to line with the street (as in England)’.504  In contrast, the Modern 

approach to siting sought the freedom to respond to the specific characteristics of individual sites, 

in order to maximise the functional and environmental benefits of buildings.  The relationship 

between the location and orientation, and the capture of sunlight, fresh air, aspect and shelter, 

informed the optimum siting of new buildings for the home and workplace. 

 

The traditional approach of building frontages aligned along access roads and suburban streets 

continued after 1940 within the planning of New Zealand state housing schemes and for private 

subdivisions on new land, many of which adopted the English model of compact detached 

dwellings arranged side by side.  However, the bespoke siting of architect-designed houses and 

public buildings addressed individual sites of topographical interest, irregular shaped sites, 

subdivided sections, and sites cleared for redevelopment.   

 

																																																													
501  Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age (London: The Architectural Press, 1960)  
502  Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, pp. 225-226.	
503  Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age, p. 227. 
504  Jeremy Salmond, Old New Zealand Houses 1800-1940 (Auckland: Reed, 1986), p. 63.  	
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New buildings on these sites were planned for 

the most advantageous location and orientation 

in relation to neighbouring plots (in urban 

environments) and surrounding landscape (in 

rural areas), not for the sake of convention. 

This was fundamental change was captured by 

a statement in Ernst Plischke’s Design and 

Living, published in 1947, that ‘In modern 

planning the old terms of “front” and “back” 

elevation no longer exist’ (Fig. 59).505 

 

The integrated location of a building within a site, and orientation of individual elevations towards 

immediate surroundings and beyond, provided the opportunity to plan internal and external layout 

for beneficial aspect, views, sunlight, privacy, and shelter.  The following two sections consider 

the two key aspects of siting – location and orientation – and because of the strong correlation 

between the two aspects, each is cross-referenced within the text.  The changes in the siting of 

houses are discussed in detail, compared with commentary for public buildings, because of the 

access to architect-designed house plans, houses that have been visited, and the relative 

availability of research information, and because of the ongoing fascination that New Zealanders 

have with the design of individual houses: the building type has a privileged place within the 

building stock. 

 

5.2.1 LOCATION  
 
Sites for suburban subdivisions were typically regular in size, with the established quarter-acre 

plot (1200 sq. metres) considered appropriate for family amenity.  The most common house type 

designed for level sections until the beginning of the 1940s was based on a single-storey 

structure, traditionally located parallel with the street access, incorporating gardens at the front for 

flower-beds and lawns, and to the rear for the cultivation of vegetables.  Speculative houses 

arranged in regimented rows as a matter of course, rather than design, continued a tradition that 

often positioned the principal rooms towards a darker southern or eastern aspect.  However, 

architect-designed houses increasingly addressed the optimum location for the planning of 

principal rooms towards sunlight, ventilation and views, and service rooms in positions where 

these benefits weren’t as important.  For sloping sites, the manipulation of natural inclines or cut 

and fill that optimised the use of split-level floor plans, provided a direct relationship between 

siting and topography.  

 

 

																																																													
505  E. A. Plishke, Design and Living (Wellington: Department of Internal Affairs, 1947), pp. 40-41. 

 
Fig. 59:  View of a planned House.  Image from Ernst 
Plischke’s Design and Living (1947).   
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Suburban site planning of subdivisions into standard sized sections for state housing schemes 

were illustrated by Paul Pascoe in 1940, which he described as ‘orderly development’ that 

provided ‘an adequate amount of land for gardens and lawns.’506  Pascoe’s comments were not 

an endorsement of practice, rather an observation on the status quo, at a time when he sought a 

visionary outlook for the planning of sections within new suburbs.  For building sites that 

presented opportunities for planning individuality, Pascoe focused on the benefits of selecting the 

most appropriate location, without deference to street frontage.507  In contrast to individual house 

siting, the location of state houses within newly developed and expanded suburbs was 

considered differently by Cedric Firth:  

 

Each house is not regarded as an isolated unit, but as an integral part of a much greater 

whole.  In laying out each housing scheme, definite systems of grouping are adopted.  

Dwellings are sited at distances varying from 25 feet to 60 feet from the front boundary.  

On flat land, they are symmetrically set back, grouped about some feature, or staggered 

in saw-tooth fashion.  On hilly sites, they are arranged to conform to the natural contours 

of the land, care being taken to avoid excessive excavation; narrow houses, preferably 

with side entrances, are selected and placed parallel with the contours.508  

 

However, the state house model for new estates was based on the English cottage-style, 

described by Bill Wilson of Group Architects as ‘planned mediocrity’.509  The detached suburban 

state house offered little to the development of the Modern planning, whilst the opposite was true 

for the government’s multi-occupancy housing blocks that were built in Auckland and Wellington, 

which were based on European prototypes, influenced by the number of émigré architects 

involved in their design for the Ministry of Works Housing Division.510   

 

Period references to the siting of Modern houses aligned the outcome of careful thought given to 

the location of a building in relation to the physical attributes of a particular site, with the benefits 

provided by the most ideal position.  These benefits, principally of increased light and ventilation, 

were attributed to an improved and healthier lifestyle.  The footprint grounded the building 

physically within its site, whilst the planning of internal space responded to the immediate 

surroundings.  Commentary on the siting of Modern houses during the early 1940s focussed on 

two principal contexts, the suburban sub-division and the individual site of topographical interest.  

Identifying the benefits and disadvantages of different site conditions was a fundamental 

consideration for the location and planning Modern houses.  Building plots that were different in 

size, shape, angle, enclosure, exposure and aspect, provided opportunities for site-specific 

design, including complex sites with difficult access, irregular boundaries and terrain.  These 

																																																													
506  Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2, No. 20, ‘Houses’, pp. 22-23. 
507  Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2, No. 20, ‘Houses’, p. 25.	
508  Firth, State Housing in New Zealand, p. 14.	
509  Julia Gatley and Bill McKay, ‘Overseas Solutions Will Not Do’, in Group Architects: Towards A New Zealand 
Architecture, ed. by Julia Gatley (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2010), p. 28.	
510  The principal examples include the Dixon Street and Gordon Wilson blocks of flats in Wellington, and the Greys 
Avenue and Symonds Street blocks of flats in Auckland. 
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included building on back sections and internal plots, down long driveways, as the larger original 

plots were increasingly subdivided, as well as steeper sites that were previously avoided.  

 

A number of architect-designed houses after 1940 took a Modern approach site-specific location, 

including Vernon Brown who bemoaned the formalities of traditional siting, which he viewed as 

restrictive and inappropriate for Modern living whilst embracing traditional construction techniques 

and established materials that, according to Linda Tyler, enclosed his Modern plans:  

 

Yet, regardless of their look, the houses are all unmistakeably modern in planning.  He 

complained in an essay for Art in New Zealand that the worst influence on housing in 

New Zealand was the obsession with fronting up to the street.  House, windows, garden, 

curtains were all dressed for the street view, he said, railing that it was nonsensical that 

there should be still backs and fronts to our houses’.511   

 

 

Brown’s design for the two-storey Street House on a steeply sloping site in the Auckland suburb 

of Belmont, (1950), was located adjacent to the road, but he reversed traditional practice for 

internal planning, and orientated the principal living spaces away from the street (Fig. 60).512  His 

internal layout optimised sea views and privacy, rather than sun.  The main reception room and 

master bedroom were positioned along the rear upper storey, which took advantage of the 

eastern seaward aspect, with the kitchen, bathroom and laundry placed along the single-storey 

entrance frontage.  The design also responded to the steep downward slope by incorporating a 

part lower-ground storey along the full width of the house, which afforded direct access to the 

secluded rear garden.  

																																																													
511  Linda Tyler, ‘Vernon Brown in Auckland’, in Block Architectural Guide: Itinery N.8, (Auckland: NZIA, 2007) 
512  The Street House was visited on 14th August 2012. 

 
Fig. 60:  Street House, Auckland, designed by Vernon Brown (1940).  Architect’s original drawing in possession of the owner. 
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The Demonstration House,513 located in the 

Wellington suburb of Karori, ‘was conceived in 

the spring of 1948’ by students and tutors of 

the Architectural Centre.514  The exposed and 

steeply sloped site was identified as ‘the 

problem’, and in response, ‘the solution 

chosen’ suggested that ‘the successful design 

was the outcome of careful study of the 

difficulties of the site’.515  The house was 

located towards the high point of the section, 

and positioned on a level plot that had to be cut 

into the hillside.516 The house was completed in 

1949 (Fig. 61).  

 

Many of the Group Architects houses were also site specific in location, with the planning taking 

advantage of the unique shape and position of each site.  Each of the first three houses on 

Auckland’s North Shore were the outcome of slightly difference processes: the First House,517 

was designed and built collaboratively in 1949-50; the Second House,518 was designed and built 

democratically in 1950-51; and the third, Rotherham House,519 was designed and built individually 

in 1950-51.520  However, one common aspect was the unique location within their respective 

sites.  None of the houses had a street frontage in the traditional sense, and the freedom of 

planning allowed for positioning to suit their design, rather than conformity with tradition that 

continued to inform state housing schemes. 

 

During the 1950s Max Rosenfeld’s publications included advice to readers on ‘Planning a House’ 

which proclaimed that ‘the object of sound planning is to create congenial surroundings, a 

convenient grouping of rooms and the best possible use of the characteristics of the section at as 

reasonable a cost as possible’.521  Rosenfeld’s planning for the masses was a conservative 

engagement with popularist sentiment, and not the radical realignment towards an internationally 

derived Modern approach to planning sought by Paul Pascoe.  Rather than the speculative built-

to-order houses catalogued by Rosenfeld, the architect-designed houses of the 1950s promoted 

the development of Modern New Zealand planning.  A large irregular shaped plot in the Auckland 
																																																													
513  For further information, see:  Julia Gatley, ‘Demonstration House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 55. 
514  The Architectural Centre Inc. ‘A House is Born’, in Demonstration House (Wellington: Pelorous Press, n.d. [circa. 
1949]), p. 3. 
515  The Architectural Centre Inc. ‘A Family Matter’, in Demonstration House, p. 5.	
516  The Architectural Centre Inc. ‘A Family Matter’, in Demonstration House, p. 6.	
517  For further information, see:  Allan Wild, ‘The First Group House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 57. 
518  For further information, see:  Allan Wild, ‘The Second Group House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 57. 
519		For further information, see:  Allan Wild, ‘Rotherham House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 61. 
520  Gatley and McKay, ‘Novel Building Adventures’, in Group Architects: Towards A New Zealand Architecture, ed. by 
Gatley, p 36-50.	
521  Max Rosenfeld, The New Zealand House, 4th edn, (Auckland: Max Rosenfeld, 1954), p. 9. 

 

Fig. 61:  Demonstration House, Wellington.  Image from The 
Architectural Centre’s Demonstration House (1949).   
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suburb of Stanley Point was the site for two architect-designed houses.  Both shared similar 

Modernist visions, and the siting of each house responded individually to the specific setting.  

Separately designed and built by Ivan Juriss and Jack Manning in 1954 and 1955-1960 

respectively, each house was a single storey structure positioned within a site of mature planting, 

located without reference to the street except for a parking space and narrow entrance path.  The 

outcome was two Modern homes with seaward aspects that remain iconic houses of the 1950 

Modernist domestic spirit.  More expansive rural and semi-rural settings, where plots were often 

larger, also provided bespoke design opportunities.  Ernst Plischke designed the Henderson 

House for a large and prominent site in Alexandra in 1950, and positioned it away from the road 

boundary to capitalise on views beyond the Clutha River, which it overlooked.  The use of a wide 

plan over a principal single level and part lower storey nestled the house into the gradient, and 

the incorporation of natural stone excavated from the site allowed it to blend into the landscape.522  

 

The 1960s house epitomised Modern planning.  The Bidwill House in the Wellington suburb of 

Kaiwharawhara was designed by Derek Wilson in 1960, who maximised the potential of a 

secluded hillside location for a two-storey structure, to which he later added a third storey.  The 

position of the house, remote from the street entrance and high above the main road into 

Wellington along the foot of the hill, maximised both aspect and privacy of the siting of the family 

home.523  The siting of the Wainscott House in Auckland’s Waitakere Ranges, designed in 1964 

by Ewen Wainscott for his own family, was originally constrained by local authority planning 

requirements that positioned new houses away from the road frontage.524  The bottom of the 

sloped site was dark and lacked views, and so Wainscott sought planning approval to position the 

house much closer to the main road.525   

 

Wainscott set the house back slightly from the 

road, with a car-port entry incorporated into 

the main upper storey of the house, for ease 

of parking and shelter (Fig. 62).  The siting 

avoided the need for a long steep drive that 

characterised the means of access to many 

of the surrounding houses.  He orientated the 

principal rooms in the opposite direction to 

the road, within the upper level of the rear 

two-storey structure, which took take 

advantage of the panoramic aspect towards Auckland City in the distance.526  This arrangement 

follows the same approach used by Vernon Brown for his design of Street House. 

 

																																																													
522  The Henderson House was visited on 9th April 2011. 
523  The Bidwill House was visited on 4th May 2013.	
524  Pers. comm. Bramwell Wainscott to Phillip Hartley, 1st March 2013. 
525  Pers. comm. Bramwell Wainscott to Phillip Hartley, 1st March 2013.	
526  The Wainscott House was visited on 2nd March 2013. 

 
Fig. 62:  Wainscott House, Auckland.  Image by author (2010).   
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The executed 1963 design by Peter 

McNaught for the Sayes House in Whangarei 

was the outcome of a thoughtful and incisive 

planning solution for a narrow inclined site.527  

The building plot rose uphill from the street 

entrance, and the gradient provided for a 

clever split-level mezzanine layout over three 

storeys, whereas only two storeys of the 

house were evident when viewed from street 

frontage or the garden.  The principle rooms 

were located within the single-storey range at 

the back of the house, and bedrooms within the upper storey at the front.  This arrangement was 

similar to the reversed planning by Brown for the downward sloping site, but because site was 

uphill from the street, the principle living areas were planned within the single storey section, 

rather than the double storey.  The design resulted in a house that outwardly appeared modest in 

scale within its low-rise suburban setting, yet internally the three levels allowed for spacious 

family accommodation (Fig. 63). 

 

The Symonds Street Flats in Auckland 

were purpose designed for the sloping 

site, where the building was going to be 

positioned on the side of the Grafton 

Gulley.  The main entrance at street 

level, was convenient for pedestrian 

access, whilst the lower rear entrance 

was from the car parking area (Fig. 64).  

The L-shaped building gave a 

presence along the main frontage, and 

good use of the more difficult rear 

topography. 

 

References to the siting of Modern buildings in New Zealand architectural writing have largely 

focused on domestic dwellings, rather than public buildings, because individual house designs 

continually adapted to change.  Commentary on the planning of public buildings has principally 

addressed the outcome of two particular approaches, firstly the response to restrictions and 

challenges posed by sites located within urban centres, and secondly, the opportunities provided 

by the openness of town perimeters and surrounding rural sites.  Challenging locations for new 

public buildings included corner positions and infill plots, where planning solutions were 

constrained by surrounding buildings and topography.  One of the earliest and most well-known 

																																																													
527  The Sayes House was visited on 26th October 2014. 

 
Fig. 63:  Sayes House, Whangarei (1963).  Architect’s original 
drawing in possession of the owner.   

 
Fig. 64:  Symonds Street Flats, Auckland (1945-77).  Architect’s drawing 
in possession of Salmond Reed Architects.   
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examples of a major new public building of the early 1940s whose design responded to the site 

location was Gummer and Ford’s State Fire Insurance Building in Wellington (d.1938-39, b.1939-

1941).528  Terence Hodgson considered the site-specific design was the key to its success – 

‘Because the building is on a corner site, the architects allowed three faces to be presented to the 

world by chamfering the corner’.529  Two Modern buildings located on corner sites along 

Auckland’s Queen Street were acclaimed at the time for the design solutions with respect to their 

locations, and similarly praised.  A 1940 edition of Building Progress congratulated the architects, 

Chilwell & Trevithick, for their design of the Arthur Eady Building (c.1939), who were considered 

to ‘have successfully overcome the numerous difficulties which this small and confined area 

presented both in the matter of design and construction’.530  The building was constructed on a 

level corner site at the base of a steep slope, and the design successfully responded to both 

elevations along Queen Street and Vulcan Lane, rather than just the main frontage.  The design 

for the Timaru Telephone Exchange, (d. and b. 1957),531 is an excellent example of how a linear 

building could command a corner site, with the same confidence and flair as a stepped or high-

rise building.532  Auckland’s Queen Street was the site of Jack Manning’s design for the eleven-

storey AMP Building located at the junction with Victoria Street East, the siting of which 

responded to the challenges posed by its constrained corner plot at the bottom of a steep 

incline.533  The new building worked with the advantages of the gradient, aptly described by Bill 

McKay as having made ‘good use of its sloping corner site, appearing to rear up and command 

New Zealand’s busiest intersection’.534 

 

The planning response to high value town centre sites engaged with multi-storied construction, 

and the tall office blocks of the 1950s and 1960s represented some of New Zealand’s most 

enduring designs for public buildings.  In addition to Auckland’s AMP building; Wellington’s eight-

storey Massey House), ten-storey Departmental Building (d.1956-57, c.1961),535 and eleven-

storey Shell House (d.1958-59, b.1959-61);536 the nineteen-storey Auckland City Administration 

Building (d.1954-60, b.1964-66);537 and, Christchurch’s nine-storey Manchester Unity building 

(d.1964, b.1965-67),538 were all Modern multi-storied office exemplars that commanded a notable 

site presence above neighbouring buildings, at each of their city centre locations. 

																																																													
528  For further information, see:  Bruce Petry, ‘State Fire Insurance Building House’, in Long Live the Modern: New 
Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 35. 
529  Terence Hodgson, Looking at the Architecture of New Zealand (Wellington: Grantham House, 1990), p. 63.	
530 ‘Modern Auckland Store’, in Building Progress, Vol. IV, No. 1 (1940), p. 20. 
531  For further information, see: 
Julia Gatley, ‘Timaru Telephone Exchange’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by 
Gatley, p. 382.	
532  The Timaru Exchange was visited on 3rd April 2013. 
533  The AMP Tower was visited on 26th April 2011. 
534  Bill McKay, ‘AMP Building’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 
118.	
535  For further information see:  Alexandra Teague, ‘Departmental Building’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 110. 
536  For further information see:  Andrew Leach, ‘Shell House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 
1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 111.	
537  For further information see:  Robin Skinner, ‘Auckland City Administration Building’, in Long Live the Modern: New 
Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 149.	
538		For further information see:  Robin Skinner, ‘Auckland City Administration Building’, in Long Live the Modern: New 
Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 155.	
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5.2.2 ORIENTATION  
 

Planning for efficient orientation of a building focused on the unique characteristics of individual 

sites with regard to the surroundings, in order to maximise the capture of natural daylight, 

sunlight, ventilation, and views, and provide for shelter, privacy and outdoor use of space.  The 

physicality of elevations responded to the relationship between position and internal planning, 

with individual rooms orientated towards specific directions where the benefits of these 

parameters were greatest.  

 

The relationship between building orientation towards the northern sunlight in New Zealand was a 

matter that nineteenth-century European settlers had been aware of, but misunderstood on 

occasions because in their country of origin, it felt like sunrise and sunset were in the opposite 

direction.539  The importance of correct building orientation in the design process remained a 

matter of concern throughout the first half of the twentieth century for two reasons, firstly the 

traditional street frontage which orientated some houses poorly, and secondly a lack of 

appreciation of changing light conditions throughout the year.  The need for understanding 

orientation was important because of the risk of overheating during summer months due to too 

much sun, and inadequate solar gain during winter months due to shading.  Houses that 

orientated the principal daytime rooms towards the sun were understood and commented upon 

by Paul Pascoe, who emphasised the relationship between building orientation and internal 

planning.540  The angle and movement of the summer and winter sun in relation to individual 

elevations was calculated to an accuracy whereby the penetration of sun-strike or shadow within 

a particular room could be controlled by design for the comfort requirements of the occupants.  In 

a similar methodological approach, the control of cross-ventilation in relation to the orientation 

became an integral part of planning process.  

 

Vernon Brown designed his houses during the 1940s from the inside out.  He used glass 

partitions and mirrors to fill interior spaces with natural light, orientated specific rooms towards the 

sun, and framed the garden aspect by the use of multiple external glazed doors and large corner 

windows.  His approach to planning focused upon the beneficial characteristics of the site as he 

saw it, not the traditionally prescribed orientation towards the street.  Ernst Plischke was also 

concerned about the disadvantages of traditional planning and the positioning of houses along 

street frontages, which disregarded environmental benefits.  His Design and Living of 1947, 

proposed the reversal of the typical New Zealand plan for houses located on the north side of a 

street, to orientate principal living spaces not towards the street but towards the sunlight.541  

Plischke illustrated his point by contrasting a traditional house plan with principal rooms facing 

																																																													
539  Frederick De Jersey Clere, ‘Domestic Architecture in New Zealand’, (1916), in New Dreamland: Writing New Zealand 
Architecture, ed. by Douglas Lloyd Jenkins (Auckland: Godwit, 2005), p. 58.  In his 1916 article, De Jersey Clere (1856-
1952) reminded his readers that ‘in the southern hemisphere windows that have to catch the midday sun face the north, 
and not the south, as in the northern countries. 
540  Paul Pascoe, Making New Zealand: Pictorial Surveys of a Century, Vol. 2, No.20, Houses (Wellington: Department of 
Internal Affairs, 1940), p. 25.  	
541  E. A. Plishke, Design and Living (Wellington: Whitcombe & Tombs, 1947), pp. 38-39. 
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south, to a Modern house plan with principal rooms orientated towards the north-west, advising 

that ‘In designing a modern house, we shall turn the living-room away from the street front, which 

in this case faces south, and put it towards the midday sun and the garden’.542   

 

Cedric Firth, a contemporary and business partner of Plischke, used his experience within the 

Housing Division of the Ministry of Works to publish his views on domestic design.  Firth included 

advice on ‘Planning for Sunlight’ in his State Housing in New Zealand, published in 1949.543  He 

illustrated details for the path of the sun and its angle during the winter and summer months, so 

that designers could understand the importance of changes in the extent and direction of sunlight 

throughout the year.544  Firth associated the penetration of sunlight into the home with healthy and 

comfortable living conditions: 

 

A growing appreciation of the benefits to health from light and sunshine outdoors has had 

a marked influence on the design of new homes in all parts of the world.  The principle 

that the sun should enter all important rooms at some period of the day is no longer 

sufficient and we now try to plan our building for maximum penetration in mid-winter, at 

the same time providing adequate protection in summer.   

Developing this solar principle of planning, houses have been designed in which all living-

rooms and bedrooms are given a northern aspect.545  

 

Firth included a site plan that showed the living rooms hatched along the northern sunny side of 

each house, to emphasise the importance of orientation.546 

 

The design of the Demonstration House in 1948 married the value of orientation with the early 

Modern execution of a courtyard or U-shaped plan: 

 

Aspect, access, orientation and contours are of vital importance, and they vary from site 

to site.  With the Demonstration House, they deserved more than usual consideration.547   

 

The orientation of the two outer ranges captured sunlight and views, and the north facing 

courtyard enclosed by the third range provided shelter and privacy.  One long range was 

tangential, whilst the opposite range was splayed.  Group Architects first courtyard plan for the 

Tremewan House in the Auckland suburb of Te Atatu followed the Demonstration House model 

by five years, with long parallel ranges and the courtyard orientated towards the west.548 

 

																																																													
542  Plishke, Design and Living, p. 39.	
543  Cedric Firth, State Housing in New Zealand (Wellington: Ministry of Works, 1949), pp. 72-76.	
544  Firth, State Housing in New Zealand, p. 73.	
545  Firth, State Housing in New Zealand, p. 72.	
546  Firth, State Housing in New Zealand, p. 74. 
547  The Architectural Centre, ‘A Family Matter’, in Demonstration House (Auckland: The Polorus Press, n.d.), p. 7.	
548  Julia Gatley, ‘House Typologies’, in Group Architects: Towards A New Zealand Architecture, ed. by Gatley, pp. 110-
111. 
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Max Rosenfeld’s advice on ‘Choosing a Section’, recommended that ‘The orientation, namely, the 

direction a section faces in relation to the sun, should be good.  This does not mean that the 

frontage must face north, but it should be so situated as to be suitable for building a house to get 

the most sun possible.’549  Ann Gluckman considered that the potential for misunderstanding the 

direction of sunlight was of such concern for Rosenfeld during the 1950s, that the subject became 

a pre-occupation in his publications:   

 

He was already puzzled by the fact so many New Zealand houses faced the wrong way.  

Living quarters, even bedrooms faced the street irrespective of orientation to the sun.  

Large floor to ceiling windows served no purpose other than for viewing passers-by.  Max 

decided he would design houses with living space facing the sun, overlooking a 

landscaped area with fruit trees, shrubs, flowers and vegetables.  Kitchens, utility rooms, 

laundries could face the shadows.550 

 

For his views expressed in his ‘Influence of Sun on Design’, Rosenfeld illustrated the importance 

of correct orientation with ‘Five diagrams which showed the influence of site and design on the 

hours of sunshine available in all rooms.’551  Rosenfeld’s pre-occupation with orientation towards 

sunlight was also considered by Daniele Abreu e Lima to be a recurring theme in his column for 

‘The Home Architect’, which offered important advice to speculative – non-architect designed – 

house builders: 

 

Largely through Rosenfeld’s influence, home builders have become conscious of the 

need of siting their homes to catch the sun, rather than siting them for the purpose of 

presenting impressive fronts to those passing on the street.552   

 

The most appropriate location for the principal rooms of a house within the overall floor layout 

became a priority for Modern planning, for their optimum position in relation to the building’s 

orientation.  The relationship of building orientation and shelter (from the prevailing direction of 

wind and rain) had traditionally involved physical means of protection – principally the projecting 

roofed verandah located around one or more sides of domestic dwellings.  Verandahs provided a 

zone of shelter that was comfortable for occupants, and afforded protection around the external 

walls.  Windows could be kept open for ventilation during wet weather.  However, the deep 

traditional verandah blocked the sun’s path, which was unsatisfactory for Modern living and 

instead, projecting eaves became an integral element of flat and low-pitched roofs, which 

extended beyond the face of external walls to provide sufficient shading during summer months 

while allowing some solar gain in winter months.   

																																																													
549  Rosenfeld, The New Zealand House, p. 9.	
550  Ann Gluckman, Identity and Involvement:  Auckland Jewry, Past and Present (Wellington: Dunmore Press, 1990).	
551  Rosenfeld, The New Zealand House, pp. 22-24. 
552  Daniele Abreu e Lima, ‘Max Rosenfeld, ‘The Home Architect’, in “From over-sweet cake to wholemeal bread”: the 
Home & Building Years New Zealand Architecture in the 1940s, a one day symposium, ed. by Christine McCarthy 
(Wellington: Victoria University, 2008), p. 19. 
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Natural shelter-belts protected houses in rural areas, in the form of hedges and trees planted 

along site boundaries which reduced the impact of strong winds, and planting and fence 

structures were an option for shelter and privacy along closely spaced urban boundaries.  The L-

shaped plan, according to Rosenfeld, was not only ideal for the entrapment of sunshine, 

dependent upon the exact orientation, but also ‘This is often excellent for sheltering an outdoor 

area from cold wind’.553  There was a relationship between the maximisation of warmth from the 

sun and adequate ventilation, and the minimisation of cooling breeze, with the directions of light 

and wind taken into careful consideration.  

 

For Rosenfeld, ‘the need for privacy’ was one of his key practical considerations for the work unit 

of kitchen, bathroom, lavatory, and laundry or utility room, and areas for ‘Sleeping and dressing 

require privacy and seclusion’.554  Privacy of individual rooms that faced adjacent properties on a 

typical urban subdivision was achieved principally by the use of obscure glass fitted in windows, 

in particular in bathrooms and laundries.  Traditionally, other rooms, including bedrooms and 

living rooms, relied on the use of curtains or blinds for physical internal screening when privacy 

was desired.  For Modern house planning, the orientation of family rooms along the most private 

aspect was as important as good lighting and ventilation, especially where physical means of 

screening were difficult to achieve. The Modern approach to service rooms, including bathrooms, 

toilet compartments and laundries, was to group them within a single range orientated towards 

the darker southern or eastern sides of the site, and fit with high level windows for privacy.    

 

For public buildings, the importance of formal entrance fronts continued into the 1940s, 

particularly for commercial and office premises located within towns and cities, principally shops, 

offices and governmental buildings.  The change in Modern orientation transitioned from stylistic 

façades decorated as an expression of wealth, taste, importance and status, to an architecture 

based on function.  Shop fronts, offices and some industrial buildings became more visible – what 

you saw was an expression of purpose.  Returning to the Building Progress article in 1940 on the 

new Arthur Eady Building (1939) in Auckland, it highlighted the successful orientation of both 

elevations: 

 

The setting back of the outer columns from the street alignment and the cantilevering of 

the upper floors to the street alignment have made possible the penetration of the 

maximum amount of light into the building from both frontages.555 

 

The Tip Top factory in South Auckland was built on a large site adjacent to State Highway 1, with 

the principal administration building designed by Henry Kulka in 1962, and located on a raised 

platform with the main façade orientated towards, and overlooking, the motorway below.556  The 
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specific siting provided the opportunity of permanent advertising orientated towards the 

southbound lanes of the motorway, and the prominent curtain walled enclosure to the office 

incorporated a large illuminated sign in full view of the oncoming traffic.557  The tip Top sign was a 

well-known and appreciated symbol, of clever corporate advertising. 

 

Shelter was an important requirement for the benefit of users and visitors to differing types of 

public buildings, with the nature of the protection tailored for the particular function.  The 

traditional projecting verandah provided shelter for commercial buildings along street frontages, 

enabling customers to view shop-fronts whilst protected from prevailing weather conditions, 

principally rainfall.  Many Modern public buildings rejected the traditional street verandah in favour 

of protected entrances, usually in the form of a projecting canopy or a recessed external lobby 

that enabled users and visitors to shelter and prepare themselves for entry into the internal 

reception area.  The AMP Building did not have street level verandahs around its corner site, and 

the provision of shelter was achieved through the incorporation of an entrance foyer recessed 

within the ground storey facing Queen Street.    

 

Ecclesiastical buildings traditionally included entrance porches as the precursor to entering the 

body of the church, which provided the similar function of localised shelter and preparation for 

entry.  The traditional function of protection against the elements was carried through to Modern 

public buildings, and in planning terms there was not a radical change from the established 

architectural solutions to shelter. 

 

5.3 FREE PLANNING  
 

In his study of New Zealand house planning up to 1940, Jeremy Salmond observed that ‘The final 

set of formal possibilities was to combine simple boxes in various ways, within which rooms were 

grouped around a passageway that linked all parts of the house based on L-shaped, T-shaped, 

and F-shaped plans, and appropriately arranged for the symmetrical requirements of the U-

shaped and H-shaped plans.’558  Whenever possible, ‘The strict rules of symmetry applied in both 

elevation and plan’.559  However, the popularity of the Californian bungalow during the 1920s and 

1930s saw some relaxation in the hierarchy of room arrangement and function.  There was a 

transition from the long villa-corridor that linked formal rooms at the front of the house, and 

service rooms towards the rear, towards a smaller and simpler front or side entrance vestibule 

leading to principal rooms and adjacent spaces.  The emergence of interconnecting rooms and 

the onset of an early form of open-plan layout was also evident in this reorganisation of internal 

																																																													
557  The original aluminium glazed façade to the elevation that overlooks the motorway, incorporated a high illuminated 
sign, which was reincorporated (in new materials) when the glazed façade was replaced in 2013.  
558  Jeremy Salmond, Old New Zealand Houses 1800-1940 (Auckland: Reed, 1986), p. 75.  	
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space.560  From 1936, the government sponsored State Advances Corporation (SAC) set 

guidelines for the type of housing that could be developed through specific lending criteria: 

 

The emphasis was for small, low-cost houses that typically followed the principle of the 

state house design, in that they should be three bedroom family houses (a bedroom for 

parents, one for boys, and one for girls).  SAC even sold house plans based on state 

housing designs – for anyone applying for SAC housing finance, building according to a 

state house plan ensured approval of the loan.561 

 

The history and architecture of the state house typology in New Zealand has been the subject of 

academic research by Ben Schrader, in We Call it Home: A History of State Housing in New 

Zealand,562 and by Bill McKay and Andrea Stevens in Beyond the State.563 

 

The freeing up of internal floor plans during the 1940s, towards a full expression of open-plan 

layout during the 1950s and 1960s, expressed one of the founding canons of the Modern 

Movement, one that sought a complete freedom of internal planning and direct relationship with 

external surroundings.  

 

5.3.1 OPEN-PLAN LAYOUT AND CIRCULATION 
 

The freedom to design internal space that provided flexibility of use, unimpeded by structural 

division, transformed the approach to the planning of Modern buildings.  The open-plan layout 

was particularly suited for houses and public buildings, where timber post and beam assembly 

and concrete framed construction respectively, separated the loadbearing elements from the non-

structural demarcation of internal space.  The new forms of lightweight internal elements including 

demountable partitions, folding and sliding screens, and fabric hangings, accommodated multiple 

use and arrangement of space.  Spacious internal floor layouts provided for new opportunities in 

the positioning of non-structural fixtures and fittings, including the use of built-in furniture serving 

the dual purpose of function and spatial separation.  Folding concertina partitions and curtains 

allowed for the combination and separation of space, depending upon preferred use, which could 

be changed with ease. 

 
The Robin Simpson House was one of the earliest in New Zealand to be planned with an internal 

zoning of space.  The interior plan delineated the living and dining spaces by the incorporation of 

a low purpose-built set of bookshelves that projected from the internal face of the south wall into 

the main living area, and the main bedroom demarcated the sleeping and dressing spaces with a 
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low set of drawers that projected from the internal face of the north wall.564  The layout of this 

house was ground-breaking for Modern planning leading into the 1940s, which heralded a 

gradual but fundamental change from the hierarchical arrangement of individual rooms, to the 

open-plan.    

 

Although a small number of individual houses designed by enlightened architects embraced the 

open-plan principle, private and state house building remained conservative in the approach to 

internal layout, with lingering concerns about the combination of room functions, in particular the 

kitchen and living room due to negative connotations about ‘cooking smells, draughts and 

overheard conversations.’565  Vernon Brown was one of the architects who opened-up floor plans 

from the end of the 1930s, and the second house that he designed for himself in 1939, in the 

Auckland suburb of Remuera, which included a full-width open-plan L-shaped living room.  The 

space for the hall and dining room were demarcated by a low-height bookshelf and glazed 

screen.566  The above description is also included in Linda Tyler’s guide to the work of Vernon 

Brown, in which she records that ‘This house won the NZIA bronze medal for domestic 

architecture in 1940, and has a Category 1 Historic Places Trust [now Heritage New Zealand] 

listing’.567 

 

Despite the advances of individual architect designed houses, the adoption of open-planning as 

day-to-day practice struggled to gain traction during the 1940s.  The January 1940 edition of 

Building Progress illustrated ‘The Chosen Design’ for a two-storey house ‘which will be used for 

the purpose of taking off a complete bill of quantities under the heading Quantity Surveying by A 

Measurer’.568  The plans and elevations show a Moderne house, with both floor levels of 

traditional layout, which comprised rooms of specific use separated by partition walls and linked 

by single leaf doors.  The ground storey provided for an entrance porch, inner hall, lounge, living 

room, kitchen, laundry, rear porch, stairwell, and integral garage, whilst the first storey provided 

for three bedrooms, a box room, a small sewing room, bathroom and stair landing.  This ‘typical’ 

house plan of the new decade had little in common with the principles and practice of Modern 

Movement inspired architecture being promoted at the time by Paul Pascoe, yet it predominated 

for speculative housing throughout the 1940s.  A contemporary of Vernon Brown, Ernst Plischke, 

was at odds with Brown’s house forms and materiality, which he described as ‘indigenous 

architecture’, but open-plan layout was common in both architects’ work.  Plischke’s European 

Modernist pedigree provided some of the earliest and purist expression of free planning in New 

Zealand house designs, with the 1941 Kahn House, (d. and b.1941-42), in the Wellington suburb 
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of Ngaio, being one of the most celebrated.569  Linda Tyler described it as ‘a house remarkable for 

its time as it has a split-level living room, wide hall and glass sliding door’.570  

 

Modern developments in the planning of floor layouts arranged and orientated internal space 

according to differing natural conditions (of light and ventilation), and the visual attributes (of 

aspect and view).  Established plans – from the simple box shape to the H-plan – remained as 

options for subdivisions, although formalised planning solutions were gradually displaced by the 

individual response to specific characteristics of a particular site.  This change saw the use of 

more complex ground footprints, multiple storeys and split-levels, within which the principal 

spaces were arranged to suit the conditions afforded by the location.  Spaces were organised to 

take advantage of angles of particular sites – with the layout of daytime family rooms orientated 

towards the north and west to provide sun and shelter traps, and where necessary, afforded 

privacy from neighbouring views.  According to Paul Pascoe and Humphrey Hall, writing in 1947, 

the efficient use of space was not restricted by the size of a dwelling, rather the function of layout: 

 

The limitation of floor area should not result in inefficient planning.  It should produce 

sound, compact results.  Planning of adjacent rooms to allow two or three to be opened 

up into one, or closed to serve two or more purposes, gives a wide flexibility to plans 

restricted to a definite floor area.571  

 

The Demonstration House had a U-

shaped plan that offered more than ‘a 

minimum house’ (Fig 65).572  Whilst it 

was considered by the Architectural 

Centre in Wellington to be more a 

costly proposal than a box-like plan, 

the resultant space was considered to 

be ‘infinitely more liveable’.573  The 

two long ranges of living spaces and 

sleeping accommodation were linked 

by a flexible ‘utility’ space with a fully 

glazed screen incorporating double 

doors providing visual and physical 

connection to the sheltered patio.574   
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Fig. 65:  Demonstration House, Wellington floor plan.  Image from The 
Architectural Centre’s Demonstration House (1949). 
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The plan was unusual for the 1940s, but eminently functional.  The use of the word ‘utility’ for a 

space that might traditionally have been called a den emphasised usefulness, work and the 

efficiency of the Modern house.  

 

In 1946, a collaboration of New Zealand students established an intellectual and practical alliance 

known as the Architectural Group (the forerunner to Group Architects), who published a 

constitution, a manifesto, and the first issue of a magazine in their founding year.575  The 

magazine, titled Planning 1, included a rectangular floor plan for a small house drawn by 

Wellington architect Charles Fearnley, for which the layout was based around a principal open-

plan space for combined purpose of living and dining.576  This plan was notable for two departures 

from the layout and use of traditional floor plans, the first being an absence of permanent physical 

separation between the two principal spaces, and the singular reference to living and dining, 

rather than rooms.  However, the combined functions of the single space could be temporarily 

separated when required with a lightweight screen with two folding portions, one against an 

internal wall to one side, and the other against the external wall on the opposite side.  The two 

external walls around the living and dining space were predominantly glazed, and orientated 

towards the sunniest south-west aspect.  This design concept for a modest dwelling represented 

a very Modern response to spatial planning.  A member of the Architectural Group, Barbara 

Parker, had a 1949 design for a low-income family home published in Houses to Live In, the floor 

plan for which included a single large L-shaped space that accommodated four differing uses.577  

The long side of the plan was identified as a combined playroom and dining room, which 

incorporated a small bedroom alcove at the north end that could be closed off when required with 

a folding screen.  The short side of the plan incorporated the kitchen, the space demarcated by a 

low-height range of kitchen units beneath a worktop.  The long side of the space was almost fully 

glazed, and faced towards the west.  Two further bedrooms, a bathroom and a narrow entry hall, 

were grouped around the darker south and east sides of the principal space.  A large living room 

was separated from the main plan, and linked to the dining area / playroom by a single doorway.  

This prominent secondary space was also glazed along the longer north side, and part way 

around the shorter west side, which captured the arc of the sun.   

 

Group Architects First House (b.1949-50), had an open-plan layout that combined its living and 

dining functions within a single large square space, linked to a partially open kitchen, providing a 

free-flowing area that occupied nearly half of the total floor plan.578  The First House utilised space 

that would have typically been used for an entrance hallway – which impeded the free flow 

internally – was used for a children’s play area instead.  The open-plan layout of the single-storey 

house was radically different to traditional domestic layout and function.  The Second House 
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(b.1950-51), was even more radical in its departure from established room hierarchy, with the 

living, dining, kitchen, and children’s space contained within the same enclosure.579  The design 

of the Rotherham House (b.1951-52) took the Group’s search for Modern planning solutions even 

further from established norms.  Rotherham’s original design created a double height open-plan 

space arranged around a central stairwell leading to a mezzanine level, achieved unrestricted 

internal flow and maximum external connectivity.580   

 

There was a complete 

absence of internal 

divisions within the original 

ground floor plan and 

mezzanine level, and the 

only doors to the house 

were external (Fig. 66).  

This open-planned design 

necessitated the provision 

of an outdoor toilet because 

New Zealand planning 

regulations at this time 

required two doors between 

kitchens and toilets.   This 

mandatory requirement for internal separation could not be achieved without enclosing partitions. 

 

New house designs with Modern plans were still regarded as unusual and out of the ordinary, 

when the first three Group Architects houses were being designed and built.  An article in the July 

1950 edition of Building Progress featured a new house built with a Modern plan in south 

Auckland to a “Strikingly Unorthodox Design’, described as having an ‘Intriguing Plan’.581  Max 

Rosenfeld enthused about ‘The application of the principles of open planning to our house helps 

us create that feeling of lightness, airiness and cheerful friendliness that comes from seemingly 

spacious surroundings’, in his 1954 edition of house designs.582   Rosenfeld’s account of ‘Open or 

Free Planning’ acknowledged his awareness of Modern practice, but was he was hesitant, with 

his views tempered by concern for the practicability of achieving the desired aim within the floor 

plan of the typical New Zealand house.583  Rosenfeld’s uncertainty about a full expression of 

open-planned space – betrayed by his use of the expression ‘seemingly spacious’ – was 

heightened further by his comment that ‘This character we achieve may be attained by an illusion, 
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Fig. 66:  Rotherham House, Auckland - ground and mezzanine floor plans.  Line 
drawings courtesy of Nick Sayes, originally prepared for inclusion in Julia Gatley’s 
Group Architects (2010). 
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but it is none-the-less valuable, as it still determines how we feel in our surroundings’.584  He 

separated the ‘work unit’ of grouped service facilities, which comprised the kitchen, bathroom, 

lavatory, and laundry, from a ‘comparatively large area to divide up – still maintaining the feeling 

of space as much as possible’.585  Rosenfeld’s advice on the use of fittings for the division of 

space for different functions recognised an approach that was being used in architect-designed 

houses a decade earlier.  His illustrated floor plans were mainly for single-storey buildings, which 

suited his recommendations for the benefits provided by the single level open-plan arrangement.  

His layouts were based on the minimal use of passageways, and the combined living and dining 

room space defined by strategically placed cupboards or serveries.  Some of his plan options 

combined the living, dining and kitchen functions, which provided for the optimum open-plan 

arrangement. 

 

The vertical arrangement of space became an increasingly important factor in the intelligent 

planning of two and three-storey houses, especially for the maximum provision of living 

accommodation on limited plot sizes.  The integration of split or mezzanine levels integrated 

careful space planning in relation to the overall height.  Successful handling of sloped sites over 

two storeys saw spatial planning incorporate a larger principal storey which projected over the top 

of a small floor plan beneath.  The versatility of Modern open-planning was achieved through the 

flexible demarcation and inter-connection of space for differing functions, rather than the 

compartmentation of individual rooms for dedicated use.  In domestic layouts, the principal space 

now served more than one purpose – principally living, dining and cooking – without being 

separated by partition walls.  An article in Building Progress described a house in Auckland with a 

Modern plan that incorporated flexible division between the open-plan living space and dining 

area.586  The kitchen increasingly became incorporated into the main living area, within a recess 

defined by a low range of cupboards and workbench, or a galley separated by a single range of 

built-in cupboards.  This Modern arrangement achieved a functional balance between connectivity 

and use.  The dining area was often defined only by the furniture that was contained within it, and 

used for each meal of the day rather than its traditional enclosure by walls and formal use for the 

main evening meal and on special occasions.  Open-plan layout accommodated differing 

functions by the use of sliding or folding screens and curtains that could be closed or left open 

depending upon the space required.  

 

The Bidwill House (c.1960) incorporated a single large open-plan space for living and dining, 

which included an integrated area screened by one row of built-in cupboards that defined a 

galley-type kitchen.  The kitchen had no doors or sliding screens enclosing its narrow rectangular 

footprint alongside an external wall that was left open at each end, and the partial form of 

delineation comprised of a tall row of cupboards beneath the ceiling, but not in contact with it.  

The principal living area was free of partitions, and the kitchen was both functional and 
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communicable within the spacious area that accommodated it.  The dining area had no structural 

enclosure and was defined simply by the (flexible) placement of the appropriate furniture.  All 

three interconnected functions had the benefit of shared views towards the sea, from the steep 

hillside setting.   

 

The sub-division of floor space into small areas located between loadbearing walls and partitions 

was typical of many traditionally constructed public buildings, especially municipal and 

commercial premises.  Office layouts were planned on managerial hierarchy of use, with inflexible 

compartmentation.  Modern construction reduced the internal loadbearing divisions to the extent 

that open-planning was a practicable option for public buildings as well as houses.  The flexibility 

of working areas for offices and uncluttered floor space for shops, especially the larger scale 

department stores, transformed the planning of public buildings.  The open-plan office maximised 

the benefits of standardisation – of construction elements and, more importantly for planning 

purposes, the interior fixtures and fittings.  The new approach to layout based on a standardised 

grid took into consideration window openings, wall and ceiling panels, carpet tiles, light fittings, 

built-in office furniture and fitting, display cabinets, etc.  The open-plan, facilitated by the use 

Modern elements of construction, supported standardisation and the benefits of pre-fabrication, 

and cost effectiveness.  The multi-storey offices designed in the 1950s and constructed with 

concrete frames enclosed by curtain walls optimised the modular open-plan layout, and the use of 

space rather than rooms.   

 

5.3.2 INDOOR-OUTDOOR CONNECTIVITY 
 

The visual and physical relationship of indoor and outdoor space was a fundamental aspect of 

Modern architecture.  One of the pioneering examples of design that incorporated the external 

landscape into the indoor spatial planning was Fallingwater, designed by Frank Lloyd Wright in 

1935-6 and completed in 1937.587  The interior of the house used low ceilings to lead the eye 

towards the large areas of perimeter glazing, including prominent corner windows that were 

orientated towards the external surroundings.  The use and placement of glass within strategic 

locations provided a visual guidance towards key viewpoints within the landscape.  Whilst 

landscaped gardens were not a new aspect of architecture in the 1930s, the incorporation into the 

design language of the building brought the two together. 

 

The traditional New Zealand house that remained popular into the 1940s had fenestration derived 

from the English cottage model, with external envelopes that were predominantly of wall surface 

rather than glass.  There was minimal connection between the internal plan and the external 

gardens, and they performed separate functions.  The development of a symbiotic relationship 

between internal space and external surroundings was facilitated by the increased size and 

number of windows and the change from single to multiple outer door leafs and sliding external 
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walls.  The influence upon these changes was principally American rather than British.  Glazing 

developments will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter on materials. 

Max Rosenfeld concluded his advice on Open or Free Planning, with a recommendation: 

 

Finally, might I suggest that to further our object we attempt to relate the inside of our 

house to the outdoors.  Extend the living space visually through windows and doors to 

embrace the garden or view, and of course what is more pleasant than to be able to open 

your living room and extend out on to a sheltered terrace or lawn?  Generally, our New 

Zealand gardens absorb a lot of our time and are often very attractive.  We could make 

better use of this space.588 

 

The domestic house was at the forefront of merged interior and exterior space, largely through 

the reduction of physical structure, which dissolved the traditional form of separation between 

indoors and outdoors.  Window-scapes provided views into surrounding gardens and distant 

landscape, and increased openings within walls provided for the flexible unification of the main 

living areas and enclosing gardens.   

 

The sliding external wall provided for the optimum 

connectivity between internal and external space – a 

practicable option for post and beam construction where 

the width of non-structural openings significantly 

exceeded that of traditional wall framing.  The use of 

sliding walls was exemplified in the design of the 

Manning House, where half-width room-height timber 

framed and glazed portions could be slide to one side, in 

order to combine each bedroom with the surrounding 

external deck.  The width of the sliding walls to the main 

internal living space was even greater.  The suspension 

of the frames and running track at the base was simple 

yet functional, and remains in good working order today 

(Fig. 67). 

 

Sliding internal partitions and folding screens, together 

with the openable walls, provided for the cross-flow of 

fresh air, the penetration of sunlight, and unimpeded 

vision, which connected the indoors and outdoors.  

Internal floor levels were lowered to almost ground level, 

for ease of indoor-outdoor connectivity – a radical 

change compared with the raised level of villa and 

																																																													
588  Rosenfeld, The New Zealand House, p. 38.	

 

 

Fig. 67:  Manning House, Auckland.  Images by 
author (2011).   
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bungalow floors, typically a minimum of 2 feet 6 inches (760mm) from the ground to the joists.  

The increased connectivity also provided for a greater degree of informality through the free-flow 

between spaces, again compared with the disconnection of the villa and bungalow from the 

outdoors. 

 

5.4 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 
 

The siting of Modern Movement inspired houses during the 1940s was radically different from that 

of the contemporaneous government planned state houses where siting and orientation were 

based on established models, rather than the new approaches.  This chapter shows that the 

Modern New Zealand house planning was unfettered by the traditional street frontage, allowing 

for site-specific location and orientation for the benefit of internal layout and function.  Bespoke 

planning solutions extracted the best outcomes from section size, plot shape, aspect and 

topography, and provided improvements for healthy environments in response to Modern 

expectations.  It has examined how Modern house design sought the benefits of orientation 

towards the sun, good ventilation, and the provision of shelter and privacy where practicable.  

Sloping sites maximised the potential for views.  The 1940s were a period of defining architectural 

change, and the perceived unorthodoxy of the Modern house plan waned by the 1950s.  The sun-

seeking, well-ventilated, open-plan layout, incorporating access to outdoor space, became 

associated with a clean and healthy living environment for families entering the Modern age.  

Modern panning became the new norm to which many people aspired.  

 

It examined the 1950s and 1960s attributes of Modern planning that were achieved in practical 

and economical terms, where timber post and beam construction was used for houses, and 

concrete framing used for public buildings, which provided floor space that was clear of 

loadbearing structure.  Curtains and lightweight screens were used in houses, and demountable 

partitions in public buildings, each form providing temporary means of division and unification, 

allowing for the flexible separation, combination and multi-use function of principal spaces.  The 

individual room allocated to a specific use diminished, except for bedrooms, whilst kitchens 

progressed from the traditional enclosed room to a fully opened-up space without walls, its 

function identified by a row of bench-tops or free-standing cupboards.  The combination of 

previously separated spaces introduced a degree of informality through sharing and multi-

purpose use, both in the home and at work.  Open-plan space changed the established office 

hierarchy within which the size, type and location of separate accommodation was associated 

with managerial position.  These changes represented new ways of living, throwing away 

established and expected norms and rituals, and introducing a greater level of informality.  Some 

room types were omitted altogether in houses, most significantly the formal entrance hall, with the 

space given over to family use.  
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This chapter has identified an enthusiasm for owning a New Zealand mid-century house, a 

valuable trend that has contributed to the wider recognition of their architectural value, and 

encouraged investment in their maintenance and repair, ensuring long-term preservation.  

However, of the three themes of materiality, form and planning considered by this thesis, the 

original floor plan is the most at risk through the resurgence in popularity for Modernist houses, 

principally due to the prevailing social entertaining preference for larger kitchens and additional 

bathrooms.  In these circumstances, the form and materiality of the building is often accepted by 

default as the representation of heritage significance, whilst the layout is considered by many 

owners to be adaptable.  Heritage professionals therefore have a responsibility to juggle the 

demands of today’s modern living, with the Modern planning of the recent past.  A few property 

owners do treat ownership of Modernist houses as custodianship, without altering original layout 

and function, and given the number of houses that have survived almost completely in-tact, this is 

to be encouraged.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

PRESERVING THE MODERN 1:   
HERITAGE RECOGNITION, PROTECTION, AND CONSERVATION DOCTRINE 

 

Since 1998 DOCOMOMO International have raised the awareness of, and changed attitudes 

towards architectural heritage of the twentieth century, but despite their determined efforts and 

progress, there are important buildings being poorly maintained, altered, abandoned or 

demolished in many countries.  New Zealand has to contend with threats to the survival of its own 

mid-century heritage, in particular the small number of state housing blocks, which represent one 

of the most threatened building types.  This chapter examines the extent to which Modern 

architectural heritage in New Zealand is recognised and protected, and identifies the risks posed 

for its preservation.  

 

Statutory protection of built heritage in New Zealand rests with local authorities who are duty 

bound under the Resource Management Act (1991) to include built heritage within their adopted 

district plan.  Individual councils operate different criteria for the identification of heritage 

buildings, and use variable terminology for their classification, resulting in a rather inconsistent 

system of protection.  The country’s national heritage agency, the former New Zealand Historic 

Places Trust (NZHPT), was established under the Historic Places Act in 1954, and given a remit 

to undertake identification, research, and recording of pre-and post-European settlement sites 

and buildings, for inclusion within a register of importance known as the List.  The origin and 

history of NZHPT, prior to the 2014 legislation that enacted changes that included the renaming of 

the organisation to Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga (HNZPT), has been described in 

significant detail by Gavin McLean in his contribution to Common Ground.589  In parallel with 

district plan schedules and lists, HNZPT maintains their List that recognises, but does not 

statutoraly protect heritage buildings, based on a national criteria of assessment that identifies 

two categories of importance.590  The HNZPT List includes buildings from the mid-twentieth 

century, although their representation is inconsistent across different regions of the North and 

South islands.  This chapter examines the separate systems of heritage protection and 

recognition, and identifies weaknesses in enforcement, and confusion that the split 

responsibilities cause in the minds of the public and some institutions. 

 

Local authorities and HNZPT also have to contend with dominant property ownership rights in 

New Zealand, which presents a challenging environment for the protection and recognition of all 

architectural heritage, but more particularly mid-century buildings because they are not widely 

																																																													
589  Gavin McLean, ‘Where Sheep May Not Safely Graze: A Brief History of New Zealand’s Heritage Movement 1890-
2000’, in Common Ground: Heritage and Public Places in New Zealand, ed. by Alexander Trapeznik (Dunedin: University 
of Otago Press, 2000), pp. 25-44 (pp. 32-35). 
590  The two categories of importance are Category I for places of ‘special or outstanding historical or cultural heritage 
significance, and Category II for places of ‘historical or cultural heritage significance or value’. 
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accepted as historic.  Consequently, the preservation of Modernist architecture has a significant 

dependency upon awareness (of its heritage value), acceptance (of the contribution to the built 

environment), and good intention (towards the maintenance and repair of individual buildings). the 

This thesis contends that the responsibilities of owners and custodians of buildings need to be 

informed about the contribution of Modernism to New Zealand’s cultural heritage, and supported 

by targeted financial incentives and professional advice for the care of mid-century buildings, 

including for the category of buildings that David Fixler considers ‘ordinary everyday modernism’, 

as well as the iconic Modernist exemplars.591   However, the limited availability of funding to 

support heritage initiatives in New Zealand leaves a precarious reliance upon the willingness of 

building owners to invest in their regular maintenance and periodic repair.  

 

Advisors for the conservation of built heritage are a minority specialism of New Zealand’s 

architectural profession.  A few individuals have travelled overseas for conservation studies and 

participation in technical courses, whilst others have chosen to practice without formal heritage 

education or training.  The small compliment of trained and self-taught heritage architects are 

supplemented by an equally small number of émigré professionals who have settled in New 

Zealand, with pre-existing qualifications in conservation.592  Most heritage professionals, including 

architects, building surveyors, structural engineers, planners, archaeologists, and historians, work 

co-operatively in support of ICOMOS New Zealand, regardless of their academic or practical 

background.  The ICOMOS NZ charter provides guidance for members on conservation aims and 

principles that were established during the early 1980s in New Zealand, to impart a consistency of 

approach for the conservation of heritage buildings.  This chapter examines the sphere of 

influence of international charters, guidelines and principles upon New Zealand, and positions the 

country’s own charter with respect to the conservation of built heritage, and Modern buildings in 

particular. 

 

Within the scope of these enquiries, this chapter examines the risks posed to the preservation of 

Modernist heritage and how these can be minimised, and considers how a young conservation 

profession should develop towards international standards.  

 

6.1 MODERN NEW ZEALAND HERITAGE   
 

6.1.1 THE TANGIBLE HERITAGE OF NEW ZEALAND MODERNISM 
 

An interaction with Modern buildings invokes varied levels of engagement, including: (i) the 

deliberate – those who are actively interested in them; (ii) the regular – those who live and/or 

work in them; and, (iii) the occasional – those who encounter them by accident, and from different 

																																																													
591  David Fixler, ‘Renewing Modernism’, (2017)   
https://davidfixler.com/blog/2017/5/30/renewing-modernism	
592  The numbers of conservation architects and building conservation surveyors with formal heritage qualifications 
currently working in New Zealand is less than 20.  
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perspectives, including the layperson, the professional, and the academic.  The physical 

impression of Modern heritage can be confrontational for some, compared with the more 

popularist appeal of traditional or historic heritage.  Persuading the general public, organisations, 

and institutions to accept buildings that are familiar places to live, work, study, and worship, as 

examples of architectural and historic value deserving of special understanding and care, can be 

a difficult undertaking because of their relatively young age.  This acceptance is even more 

problematical for certain types of Modern building, such as blocks of flats, towers of glass, and 

Brutalist edifices.  In contrast to these types of living and work place, the Modernist architect-

designed house has become increasingly popular, although owners and custodians are often 

selective about what aspects they will keep and those they wish to change – the balance between 

originality and twenty-first-century functionality can be a difficult one.  Places of worship command 

a level of respect for the purpose they were built to serve, regardless of their style, which can 

transcend opinions about what they look like.593   

 

Modernism in New Zealand is captured in the different building types and structures designed by 

architects, engineers and other professionals of varied backgrounds who were in practice during 

the mid-twentieth century.  The tangible legacy of modernisation expressed in the materiality, 

form and planning of mid-century houses and public buildings represents one of the most 

significant periods of architectural development, during which New Zealand responded to its own 

socio-economic conditions and the requirements of a post-war population.  This thesis follows 

New Zealand architectural historians in acknowledging two important groups that comprise the 

body of mid-century design: the first represented by the extant exemplars of international 

Modernism concentrated within the main urban centres; and secondly, a regional Modernism 

expressed more widely across different building types, but principally the architect-designed 

house.  The progression of Modernist designs across regional New Zealand that started during 

the latter half of the 1930s and progressed through the following three decades, included 

hospitals, churches, universities, and industrial buildings, as well as houses and commercial 

buildings, the collective representation of which has provided a tangible heritage of significant 

variability and distribution.  However, their future integrity and survival depends upon a realistic 

approach to the care of the individually important and the collectively valuable, to distinguish 

between the needs for strict conservation, pragmatic repair, and adaptability for economic use.   

 

6.1.2 MODERN HERITAGE AT RISK 
 

Of particular concern to DOCOMOMO International from the time it was established has been the 

threat to post-war buildings posed by neglect, deterioration, and the negative consequences of 

social problems associated with high-rise multi-occupancy housing schemes and redeveloped city 

centres.  Some of these difficult conditions remain despite the efforts to address them since that 

																																																													
593  St Philip’s is the Anglican Church of St Heliers Bay and Glendowie, and is a good example of a parish that appreciates 
and maintains their mid-century building (1959-1960).  I was commissioned to advise on the repair of the concrete west 
window in 2017. 
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time, a situation highlighted by the recent demolition of one of England’s most important and 

internationally regarded social housing blocks, Robin Hood Gardens.  Having visited this housing 

complex in 2011, at the height of a national and international campaign initiated by the Twentieth 

Century Society to save the building, its demolition in 2017 is a stark reminder of the continued 

threat to social housing in particular.594  Whilst these losses continue, there have been some 

successful heritage outcomes achieved through persistence and financially proven solutions, 

including the equally well-known Park Hill housing estate in Sheffield, England.595  The scheme to 

revitalise this housing estate commenced in 2009, and although completion is not forecast until 

2022, it is an example of a successful partnership regeneration of a large and complex site that 

was under significant risk of loss for many years (Fig. 68).596  The project is being implemented by 

Urban Splash, a development company with past experience in renovating urban heritage sites, 

and the first stage of a multi-year programme of refurbishment for the flats was completed 2013 

(Fig. 69).597   

 

 

These types of building were hailed as the saviour of terraced slum housing, but their concrete 

materiality and built-up urban environment quickly became unpopular with the general public and 

institutions alike in many countries, including England, which fostered negative attitudes towards 

Modernism and framed it as a misguided outcome of socialist planning and the ideals of a welfare 

state: 

 

The towers, the blocks, the redeveloped city centres, the new towns: concrete 

monstrosities, mostly – even if they’re not concrete, or, for that matter, monstrosities.598   

 

																																																													
594  At the time of visiting in 2011, the building was occupied by a significant immigrant community, and thus provided a 
continued and beneficial use.  
595  A visit to the see the Park Hill Estate formed part of a field trip during my architectural history Master of Architectural 
History course in 1997. 
596  For further information see: 
https://www.dezeen.com/2014/09/10/brutalist-buildings-park-hill-jack-lynn-ivor-smith/ 
597  For further information see: Urbansplash: Transformation, ed. by Tom Bloxham MBE, Jonathan Falkington, and Nick 
Johnson (London: RIBA Publishing, 2011) 
598  John Grindrod, Concretopia: A Journey Around the Rebuilding of Postwar Britain (Brecon: Old Street Publishing, 
2013), p. 15. 

  
Fig. 68:  Park Hill Flats, Sheffield, England, part of estate as 
existing not yet refurbished.  Image by author (2017).   

Fig. 69:  Park Hill Flats, Sheffield, England, first stage of 
refurbishment.  Image by author (2017).   
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There are challenges to the preservation of all built heritage in New Zealand regardless of age, 

but these are heightened for Modern buildings compared with historic buildings which command a 

broader level of public acceptance for their tangible representation of European settlement.  The 

functionality of the open-plan design of many mid-century houses resonates with the demands of 

twenty-first-century domestic living, the characteristics of which have been adopted for many new 

architect-designed houses.  Public support for a demonstrably New Zealand way of living – one 

that looks back to a freedom of expression and a social informality during the 1950s and 1960s – 

has in part been a reaction against the country’s building failures that significantly undermined 

confidence in the design and construction of houses during the 1980s and 1990s.599  Whilst this 

reflection on family values of the recent past, largely based around open-plan and outdoor living, 

lends a positive appreciation of mid-century houses, the compact size of service rooms – 

kitchens, bathrooms, toilets, and laundries – does not necessarily meet current expectations.600  

Of these facilities, the modest mid-century kitchen is vulnerable to change due to the current 

popularity of the culinary entertainment space, and family expectations of multiple bathrooms and 

en-suite facilities compound the pressure on re-ordering space within an existing footprint.  

Consequently, the improvements that suit twenty-first-century requirements impact on the rooms 

themselves and the circulations spaces around them.   

 

The fate of many Modernist houses has largely been dependent upon the interest of informed 

owners and their commitment to the care of good examples of the genre, especially those who 

are accepting of spatial limitations compared with the larger size of new houses.  Some houses 

were designed by leading mid-century architects for their own home, or for their original clients, 

and a number of these visited during research for this thesis were in near-original condition when 

inherited by family members, prior to being sold.  The responsibility for the preservation of these 

set-piece Modernist exemplars often depends upon second owners in particular, and whether 

they are sympathetic to the heritage value of original materiality and form, or not.  The sale of 

three original, unaltered houses visited at the invitation of the original owner’s family members 

had three different outcomes.  The Wainscott House (comp. 1965), located in the Waitakere 

Ranges, West Auckland, was inherited by the architect-owner’s children in 1987, and the son 

lived in the house without making any alterations until the decision to sell in 2013.  It was 

marketed with a condition that all potential purchasers state in writing their reasons for wanting to 

purchase the architecturally important house, in order to find the right caliber of new owner who 

would have a genuine interest in the originality of this mid-century home.  It was purchased by a 

couple who stated their intent on preserving the house in its existing form.601  The Bidwill House, 

(comp. 1961), located in the Wellington suburb of Kaiwharawhara, was sold by the children of the 

elderly original owner, and whilst they were aware that the purchaser intended to make significant 

																																																													
599  The New Zealand experience of speculative design based on the use of substandard products and construction 
techniques, described as ‘Leaky Building Syndrome’, has primarily impacted houses and flats over a period of two 
decades.   
600  The popularity of open-plan designs extends to service rooms, as well as the principal livings spaces, and this has 
resulted in the alteration of mid-century houses. 
601  The Wainscott House was visited on 1st March 2013. 
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alterations to the house, the fate of their former family home was beyond their control. 602  The 

Sayes House, (c.1963), located in Whangarei, was also sold by the children of the original owner, 

and they had no knowledge of the new owner, nor their intention for the house.603  

 

In other instances, the preservation of buildings has involved their relocation in response to the 

threat of demolition, a process of last resort that has saved many houses from destruction, albeit 

diminished in heritage value through detachment from their original site.  This was the only option 

for Vernon Brown’s Haigh House, which would otherwise have been demolished on its original 

site in the Auckland suburb of Remuera, or removed and stored in a reclamation yard with no 

certainty of re-use (Fig. 70).604  Whilst the timber house was able to transported and reassembled 

on its new site in the Kaipara Harbour, the brick masonry structures, including a chimney-stack, 

entrance steps and foundation walls, were not practicable to re-locate, further diminishing the 

heritage value due to the loss of original fabric as well as its original location (Figs. 71 and 72).605  

The new owner’s commitment to the preservation of Haigh House, due to a personal connection 

with the commissioning owners, included orientating the elevations of the house on its new site 

towards the same cardinal points as originally designed. 

 

   

 

The acceptance of such drastic action as a means of saving a heritage building in New Zealand, 

compared with England for example where moving heritage buildings is far less common, is 

demonstrated by the listing of Haigh House by the former New Zealand Historic Places Trust after 

it had been dismantled and relocated.606  The conservation issues with respect to the re-siting of 

this important mid-century building was the focus of an article ‘Moving New Zealand’, prepared for 

the RICS Conservation journal in 2011.607 

 

 

																																																													
602  The Bidwill House was visited on 4th May 2013.	
603  The Sayes House was visited on 26th October 2014. 
604  Pers. comm. Mary Stevens to Phillip Hartley, January 30th 2011.  The Haigh House was removed from its original 
Remuera site in 1999, and relocated to Cloon Eavin, the Kaipara Harbour, by Mary and Owen Stevens in 2000.  
605  Pers. comm. Mary Stevens to Phillip Hartley, January 30th 2011. 
606  The Haigh House was subsequently listed by the former Historic Places Trust in June 2004.   
https://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list/details/7541 
607  Phillip Hartley and Robin Miller, ‘Moving New Zealand’, in Building Surveying Journal Incorporating the Building 
Conservation Journal (July-August 2011), 1-8 (pp. 4-5) 

Fig. 70:  Haigh House in Remuera.  Image 
by M. Stevens (1999).   

Fig. 71:  Haigh House in transit.  Image 
by M. Stevens (2000).   

Fig. 72:  Haigh House in Kaipara Harbour 
Image by author (2011).   
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Some houses designed by Modernist architects for themselves experimented with new products 

and novel methods of building that were unconventional at the time, and a number of these have 

led to significant failures of specific elements, especially roofs, and imposed difficulties on 

practical maintenance and repair, compared with established materials and traditional types of 

construction.	  One of the most well-known cause célèbre is the Donner House (b.1947), in the 

Auckland suburb of Titirangi, designed by Tibor Donner, and saved from ruination by the 

architect-owner Paul Jenkin.608   

 

Donner’s experimental use of a composite flat 

roof covering which incorporated crushed 

glass failed, and water penetration severely 

compromised the condition timber-framed 

structure of the roof and external walls (Fig. 

73).  The programme of repair completed by 

Jenkin has respected the original form of the 

building, making subtle but essential changes 

to some materials only where necessary to 

improve the weathertightness of the roof, 

without any visual impact on the house.  

Despite the need for such considered 

approaches to the repair and regular 

maintenance of buildings, the Modernist 

house with favourable ownership is in comparatively safer hands compared with other Modern 

building typologies, because of the higher regard for mid-century domestic architecture and the 

furniture that was often an integral part of the design philosophy.   

 

The concurrent vogue for mid-century furniture 

has partnered the increasing interest in 

Modernist houses, although it remains a niche 

market.  Auckland-based Mr Bigglesworthy, 

established by Dan and Emma Eagle, was one 

of the first companies to specialise in sourcing 

period furniture and fittings from overseas, 

mainly Britain, Scandinavia and the United 

States (Fig. 74).  They pride themselves on the 

provenance of the items they sell, including 

details of the designer, date and place of manufacture.  The selected furniture, fixtures and fittings 

																																																													
608  The repair of the Donner House by the Auckland-based architect Paul Jenkin, is one of the best examples of a 
commitment to saving an important mid-century heritage building from total loss.  
Donner House is featured in: Jeremy Hanson, Modern: New Zealand Homes From 1938 to 1977 (Auckland Godwit, 2013), 
pp. 17-29. 

 
Fig. 73:  Donner House, Auckland - materials, including coloured 
glass fragments incorporated within the original roof covering.  
Image by author (2011). 

 
Fig. 74:  Emma and Dan Eagle, of Mr. Bigglesworthy.   Image 
courtesy of Idealog.co.nz (2014). 
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they obtain are sensitively refurbished in accordance with high conservation standards, rather 

than over-restored, to provide good working condition without removing or disguising the marks of 

time and use. 609  

 

The vulnerability of Modernist social housing overseas has been mirrored in New Zealand with 

the recent sale of two of the country’s seven multi-storey blocks of state-rental flats dating from 

the 1940s and 1950s, and the demolition of a third, changes that represent a demonstrable threat 

to the long-term survival of this relatively small but important group.610  This specific building 

typology is currently at risk because of a number of contributory factors, including: (i) declared 

redundancy due to an emphasis on new social housing, especially on sites with high monetary 

value, rather than acknowledgement of opportunities for the refurbishment of existing housing 

blocks; (ii) neglect, deferred maintenance liabilities and consequential deterioration; and, (iii) 

unfavourable seismic risk assessments.  Of the two blocks sold by Housing New Zealand in 

recent years, one in Auckland has been adapted for reuse, whilst the other in Wellington remains 

at risk of demolition.   

 

The Symonds Street Flats have been seismically 

upgraded and refurbished by the University of 

Auckland for use as student accommodation, and 

the building retains its original form and internal 

layout.611  The flats were re-occupied in two 

stages by post-graduate students during 2018 and 

2019.  The project has been well received from a 

heritage perspective, and considered a model 

refurbishment of a building valued for its original 

purpose (Fig. 75).612  In contrast, the Gordon 

Wilson Flats in Wellington were purchased from Housing New Zealand by Victoria University with 

the intention of demolishing the building to make way for a landscaped walkway, despite being 

scheduled as a heritage building by Wellington City Council.613  The University successfully 

applied to the Council in 2016 for the flats to be removed from the district plan list of heritage 

buildings, a change that would facilitate a further resource consent application to demolish an 

unprotected building.  However, the Council decision to de-list the building was successfully 

challenged by The Architectural Centre in the Environment Court in 2016, which upheld the 

																																																													
609  Email correspondence Emma Eagle to Phillip Hartley, 15th December 2018.  Mr Bigglesworthy was first established 
online by Dan Eagle in 2004, selling mid-century modern furniture through New Zealand’s Trade Me website.  In 2011, 
Dan and Emma Eagle opened their physical outlet in Auckland, and continue to run a successful business. 
610  The seven state housing blocks that I include in this commentary are the following: 
Berhampore Flats, Wellington (d.1938, b.1939-40);  Dixon Street Flats, Wellington (d.1940, b.1941-44);  Symonds Street 
Flats, Auckland (d.1940-44, 1945-47);  Lower Greys Avenue Flats, Auckland (d.1941-44, b.1945-47);  Upper Greys 
Avenue Flats, Auckland (d.1955-56, b.1957-58);   McLean Flats (Stage 1 of The Terrace site), Wellington (b.1943-44), and 
Gordon Wilson Flats (Stage 2 of The Terrace site), Wellington (d.1955-57, b.1957-59). 
611  The refurbishment of the Symonds Street Flats was completed in early 2019.  
612  For further information see:  Julia Gatley, ‘Dam Fine Curve’, in Architecture New Zealand, March 2019, Issue 2. 
https://architecturenow.co.nz/articles/dam-fine-curve-symonds-street-flats/ 
613  The Gordon Wilson Flats are included in the list of heritage buildings under Wellington Council’s adopted district plan.   

 
Fig. 75:  Symonds St Flats, Auckland - refurbished and re-
occupied.  Image by author (2019). 
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overall heritage value of the building as the basis of the original protection, thus overturning the 

University’s argument that its value had been diminished by deterioration.  

  

The housing block remains empty, unmaintained, 

and at risk of further decay and vandalism, whilst 

the University pursues options that would enable 

them to demolish the flats (Fig. 76).614  The 

approach to this building has been largely driven 

by the Vice Chancellor who has publically stated 

his opinion that the building is an ‘ugly blot on the 

landscape and I’ll be pleased to see it gone’.615   

The use of such emotive language is a prime 

example of how polarised attitudes towards 

Modern heritage can become, and because the 

current ownership is with a high profile institution, the future of this particular building has 

generated significant discussion within the local press.  DOCOMOMO NZ has contributed to the 

public debate, and prepared a fiche for the Gordon Wilson Flats,616 which was sent to the Victoria 

University Wellington, supported by a formal statement to press outlets about its at-risk status.617 

 

A third social housing block, the Upper Greys Avenue 

Flats in Auckland, was declared unfit for purpose by the 

government Housing Minister, and demolition of the 

building was commenced in 2019, representing the first 

of the group of seven to be lost (Fig. 77).	  The 

marginalisation of this building type by the government 

department responsible for social housing has been 

compounded by heightened seismic concerns for all built 

heritage in New Zealand, arising from the significant 

earthquakes of 2010, 2011, and 2016.  A perfect storm 

of long-term neglect and short-term reaction has 

exacerbated the threat to the survival of the country’s 

large multi-occupancy state housing blocks, and these 

circumstances remain current.   

 

By comparison, New Zealand’s Modernist commercial buildings have fared better, with most of 

the representative exemplars retaining their original office use.  However many of these are 

curtain-walled concrete-framed, and whilst the structures are not at risk, some curtain wall 

																																																													
614  Victoria University may yet appeal the decision of the Environment Court to overturn the Council decision to de-list the 
building. 
615  The statement was made by Vice Chancellor Grant Guilford during an interview with  Radio New Zealand. 
616  The Gordon Wilson Flats was authored by Dr Ann McEwen on behalf of DOCOMOMO NZ in April 2017. 
617  The DOCOMOMO press release was circulated to media organisations on 16th August 2017.	

 
Fig. 76: Gordon Wilson Flats, Wellington - derelict 
condition.  Image by author (2017). 

 
Fig. 77: Upper Greys Ave Flats, Auckland - start 
of demolition.  Image by author (2019). 
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enclosures are vulnerable to change.618  Curtain walls are particularly at risk because of concerns 

for their weathertightness integrity, complex maintenance issues, asbestos contamination, poor 

insulation during winter months, overheating during summer months, and seismic vulnerability.  

Consequently, New Zealand is currently experiencing similar issues that have already resulted in 

a number of well-known high-rise buildings the United States having their curtain wall enclosures 

fully replaced.619  

 

The Auckland City Administration Building was sold by 

Auckland Council to a private development company in 

2016, and the iconic office tower is being converted into 

private apartments.  The scope of work will involve the de-

construction of the aluminium-framed curtain wall in order to 

remove the asbestos. It will be replaced with a new 

aluminium framed and glazed cladding of standard 

fabrication profile and regular glazing pattern, without any 

reference to the original form.  The existing aluminium sun-

shades are a key characteristic of the principal facades, and 

these are not being reinstated or copied.  The loss of the 

fenestration pattern will unfortunately result in the diminution 

of the heritage value of the scheduled building, for which the 

external curtain wall is one of the most significant elements 

(Fig. 78).620  Stripping out of the interior commenced in mid-

2019, and the curtain wall will be removed during 2020.   

 

In Dunedin the University of Otago Dental School is 

currently being extended, and the original building altered 

and refurbished, the scope of which includes replacement of 

the steel-framed curtain wall enclosure to the principal long 

elevations of the building (Fig. 79).  The building has no 

statutory protection under the Dunedin district plan, 

although it is included in the HNZPT list.  The heritage value 

is acknowledged by Otago University, and this recognition 

has ensured that the building has been retained within the 

proposed scheme of enlargement, rather than being 

demolished.621  The proposed replacement of the original 

																																																													
618  The two buildings subject to proposed changes to their curtain walls include the Auckland City Administration Building 
(d.1954-60, b.1964-66), and the University of Otago Dental School (d. 1954, b.1957-61) in Dunedin. 
619  These include the Seagram Building and Lever House, both of which have had their curtain wall claddings replaced.   
620  The Auckland City Administration building was scheduled Category A in the District Plan shortly before the sale, 
affording it statutory protection against demolition.  Salmond Reed Architects have been engaged by the developer to 
advise them on heritage issues, in conjunction with the heritage department of Auckland Council and Heritage New 
Zealand, and the design of the project is ongoing.		
621  The architectural advisor for Heritage New Zealand in Otago involved in the project until 2018 was Jonathan Marsden.  

 
Fig. 78:  Auckland’s Civic Building - prior to 
sale.  Image by author (2012).   

 

Fig. 79:  Otago Dental School, Dunedin - 
original curtain wall.  Image by author (2013). 
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curtain wall, due to the requirement for seismic and environmental upgrades that were deemed 

beyond the capability of the existing steel framework and glazing, is an unfortunate loss of original 

materiality.  However, the design of the replacement aluminium-framed curtain wall is based on a 

facsimile of the original layout and external profile, which required 3D modelling in order to match 

the existing external appearance using a seismic resistant profile.  This is a significant 

achievement by the lead architectural firm, Jasmax, who engaged Salmond Reed Architects to 

provide heritage advice for repair of this Modernist building, and their principal architect Adele 

King has acknowledged and actively supported the heritage values of the original built fabric 

throughout the project.622   In this case, the original curtain wall materials could not be saved, but 

the form has been carried forward to the new enclosure. 

 

In contrast to the significant changes faced by these two 

examples, one of New Zealand’s most well-regarded 

curtain-walled buildings, the former AMP Tower in 

Auckland (renamed the Data Centre) has a stainless steel 

and double-glazed aluminium framed and curtain wall 

enclosure that is in excellent condition.  There has been 

localised deterioration of some original double-glazed units 

and a small number of these were replaced in 2011 using 

abseilers (Fig. 80).  This building is very fortunate in 

having an owner who is knowledgeable about its enduring 

construction and material qualities, accepting of its 

ongoing fitness for purpose, and with a genuine interest in 

its architectural importance to New Zealand’s mid-century 

heritage.623  

 

The lower portion of the North Island and the upper half of the South Island are located on a 

geological fault line that is subject to seismic activity, the incidence of which has increased since 

2010, compared with the number of earthquakes during previous decades.  The preservation of 

Modern heritage has to acknowledge that earthquakes pose significant risks to mid-century 

buildings located in these parts of the country, both directly when seismic events occur, and 

indirectly through the regulatory requirement for upgrading, which in some cases will involve 

extensive and intrusive strengthening work.  Mid-century buildings fare better in terms of seismic 

resilience in a number of respects compared with older heritage buildings, due in part to the 

mandatory improvements for earthquake-resistant construction following the devastating Napier 

earthquake in 1931.  However, the passage of time, developments in building technology, and the 

learning experiences from more recent seismic events, have brought revised parameters for the 

assessment of earthquake-prone structures, and consequently many of the country’s buildings 

constructed between 1940-70 do not necessarily meet minimum codes of compliance.  
																																																													
622  The project is due for completion in 2020.  
623  Pers. comm. Martin Spencer to Phillip Hartley, 16th March 2011.  

 
Fig. 80:  AMP Building, Auckland.  Image by 
author (2011). 
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Reinforced concrete frameworks for large and multi-storey structures generally exceed minimum 

compliance standards, but other materials used in conjunction with the enclosure of buildings, 

such as glass and brick panels, can be vulnerable to damage and are classed as earthquake-

prone construction.   

 

The potential risks posed by catastrophic events need to be taken into consideration.  Of the 

significant number of buildings damaged during the 2010 and 2011 Christchurch earthquakes, 

some important Modernist exemplars were damaged and subsequently demolished, and others 

remain at risk.  A number of the buildings were deconstructed under the direction of the 

Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Act 2011, at relatively short notice, regardless of whether they 

could be repaired, or were cordoned off pending assessment.  Other buildings were damaged 

and subsequently blighted by insurance wrangles and protracted decision making, during which 

conditions have deteriorated.  The Lyttelton Tunnel Authority Administration Building, designed by 

Peter Beaven in 1962, and owned by the New Zealand Transport Agency, was damaged in both 

the 2010 and 2011 earthquakes and demolished in 2013.624  The University of Canterbury Ilam 

Campus student union building, designed by Warren & Mahoney in 1964, was damaged in 2011, 

but largely intact and capable of being repaired.625  However, the building was demolished in 

2016, the outcome being particularly poignant, not only for the loss of the building itself but also 

for its group value with contemporary Warren & Mahoney designed student centres located at the 

University of Auckland city campus, and the Massey University Turitea campus in Palmerston 

North.626   

 

The centrally located Dorset Street Flats, 

designed by Miles Warren in 1956, were 

damaged during the 2011 earthquake (Fig. 

81).627  The flats have the highest category of 

statutory protection under the Christchurch 

District Plan, and although they remain largely 

intact, but their fate is bound by the 

machinations of individual owner’s insurance, 

some of whom have accepted financial 

settlements in lieu of repairs to damage, whilst 

others are still campaigning for their flats to be reinstated.628  The divisive and complex insurance 

circumstances under which the body corporate group has had to operate, has resulted in a 

protracted stalemate and unresolved outcome, with the building left empty and deteriorating since 

																																																													
624  The demolition of the Lyttleton Tunnel Authority Administration Building was carried out under the control of the 
Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Act 2001. 
625  The Student Union Building was inspected on 22nd February 2013. 
626  The University of Canterbury owned the land and part of the Student Union Building was built, but the majority 
ownership was held by the University of Canterbury Students Association who took the final decision to demolish the 
complex of three buildings that comprised the student centre.   
627  The Dorset Street Flats were inspected (externally and internally) on 22nd February 2013. 
628  Email communication from Unit owner to Phillip Hartley, 25 February 2013 and 14th February 2014. 

 
Fig. 81  Dorset St Flats, Christchurch - damaged condition 
after 2011 earthquake.  Image by author (2013).   
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the earthquake.  When last inspected in May 2018, the flats were still empty and in the same 

damaged condition.  

 

6.2 HERITAGE RECOGNITION AND PROTECTION  
 

Participation in a recent initiative by the Ministry of Culture and Heritage (MCH) examined the 

risks faced by, and loss of scheduled heritage buildings across New Zealand.  However this 

narrow focus of enquiry served to highlight the wider threat to heritage buildings that remained 

unprotected, both historic heritage and Modern heritage.  Discussions were held regionally during 

2018, including Auckland, where the issue of confusion in the minds of the general public and 

organisations between the purpose of scheduling by councils and recognition by HNZPT, was 

highlighted as an impediment to heritage protection.629  One participant in the Auckland forum 

attested to her fellow councillors believing that inclusion in the HNZPT List was more important 

than inclusion in their own organisation’s schedule of heritage buildings, not realising that their 

district plan process is the one that provides statutory protection, rather than the identification on 

the List.630  This confusion is one example of multiple weaknesses in the two-tier system of 

statutory protection and heritage assessment.  The number of mid-century buildings captured 

within council district plan schedules exceeds those included in the List, and although the two 

registers contain many of the same buildings, they are not the same and there are significant 

variations depending upon location.631   

 

6.2.1 RECOGNISING THE HERITAGE CONTRIBUTION OF MODERN BUILDINGS 
 

Public recognition of New Zealand’s cultural heritage is predominantly focussed on the natural 

environment rather than architecture, evidenced by the significant financial donations and 

voluntary contribution of time, for projects involving the protection and regeneration of 

landscapes, native trees and plants, and wildlife.632  Where buildings and landscape co-exist, they 

are not necessarily afforded the same recognition for their contribution to the country’s cultural 

heritage.633  When buildings are the focus of public support, colonial heritage is favoured for its 

representation of New Zealand history, in particular the surviving buildings and structures of 

nineteenth-century settlers.  Period properties presented for touristic consumption, and those 

adapted for visitor centres are popular, and this level of support is important for their continued 

use and care.  Heritage days, re-enactments of historic events, and the wearing of authentic 

costume invoking the era of European settlement, provide for the enthusiastic public engagement 

																																																													
629  In the role of current chairperson of DOCOMOMO New Zealand, I attended the workshop organised by MCH, held in 
Auckland on Tuesday 10th July 2018, and submitted the organisation’s formal response to the MCH questionnaire.  
630  Two representatives from Hamilton Council reported to the meeting that a number of their own councillors had 
expressed this opinion, and cited it as a reason given for not scheduling certain buildings that had been assessed as 
meeting the requirements for protection. 
631  Rebecca Green for Julia Gatley, Unpublished Spreadsheet of Listed and Scheduled Post-1940 Buildings in New 
Zealand, 2013.  Copy in possession of the author. 
632  Awaroa Beach in the South Island was purchased through the online ‘givealittle’ crowd funding site in 2016, to which I 
subscribed, and subsequently gifted to the Department of Conservation for inclusion in the Able Tasman National Park. 
633  For example Motuihe Island saw the complete removal of 1940s wartime structures by DOC, except for one building.  
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with buildings and connections with social histories associated with particular sites.  Oamaru in 

the South Island is a good example of a medium sized provincial town whose economic base is 

heavily reliant upon its late-nineteenth-century Victorian heritage.  Voluntary organisations and 

the Council have been proactive in the preservation of its founding buildings, including the 

purchase of many to protect their future.  The collective heritage value of its stone buildings in 

particular, has provided Oamaru with a valuable income from tourism, and the town has 

benefitted more recently from increasing tourist numbers through the seasonal cruise ship arrivals 

in nearby Port Chalmers.634  The North Island town of Napier is similarly reliant upon its tourism 

reputation as a centre of Art Deco architecture in New Zealand, a unique outcome of a style 

selected for rebuilding after the 1931 earthquake that destroyed much of the area.635  The annual 

Napier Art Deco festival is one of New Zealand’s most successful tourism-focused events that is 

specifically orientated around the celebration of a particular stylistic period of architectural 

heritage.  

 

More generally however, and without the heritage focus of Oamaru and Napier, built heritage 

struggles in the New Zealand environment, and the need to improve the wider recognition and 

statutory protection of its cultural value, and increased public engagement as a whole, is 

fundamental to its survival.  Given the prevailing attitudes, arguing for the recognition and 

protection of Modernist buildings is even more difficult because it has to overcome additional 

barriers to acceptance, and whilst aspects of mid-twentieth-century built heritage may be 

considered as interesting to some, it remains at the margins in terms of appreciation because is 

not perceived as historic.  Therefore, the Modern as heritage is not readily understood.  Its 

recognition requires a consistent framework of research, recording, and appraisal to be observed 

by organisations and individuals in order to extrapolate and disseminate the reasons for its 

contribution to the cultural value to New Zealand.  Except for a few cause	célèbres, Modernist 

buildings do not command the same level of interest or meaningful support.   

 

One of the most successful examples of an 

important mid-century building disposed of by a 

national organisation and saved by public 

intervention is Futuna Chapel in Wellington, 

with a Trust established and endowed with its 

ownership and future care (Fig. 82).636  The 

saving of this building from an uncertain future, 

despite its statutory protection, represents one 

of the most significant achievements in New 

Zealand of Modern heritage preservation 

																																																													
634  For further information see: https://www.oamaruwhitestonecivictrust.org.nz 
635  For further information see: https://www.artdeconapier.com 
636  The most well know example of a voluntary campaign to save a building is the Futuna Chapel Charitable Trust that 
was established in 2003, and continues fund raising today for the ongoing repair and care of the building, which was 
originally owned by the Catholic Church.   

 
Fig. 82:  Futuna Chapel, Wellington.  Image by author (2010).   
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through the concerted efforts of a non-statutory volunteer group.637  The work of the Trust 

continues to ensure that the stewardship of continued use and conservation do not compromise 

the significant heritage of this building  

 

The Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga Act (2014) replaced the Historic Places Act (1993), 

at which point the name of the former New Zealand Historic Places Trust was changed to 

Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga.  The new Act left most responsibilities of the former 

Trust intact, except for two fundamental changes: (i) the removal of the two public seats on the 

board of governance; and, (ii) the disestablishment of the local representative branch committees 

across New Zealand.  This latter change decimated the regional network of public participation in 

heritage matters, by severing the long-standing and important local resource for the promotion of 

heritage buildings deemed worthy of recognition.638  This legislative shift aimed to distance the 

organisation, an autonomous crown entity, from any involvement in the potentially controversial 

local advocacy for good heritage causes that had previously been a long-standing remit of its own 

regional branch committees.  Without this voluntary regional contribution, and the inadequate 

financial resourcing of the organisation to process far more heritage buildings than they are 

currently capable of doing for inclusion on the List, many important buildings, including Modern 

ones, are without the recognition that they deserve.   

 

The recognition of architectural heritage based on the HNZPT research model for listing is 

separate from the process of evaluation for statutory protection by each local authority within the 

district plan schedule of heritage buildings and sites.  The separate organisational mechanisms of 

assessment – listing and scheduling – each include mid-century buildings, and whilst there is 

some overlap with the same ones included in the HNZPT List and council schedules, they do not 

match for each city and regional centre.  There is a widespread misunderstanding that buildings 

included in the current List have statutory protection that prevents demolition, removal or 

significant change, but they do not, rather these buildings are recognised as important exemplars 

and classified according to a category I or II ranking.  Legislative controls under the HNZPT Act  

(2014) only apply to archaeological sites and structures pre-dating 1900, and the issuing of 

Heritage Protection Orders, and therefore statutory protection of buildings can only be provided 

by heritage schedules included in local authority district plans.  

 

The majority of the 5764 heritage items identified in the current HNZPT List pre-date 1940, 

including buildings, archaeological sites, historic places, and Maori heritage.639  Of this total, there 

are just over sixty buildings that date from 1940-70 included in the List, and an examination of 

																																																													
637   For further information see:  Futuna: Life of a Building, ed. by Nick Bevin and Gregory O’Brian (Wellington: Victoria 
University Press, 2016) 
638  All public participation within the structure ceased with the change in status to Heritage New Zealand, which was 
significant because the branch committees comprised the grass roots membership that had developed with the Trust from 
the outset. This support structure is no longer available to support the cause of heritage buildings, either Modern or older.   
639  HNZPT Full List, dated 1.4.2020.   
http://www.heritage.org.nz/the-list 
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their distribution across regional centres shows that numbers are minimal in many regions.640  

There are few listings for mid-century buildings located within the North Shore and Waitakere 

districts of Auckland, and Wanganui, and none for Hamilton, New Plymouth, Palmerston North, 

Gisborne and Nelson.  The process of assessment for additional buildings is slow because of the 

complexity and extent of research required for inclusion in the List, and there is a limited number 

of staff employed within the organisation to undertake this work.  The outcome of listing has to be 

robust because of the organisation’s standing as a Heritage Protection Authority, for which it is 

frequently required to justify its findings in the environment court when challenged by building 

owners.  

 

Independent support for the recognition of Modern heritage is primarily through the New Zealand 

chapter of DOCOMOMO, a non-governmental organisation that was incorporated in 2004, and its 

first major achievement was the collaborative publication Long Live the Modern, in 2008.641  This 

benchmark critique and building gazetteer of Modern architecture between 1904 and 1984 has 

provided a basis for subsequent research into the recognition of Modern architectural heritage.  

DOCOMOMO NZ has a small but consistent national membership, and a smaller number who 

subscribe annually to the international organisation.642  The principal function of the national 

organisation is to raise awareness about the existence of, and threats to, New Zealand’s buildings 

of the twentieth century.  Its remit includes the preparation and publishing of fiches in accordance 

with the international standard for documenting individual buildings.  The preparation of building 

fiches is referred to by DOCOMOMO International as homework, and a number of buildings in 

New Zealand have already been recorded in this way, which has contributed to their increased 

recognition as Modern heritage.643  Permission is not required to undertake research of individual 

buildings, provided it is based on publically accessible information, but each fiche is sent to the 

owner before publication as a matter of courtesy, and bringing their attention to heritage values. 

 

In addition to the recognition of architectural heritage through the work of government and non-

governmental organisations, New Zealand is fortunate in having a significant body of research 

information contained within heritage assessments and conservation plans for individual buildings 

that have been prepared by independent architects and architectural historians since the late 

1980s.644  This important resource is of significant value because New Zealand followed the lead 

of Australia in researching heritage buildings for conservation plans well before other countries 

adopted the methodology.645  Salmond Reed Architects is the largest independent heritage 

																																																													
640  Rebecca Green for Julia Gatley, Unpublished Spreadsheet of Listed and Scheduled Post-1940 Buildings in New 
Zealand, 2013.  Copy in possession of the author. 
641  Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Julia Gatley (Auckland: Auckland 
University Press, 2008) 
642  The annual membership of DOCOMOMO NZ is maintained between 25 and 30, together with retaining 10 international 
memberships each year. 
643  Email communication from Dr Ann McEwan to Phillip Hartley, 9th September 2019:  A total of 16 fiches have been 
completed on twentieth-century buildings by DOCOMOMO NZ, since it was established. 
644  For example, the 2007 conservation plan prepared for West Plaza by Salmond Reed Architects (which remains 
unpublished), contains valuable research information on the building. 
645  For example, significant attention was raised about the benefits of conservation plans in England through an English 
Heritage conference in 2000, headed by Kate Clark originally from Australia. 
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practice in New Zealand, and has undertaken 128 conservation plans since the first one was 

completed in 1988 for the former Auckland Synagogue.  However, just two of this substantial 

archive of conservation plans have been prepared for buildings constructed between 1940-70, 

including West Plaza, designed by Neville Price of Price, Adams, Dodd in 1970 (prepared in 

2007), and Symonds Street Flats, the design completed in 1945 by Fred Newman for the Housing 

Division of the Ministry of Works (prepared in 2011).646 

 

6.2.2 PROTECTING MODERN BUILDINGS 
 

Legislation enacted during the first half of the twentieth century for the protection of New 

Zealand’s cultural heritage principally focussed on the country’s natural landscape rather than 

buildings.647  The protection of built heritage wasn’t consolidated from a national perspective until 

the Resource Management Act (RMA) in 1991, which required each local authority to prepare a 

schedule of heritage buildings, structures and sites for inclusion within their adopted district plan. 

The RMA introduced the term historic heritage, to distinguish buildings and structures from 

archaeological heritage, indigenous heritage, and intangible heritage.  Consequently, historic 

heritage has entered the lexicon of district plans and local authority policy documents, rather than 

built heritage or historic buildings, descriptors that are in common use internationally.  All heritage 

buildings identified within a district plan schedule are subject to statutory protection, and owners 

who propose changes to external elevations, new additions and alterations, or demolition, have to 

apply for permission through the resource consent process.  Although each council is mandated 

to prepare and update its schedule of heritage buildings and sites, the procedure is burdened by 

the high cost of evaluating individual buildings and the extent of public engagement that is 

required by the RMA.  As a consequence, the addition of heritage buildings to existing local 

authority schedules tends only to occur when a particular district plan is reviewed and updated as 

a whole, a timeframe that can be as long as ten years apart.  The inability to extend protection to 

heritage buildings that are not yet scheduled without protracted engagement represents a serious 

weakness of process.  In addition, there are other fundamental inadequacies that leave buildings 

vulnerable to change or loss of heritage value, which include: (i) requiring owner’s permission for 

inclusion in the district plan schedule; (ii) partial protection of individual buildings (some external 

elevations, but not necessarily all, and not necessarily including interiors unless specifically 

identified); and, (iii) poor enforcement of the legislation when owners default on their 

responsibilities (demolition by neglect, for example).  These weaknesses and consequences 

impact upon historic heritage and Modern heritage alike within New Zealand.   

 

																																																													
646  These figures have been taken from the Salmond Reed Architects heritage documentation database, September 
2019.  Conservation plans undertaken since the practice was first established in 1981 (as Salmond Architect Limited), 
have been prepared by Jeremy Salmond, Richard Bollard, Bruce Petry, Kathy O’Shaunessey, and Tracey Hartley. 
647  The Scenery Preservation Act was introduced in 1903 and remained in force until 1953, the year before the first 
legislation dedicated to built heritage, and the first register of historic buildings items under the New Zealand Historic 
Places Act 1954.  	



PRESERVING THE MODERN 1:  HERITAGE RECOGNITION, PROTECTION, AND CONSERVATION DOCTRINE 

	

170 

Permission has to be sought from the owner of a building for its inclusion in the schedule of 

heritage items within a district plan, and scheduling is perceived by many to be a hindrance to 

changes they may want to make in the future, or a burden of expense for specialist maintenance 

and repair, or both.  A widely held public view envisages statutory protection as an imposition on 

individual property rights, which have a high status in New Zealand, and legislators are similarly 

concerned not to be ‘impinge on the rights of private owners’.648  The process is open to legal 

challenges by individual, commercial and institutional owners, which can delay or negate statutory 

protection.  The ability to pay for legal representation can be a significant determinant to the 

outcome of the scheduling process.  For those heritage buildings that meet the criteria for 

scheduling, the extent of protection is generally limited to the exterior, and interiors are only 

protected where there is specific inclusion with in the schedule.  Protection of a building exterior 

does not automatically extend to all elevations, rather the principal street elevation or corner 

elevations may be the ones afforded protection, but not necessarily the side or rear elevations.  

These unprotected external and internal elements are at significant risk of change, a weakness 

that has been exploited by owners who are intent on removing everything that is not included in 

the schedule description.  The outcome often results in substantial alteration or partial demolition 

with only skin-deep facades retained, and the removal, alteration or obliteration of interior 

structures, fittings and finishes.649   Council schedules do not automatically protect other 

structures within legal boundaries, unlike the English system of statutory protection, which 

extends to all structures within the defined curtilage of a protected building.  Outbuildings that are 

of heritage significance within a particular site therefore remain at risk, unless individually 

identified within a district plan schedule. 

 

Councils charged with statutory protection of heritage buildings rarely confront the wilful neglect of 

scheduled heritage buildings, because there is an unwillingness to invoke district plan provisions 

against owners for the enforcement of urgent repairs or compulsory purchase.  Heritage 

intervention is intentionally avoided by councils, due to the significant risk of not recouping costs 

for initiating remedial works to temporarily stabilise derelict buildings, or invoking legal action 

against owners.  Buildings with statutory protection that are left to deteriorate ultimately become 

unsafe, and councils are then obligated to issue notices for the protection of public health and 

safety.  Claims of uneconomic re-use due to poor condition are often cynically exploited in 

response to such notices, to secure resource consent for demolition on the same grounds of 

health and safety, without which permission would otherwise not be granted.  The demolition-by-

neglect merry-go-round is the most common cause of heritage loss across New Zealand.650  Mid-

century buildings included in the portfolios of government departments does not necessarily 

																																																													
648  Greg Vossler, ‘Sense or Nonsense? Heritage Legislation Perspective’, in Common Ground? Heritage and Public 
Places in New Zealand, ed. by Alexander Trapeznik, (Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 2000) 
649  Auckland has a number of façade retentions, including three well-known examples along Queen Street – the former 
BNZ building, the former Red Lion public house, and the former Jean Batten building, each of which have been reduced to 
a heritage veneer on the base of an office tower behind. 
650  The term demolition-by-neglect is used to describe the deliberate inaction of an owner that results in the deterioration 
of a building to the extent that is becomes unsafe, which increases the opportunity for gaining consent to demolish a 
statutorily protected building, on public health and safety grounds.  
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ensure their regular maintenance, long-term use or ongoing care, including those with statutory 

protection.  The Department of Conservation and Housing New Zealand in particular, have poor 

records for their stewardship of protected mid-century heritage buildings, despite the strict 

guidelines for their statutory responsibilities that have been established by the Ministry of Culture 

and Heritage and distributed amongst all government departments with the management of 

buildings within their remit.   

 

The most recent example of serious neglect 

concerns John Scott’s Aniwaniwa visitor centre 

within the former Urewera National Park, 

abandoned by the Department of Conservation 

and allowed to deteriorate (Fig. 83).  Without the 

control of statutory protection, the visitor centre 

was demolished in September 2016, despite it 

being listed by Heritage New Zealand as a 

category 1 historic place.  A campaign led by the 

New Zealand Institute of Architects focused on 

the practicability of repairing the building, 

however, the outcome was determined by the 

wider issue of indigenous rights, rather than condition.651  

 

The complexity of the issues surrounding the loss of this building from a bi-cultural perspective, 

were scrutinised in an article by Carolyn Hill and Bill McKay published in Fabrications in 2018.652  

The loss of this particular building was also the subject of an expert panel discussion on 14th 

March 2019, titled ‘A Building’s Life’, part of a programme celebrating the work of the architect 

John Scott, which included a photographic exhibition of his work and the publication launch of 

John Scott Works by David Straight.653  The fate of his visitor centre, and the final outcome, saw 

cultural sensitivities transcend the significant architectural and heritage values, which serves to 

highlight another level of vulnerability for Modern buildings.      

 

A further weakness in New Zealand’s system of statutory protection is evident in the variability of 

enforcement across different territorial authorities, with many district councils lacking heritage 

representation within their planning departments, unlike the larger metropolitan councils that have 

the financial resources to employ dedicated heritage personnel.  District councils without in-house 

heritage planning expertise either employ external consultants, or alternatively, they rely upon 

guidance from the regional representative of Heritage New Zealand – a situation that introduces 

																																																													
651  The demolition of John Scott’s Aniwaniwa visitor centre constructed in 1976 for the Department of Conservation in the 
Urewera National Park was opposed by organisations such as the New Zealand Institute of Architects.  The building was 
listed as a Category 1 building with Heritage New Zealand, but it had been closed, left unmaintained, and its resultant poor 
conition used as a reason to validate its removal.  
652  Carolyn Joy Hill and Bill McKay, ‘Binding Significance: Reflections on the Demolition of the Aniwaniwa Visitor Centre, 
Te Urewera’, in Fabrications, 28, No. 2 (2018) 235-255.   
653  David Straight, John Scott Works (Auckland: Massey University Press, 2019) 

 
Fig. 83:  Aniwaniwa Visitor Centre, Lake Waikaremoana.  
Image courtesy of Julia Gatley.   
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an interesting reversal of roles, whereby the non-statutory advisor has more influential than the 

statutory decision-maker.  This situation contributes to the misconception that Heritage New 

Zealand has legislative control over all heritage buildings.  In contrast, Auckland Council has the 

benefit of a large dedicated heritage department that comprises a four-tier structure staffed by 

around thirty specialists involved in writing policy documents, enforcing regulatory control, 

processing resource consents, and providing heritage advice.654  The status of the current 

heritage team within Auckland Council is a significant achievement, considering that it started as 

a small group of planners led by George Farrant during the early 1980s.655  This group were 

concerned about the progressive loss of many of the city’s important heritage buildings, and they 

established a close working relationship with former The New Zealand Historic Places Trust, 

when the first Auckland Regional Office was set up in 1986.656  The co-operation between the two 

organisations aimed at stemming the rate of increasing loss of built heritage within Auckland. 

 

David Reynolds, a heritage consultant, was the second Auckland Regional office manager of the 

former New Zealand Historic Places Trust between 1991-1993, and during his tenure he liaised 

directly with the council planners managed by George Farrant.  Reynolds explained that he had 

experienced the two organisations being played off against each other at times, by some property 

owners who claimed inconsistent and contrary advice between the two organisations.  To address 

this problem, Reynolds helped establish an informal agreement with the council planners for joint 

consultation and meetings with owners, particularly for site visits.657  This co-operation provided 

for a closer relationship that could work more tactically.  Despite the time that has elapsed since 

David Reynolds tenure, this joint basis of engagement on heritage consultation that he helped 

initiate remains the same today, with pairing of both the council heritage advisor and the heritage 

architect for HNZPT attending briefing meetings and site visits together.658 

 

The separate organisations and processes for heritage recognition and statutory protection of 

historic buildings in New Zealand is different from the English regulatory process, which is based 

on a single organisation responsible for the identification of heritage values and enforcement of 

statutory protection.659  The National Heritage List for England includes buildings identified as 

being of ‘special architectural interest’ as well as those of ‘historic interest’, which gives credence 

to the incorporation of mid-twentieth century buildings and structures, and affords them the same 

level of protection as those whose age spans preceding centuries.  All listed buildings in England 

are protected as a complete entity, including all elevations, the interiors, and associated 

																																																													
654  The structure of the Auckland Council heritage department was outlined by the manager, Noel Reardon, during a 
presentation to the ‘Community Heritage Groups Networking Event’ at Highwic, Auckland, on 28th June 2016.  
655  George Farrant joined Auckland City Council in 1982 as the manager of Conservation and Urban Design, and he 
retired from the council in June 2019, having previously been awarded the Companion of NZ Order of Merit for his 
services to heritage. 
656  The first Auckland regional director appointed by the NZHPT was Di Stewart (1946-2003). 
657  Pers. comm. David Reynolds to Phillip Hartley, 4th July 2017.   
658  The current ‘pairing’ in central Auckland includes Ian Grant from Auckland Councils heritage department, and Robin 
Byron, heritage architect for HNZPT.	
 659  This Listing system was established under the Town and Country Planning Act 1947, undertaken by different 
organisations immediately after the second-world-war, and from 1983 onwards Listing has been administered by English 
Heritage (renamed Historic England in 2014). 
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independent structures located within the curtilage.660  This promotion of the architecturally 

special, as well as the historically important, has been crucial to the successful campaign to 

protect English post-war architecture.  In 1996, English Heritage organised a conference and 

exhibitions called ‘Something Worth Keeping’ for the specific purpose of encouraging public 

support for the listing of post-war buildings.  Selected Modern buildings have been listed on the 

basis of their architectural, technological, aesthetic and social merits, including those built as 

recently as thirty years ago.661  However, of the total number of protected buildings in England 

only 0.2% date from 1940 or later.662  This thesis takes the position that New Zealand should 

adopt the English model of designating Modern buildings as ‘special architectural interest’, rather 

than ‘cultural heritage’, because the word ‘heritage’ tends to conjure the ‘old’.  The intention being 

for the concept of Modern heritage to be more easily understood by owners.   

 

6.3 ARTICULATING HERITAGE CONSERVATION IN NEW ZEALAND 
 
6.3.1 INFLUENCE OF INTERNATIONAL MANIFESTOES, CHARTERS AND GUIDELINES  
 

The canons of heritage conservation are enshrined within manifestos, charters, and documents 

developed by different organisations over the last one hundred and fifty years, with some of the 

more recent statements focused on specific aspects of cultural heritage, including buildings of the 

twentieth century.663  The founding principles of building conservation have been carried forward 

to varying degrees as the bases of charter revisions and new cultural heritage documents, which 

have generally maintained rather than diluted the key philosophical canons that were established 

prior to the Modern Movement.   

 

Generations of conservationists have supported the 

premise of nineteenth-century preservation 

philosophy and practice promoted by the Society for 

the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB), 

including: (i) the primacy of original materials; (ii) 

respect for subsequent changes; (iii) repair of fabric 

heritage rather than replacement; and, (iv) 

distinguishing new work from old (Fig. 84).  The 

SPAB Manifesto was based on the importance of 

differentiating works of repair from the original fabric 

of a building, a principle underpinned by a SPAB 

																																																													
660  Curtilage is the legal site boundary enclosing a building or buildings.  
661  This approach is known as the thirty-year rule. 
662  Historic England statistical breakdown of pre-1660 to post-1940 Listed buildings.   
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/what-is-designation/listed-buildings/ 
663  The most relevant document for Modern heritage is the Madrid Document, published by the International Scientific 
Committee on twentieth century heritage.  The Madrid Document was published in 2011, and has more recently been 
updated and republished as the Madrid-New Delhi Document in 2017. 

 
Fig. 84:  The SPAB tile repair technique.  Image from 
A.R. Powys’ Repair of Ancient Buildings (1929).  
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repair methodology established during early-mid twentieth whereby the replacement of missing 

stonework and the repair of eroded profiles, utilised plain red clay roofing tiles rather than infilling 

and carving with new stone to match.  However, conservationists today typically practice like-for-

like repair, using matching materials, which is a modern response to the principles of the original 

manifesto.  To illustrate this point, the well-respected English building conservator, Ian 

Constantinides (1955-2013), justified his approach to the replacement of deteriorated stone and 

brick, using new stone and new brick in order to match the original material fabric, rather than 

differentiate it, because he considered that ‘any archaeologist worth-their-salt in the future would 

be able to tell my work from the original’.664  Whilst this personal account stems from a shared 

project, it serves to illustrate one example of how the SPAB philosophy has been adapted by 

practitioners for modern application.  To sustain the philosophical polemic of a manifesto written 

during the nineteenth century in England for the preservation of mid-century buildings in New 

Zealand, has to transcend time and location.  The 1877 SPAB Manifesto has been reinterpreted 

in the form of The SPAB Approach, a recently published booklet that carries the message of the 

original polemical statement across to a set of conservation principles for use in the twenty-first 

century.665  Deploying the philosophy of The SPAB Approach for the conservation of Modern 

heritage in New Zealand would mean rejecting the importance of architectural form over building 

materiality: 

 

Building fabric is precious.  A concern for its protection helps ensure that the essence of 

an old building survives for future generations to appreciate.  The SPAB Approach 

therefore stands against Restorationist arguments that it is possible and worthwhile to 

return a building to its original – or imagined original – form.  Equally, The SPAB 

Approach generally rejects arguments that the original design or cultural associations are 

more important than surviving fabric.  For the society, protecting fabric allows meaning 

and significance to be drawn from it by individuals, groups and successive generations.666 

 

The spectre of restoration looms large in the mind of conservationists, and most significantly for 

those who, like myself, have been taught the SPAB philosophy whilst training for a career in 

traditional heritage practice.  However, the premise of this thesis argues for an equal recognition 

of heritage value in the original forms of Modernist buildings as well as their materiality, in the 

conceptualisation of conservation proposals.  The reasoning behind why materiality and form 

could be considered equal partners in terms of Modern heritage, compared with historic heritage, 

is based around the argument for the defining conservation principles being applicable to the 

Modern framed by a clear understanding of the physical manifestation of the implemented design.  

These principles maintain the respect for changes, the use of like-for-like materials for repairs, 

and minimum intervention through regular maintenance, each of which accord with established 

																																																													
664  Pers. comm. Ian Constantinides to Phillip Hartley, at Hampton Court Palace in 1995, during the repair of the brick 
walls within the Tiltyard Garden, constructed in 1689. 
665  Mathew Slocombe, The SPAB Approach: A Conservation Philosophy, (London: SPAB, 2017) 
666  Slocombe, The SPAB Approach: A Conservation Philosophy, p. 9. 
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conservation philosophy.  The basis of decision-making for the preservation of New Zealand’s 

Modern architectural heritage should acknowledge these conservation principals, supported by an 

understanding of the defining characteristics of individual buildings, without which there is a risk of 

inappropriate intervention and misguided actions.  However, whilst the re-statement of a 

polemical manifesto is aimed at the modern conservationist, it is not a panacea for preserving the 

Modern.  There are other manifestoes and principles at play, including the restoration doctrines of 

Viollet le Duc which are at odds with The SPAB Approach, and more widely, the European-

derived values-based criteria for determining heritage significance and conservation policies for 

use in practice.  

 

This thesis argues that the canons of conservation are fundamental to the long-term care and 

future preservation of Modern architectural heritage based on consideration for, and recognition 

of, the material differences that set them apart from historic heritage.  Whilst Modern materials 

and forms that are representative of the twentieth century challenge the received conservation 

wisdom that predates them, this chapter considers that identifiable aspects of continuity in 

conservation philosophy, and progression in heritage practice, do not equate to the reinvention of 

either.  The origins of Western principles for conservation of buildings and structures are 

incorporated into the key charters that provide a platform for decision-making about scales of 

intervention, from repair to reconstruction.  These principles are based around European values-

based criteria for establishing the relative importance of physical fabric.  Jukka Joilehto has 

explored in great depth the heritage preservation ‘Theories and concepts’ in chapter eight of his 

History of Architectural Conservation, in which he explained that, along with scientific, technical, 

industrial, economic and social and political developments, ‘the conservation movement has 

evolved from the [nineteenth-century] romantic preservation of ancient monuments and works of 

art into a broad [twentieth-century] discipline recognized by government authorities and supported 

by international organisations’.667  This change, according to Jokilehto, represented ‘The shift 

from absolute divine to relative cultural values…’.668  Alois Reigl (1858-1905), an art historian, 

published a seminal text, The Modern Cult of Monuments: Its Character and Its Origin, in 1903, 

which sought to ‘define values and concepts related to modern conservation’.669  Jokilehto 

identifies how Reigl divides his concept of values into two main groups: 

 

1.  Memorial values:  age value, historical value, and intended memorial value. 

2.  Present-day values:  use value, art value, newness value and relative art value.670   

 

Cesare Brandi (1906-1988), was another art historian and key figure in the polemics of 

conservation and restoration, scrutinised by Jokilehto, who has showed how his theories, along 

with those of Reigl and other important theoreticians, have given rise to the modern usage of 

																																																													
667   Jukka Jokilehto, A History of Architectural Conservation, (Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann, 1999), pp. 213-244, (p. 
213). 
668  Jukka Jokilehto, A History of Architectural Conservation, p. 213.	
669  Jukka Jokilehto, A History of Architectural Conservation, p. 213.	
670  Jukka Jokilehto, A History of Architectural Conservation, p. 216. 
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heritage values in our understanding and evaluation of buildings and structures.  The 

rationalisation of heritage values has informed the structure and content of the Athens Charter 

(1933), and subsequently the Venice Charter (1964), and the Australasian Burra Charter (1979), 

representing the three most important documents for the foundation and development of 

twentieth-century conservation and restoration principles and practice.671    

 

The Venice Charter incorporated principles of conservation and restoration, which represent 

encouragement and guidance rather than polemic.  The charter approves of new conservation 

techniques where these are of benefit, and accommodates intervention ‘to preserve and reveal 

aesthetic and historic value’, provided the proposals are not conjectural.672  Article 11 of the 

charter sets out the circumstances for the alteration of buildings: 

 

The valid contributions of all periods to the building of a monument must be respected, 

since unity of style is not the aim of a restoration.  When a building includes the 

superimposed work of different periods, the revealing of the underlying state can only be 

justified in exceptional circumstances and when what is removed is of little interest and 

the material which is brought to light is of great historical, archaeological or aesthetic 

value, and its state of preservation good enough to justify the action.  Evaluation of the 

importance of the elements involved and the decision as to what may be destroyed 

cannot rest solely on the individual in charge of the work.673 

 

The Venice Charter accommodates at least one key aspect of Modern architectural heritage, 

through its guidance on the removal of inappropriate changes or disfigurement to buildings, 

without invoking the spectre of restoration.  In his 1998 article, Jukka Jokilehto argued that the 

Venice Charter remained a valid conservation treatise: 

 

Over the years, there have been several attempts to revise the Venice Charter but 

without success, and the Charter has become a major reference both for national 

administrations and at the international level.  This is proven by the translation of the 

Charter into at least 28 different languages, and the fact that the principles have found 

expression in dozens of national and international recommendations, guidelines and 

charters.674 

 

Before New Zealand established its own heritage charter, the Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter 

for the Conservation of Places of Cultural Significance (Burra Charter, 1979),675 was the key point 

of reference for conservationists, rather than the English SPAB Manifesto or the European Venice 

																																																													
671  Jukka Jokilehto, A History of Architectural Conservation, pp. 245-294.	
672  The Venice Charter was published by ICOMOS International in 1964. 
673  The Venice Charter, ICOMOS (1964), p. 3. 
674  Jukka Jokilehto, ‘The Context of the Venice Charter (1964)’, in Conservation and Management of Archaeological Sites, 
2 (1998), 229-233, (p. 230)	
675  The Burra Charter for the Conservation of Places of Cultural Significance was first adopted by Australia ICOMOS in 
1979.  	



PRESERVING THE MODERN 1:  HERITAGE RECOGNITION, PROTECTION, AND CONSERVATION DOCTRINE 

	

177 

Charter.  David Reynolds described how interest in the Burra Charter in New Zealand was 

spurred by the action of two organisations, Auckland Civic Trust (Civic Trust) and Auckland 

Heritage Trust (Heritage Trust), in opposition to the relocation of St Mary’s Church, in the 

Auckland suburb of Parnell, from one side of Parnell Road to the other in 1982.  Despite being 

unable to stop the building from being moved, The Civic Trust promoted a week of conservation 

awareness in Auckland, in conjunction with the Heritage Trust and Auckland City Council.  For the 

event, the Civic Trust organised a two-day seminar, “The Heritage of Auckland”: A Seminar on 

Improving the Urban Environment, 6-7th August 1982, and they invited Clive Lucas and Peter 

James of the National Trust for New South Wales to be the principal speakers at the event, which 

included a presentation on the Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter.  The Civic Trust had recently 

acquired 23 Alton Road from the University of Auckland, and they applied the charter principles to 

the building before undertaking any physical intervention.  Reynolds considers this to have been 

the first practical application of the Burra Charter in New Zealand’.676  The first conservation plans 

prepared in New Zealand during the 1980s and early 1990s cited the principles of the Burra 

Charter, which continued until New Zealand established its own set of heritage principles in the 

ICOMOS Charter in 1993.677  The influence of the Burra Charter on the scope of New Zealand’s 

own charter was fundamental to the incorporation of indigenous heritage, for which it continues to 

be recognised internationally as a formative document.678  

 

The principles espoused within these manifestoes and charters are based on an over-arching 

respect for the original building fabric and recognition of subsequent changes and additions to the 

original form, as an embodiment of its historical development.  When considering the 

appropriateness of these principles for the conservation of Modern architectural heritage, the 

priorities for materials and form of individual buildings need to be carefully considered, in order to 

determine any conflict between the two.  When conservationists first addressed the issues 

specific to the preservation of Modern materials and building forms, one of the key considerations 

was the application of conservation treatises established before or during the period of the 

Modern Movement.  The principles espoused by the SPAB Manifesto, the Venice Charter and the 

Burra Charter, were examined by Andrew Saint in Modern Matters, published in 1996.679  Saint 

considered that the usefulness of the SPAB Manifesto struggles with respect to Modern 

construction techniques, the principles having been derived from ‘the material significance of 

buildings, and therefore fidelity to structure, craft and texture.’680   

 

 

																																																													
676  Pers. comm. David Reynolds to Phillip Hartley, 4th July 2017.   
The seminar was organised by the Civic Trust and held at the Auckland Secondary Teachers College. 
677  The first conservation plan in New Zealand was written by David Reynolds in 1985. 
678  The current edition of the Burra Charter was adopted in 2013. 
679  Andrew Saint, ‘Philosophical Principles of Modern Conservation’, in Modern Matters: Principles & Practice in 
Conserving Recent Architecture, Proceedings of the English Heritage Conference held in London, UK, 31 October - 1 
November 1995, ed. by Susan Macdonald (Shaftsbury: Donhead Publishing, 1996), 15-28. 
680  Saint, ‘Philosophical Principles of Modern Conservation’, in Modern Matters: Principles & Practice in Conserving 
Recent Architecture, ed. by Macdonald, p. 18. 
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The Madrid Document had a difficult introduction in New Zealand, because of concerns about the 

pre-publication draft that was circulated amongst ICOMOS member states for review.  ICOMOS 

NZ appointed a board member to establish a small working party to review the draft of the Madrid 

Document in 2010.681  It considered that too many duplications of general clauses from earlier 

ICOMOS charters undermined the core purpose of a specific document dedicated to Modern 

heritage.  The working party recommendations to the ICOMOS NZ Board highlighted these 

concerns, and recommended changes to the text to make it more specific.  The Board considered 

the proposed changes to be too fundamental for a draft consultation, and the extent of proposed 

re-writing too extensive, and accordingly the review was not formally presented to ICOMOS 

International.  However, despite this set-back, the three individuals making up the working party 

made an unofficial submission on the draft Madrid Document direct to the chair of ISC20C, 

Sheridan Burke of Australia ICOMOS, because of the close relationship between the two national 

organisations.682  The Madrid Document comprises nine separate articles, seven of which contain 

sub-sections that are based on established conservation principles, and two articles that are 

specific to Modern heritage: (i) Article 3 for the ‘Research of technical aspects of twentieth-century 

architectural heritage’; and, (ii) Article 9 to ‘Promote and celebrate twentieth-century architectural 

heritage with the wider community’.683  Because of the significant generalisation, in the opinion of 

the working group, it is difficult to justify supplementing the existing ICOMOS NZ Charter by 

making reference to an additional charter such as the Madrid Document in respect of Modern 

heritage for formal representations, to local authorities for example. 

 

6.3.2 NEW ZEALAND’S CHARTER FOR CULTURAL HERITAGE  
 

The public perception of tangible built heritage is framed by comparisons drawn with ancient, 

centuries-old, historic buildings and monuments in Britain and Europe, not those of twentieth-

century origin.  This generalised attitude explains in part why a significant number of heritage 

buildings have been lost in New Zealand, particularly during periods of financial prosperity. 

Vocalised opposition has often been at the margins, and whilst there have been a few celebrated 

successes during the progressive formation of a heritage community, it was inadequate to 

prevent the removal, redevelopment and façade retention of buildings without statutory protection. 

Recognising that built heritage was at significant risk during a particularly destructive decade, a 

determined professional conservation movement during the 1980s coalesced around two key 

activities: (i) organised campaigning against the increasing loss of heritage buildings due to city 

centre redevelopments; and, (ii) the formation of ICOMOS NZ by a small group of architects and 

archaeologists.684   

 

																																																													
681  The review of the draft text for the Madrid Document was undertaken by Bruce Petry, Julia Gatley and Phillip Hartley, 
with comments submitted to Sheridan Burke.   
682  The commentary prepared by the working party did not represent the views of the governing Board of ICOMOS NZ, 
who did not make any formal representation about the document.	
683  ‘Approaches for the Conservation of Twentieth-Century Architectural Heritage’, Madrid Document - 2014. 
684  These conservation architects include Jeremy Salmond, Chris Cochran and Ian Bowman. 
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ICOMOS NZ produced its own heritage charter in 1993, which it revised in 1995, and replaced in 

2010 with the current updated version.  The charter guidelines have been written for the wider 

cultural heritage of New Zealand, not just built heritage, and they also incorporate landscapes, 

archaeological sites, gardens, monuments and places of indigenous significance.  The history of 

ICOMOS NZ and its original charter is not well known beyond those who were involved.  

Therefore, this section discusses the core professional heritage conservation community that 

originally developed around links with ICOMOS International during the early 1990s, as recounted 

in the personal observations of David Reynolds, previous employee of the Auckland War 

Memorial Museum and the former New Zealand Historic Places Trust (NZHPT),685 and Chris 

Cochran, an independent conservation architect based in Wellington.686  David Reynolds was one 

of the first heritage professionals to join ICOMOS International during the early 1980’s, and one of 

the founding members of the group that established the New Zealand chapter.687  Reynold’s 

recollections about those involved in the formative years of ICOMOS NZ, were described as 

‘meeting of like minds from different backgrounds’.688  He recounted how Ian Bowman, an 

architect who had joined ICOMOS International whilst studying for his Master of Conservation 

Studies at York University (1984-85), wanted to meet in Auckland, having become aware on his 

return to Nelson that David and Sherry Reynolds were also members of ICOMOS International.  

The meeting with Bowman in 1985 prompted the initiative for a New Zealand chapter of ICOMOS, 

which was established in 1987.  Reynold’s explained how they were joined by a fourth member of 

ICOMOS International, Stephen Cashmore, who also went on to study built heritage conservation 

in York (1989-90).  Chris Cochran, a former colleague of Ian Bowman, joined the committee of 

ICOMOS NZ in 1987, and Reynold’s explained how the membership of ICOMOS NZ grew 

steadily thereafter, to become a national heritage organisation, which initially took the former New 

Zealand Historic Places Trust by surprise because they saw themselves in that role.689  The point 

Reynold’s makes refers to the former NZHPT’s status as the government’s principal heritage 

organisation with the nationwide mandate for educating, recognising and encouraging the 

protection of historic buildings, and ‘they did not anticipate that an international organisation 

would occupy similar [heritage] territory’.690  Reynold’s also reflected on the origins of the 

ICOMOS NZ Charter, explaining how Chris Cochran and the Wellington Branch committee of the 

former NZHPT oversaw the first drafting of the charter, initially known as the Aotearoa Charter, 

but the first draft was not formally adopted by ICOMOS NZ.691 

 

The drafting of the ICOMOS NZ Charter was also discussed with Chris Cochran, for his 

recollection of the process that he was responsible for managing, as chair of the group 

responsible.  Cochran explained how the ICOMOS Board of Governance (Board) established a 

sub-committee with the specific responsibility of drafting a conservation charter for New Zealand, 

																																																													
685  Pers. comm. David Reynolds to Phillip Hartley, 13th August 2017.	
686  Pers. comm. Chris Cochran to Phillip Hartley, 4th July 2017.  	
687  David Reynolds worked at the Auckland War Memorial Museum during this time. 
688  Pers. comm. David Reynolds to Phillip Hartley, 13th August 2017.	
689  Pers. comm. David Reynolds to Phillip Hartley, 4th July 2017.  	
690  Pers. comm. David Reynolds to Phillip Hartley, 4th July 2017.  	
691  Pers. comm. David Reynolds to Phillip Hartley, 4th July 2017.  	
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which comprised ten members, six from Auckland and four from Wellington.  He recalled the 

preparation of the first draft document, which had working title, Paekakariki Charter, named after 

the location in which the committee meetings were held, and in deference to the Burra Charter 

that was named after the place where it was written.692  The first version of the charter prepared 

by the sub-committee in 1989 was named the Draft Aotearoa Charter, and circulated as an A5 

booklet to ‘users [who] are invited to make comments on any aspect of this draft before 30th 

September 1990’.693  It comprised a preamble and sixteen sections identified as ‘articles’, (similar 

to the Venice Charter) that were arranged in three sections: (i) Definitions (article 1); (ii) 

Conservation Principles (articles 2 to 7); and, (iii) Conservation Processes (articles 8 to 16), a 

copy of which is attached in Appendix One.  A second, revised version entitled Aotearoa Charter, 

incorporated changes in format and content following feedback on the first draft (including 

omitting the term ‘article’), and this document was adopted by the fourth annual general meeting 

of ICOMOS NZ in October 1991.  Nineteen clauses were incorporated into three sections 

(Preamble, General Principles, and Conservation Processes), a copy of which is attached in 

Appendix Two.  The re-drafted document separated the original article for Conservation into two 

clauses (Conservation Practice and Conservation Method), and there were numerous changes of 

titles for remaining clauses, but the main changes between the 1989 and 1991 versions were the 

omission of the article for Use, and the addition of a new clause, for Reconstruction.  Although the 

Aotearoa Charter was adopted in 1991, it was revised again and not formally published until 

1993, having been re-named ICOMOS New Zealand Charter for the Conservation of Places of 

Cultural Heritage Value.  This final version incorporated 22 clauses with expanded text and 

further title changes for many of the clauses, a copy of which is attached in Appendix Three.  

Cochran believed that the changes made between the 1989 revision and the 1993 publication 

were unnecessarily complicated.694  This thesis considers that the name Aotearoa Charter 

(Aotearoa being the Maori name for New Zealand, which translates literally as Land of the Long 

White Cloud) lends a unique connection to the place, and more fitting than the rather prosaic 

adopted title of ICOMOS NZ Carter. 

 

ICOMOS NZ remains the principal national independent organisation for built heritage and 

archaeology.  It binds the country’s conservationists together both formerly and spiritually, and the 

membership increases every year through regular applications from professionals working across 

different heritage disciplines.695  However, during the formative years of ICOMOS NZ there were 

tensions between the architectural and archaeological disciplines.696  Currently, the Board of 

governance has a greater number of heritage architects than archaeologists, including amongst 

the young and emerging professional representatives.  Most professionals involved in heritage 

conservation are members of ICOMOS NZ, the requirements for which are based on an active 

participation or employment in the heritage field.  As the heritage sector grows in response to the 

																																																													
692  Pers. comm. Chris Cochran to Phillip Hartley, 13th August 2017.  	
693  Original copy provided by Chris Cochran (2017). 
694  Pers. comm. Chris Cochran to Phillip Hartley, 13th August 2017.  	
695  ICOMOS New Zealand has a current membership of 152 (at September 2019). 
696  Pers. comm. Jeremy Salmond to Phillip Hartley, 25th August 2017.  	
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increasing recognition of New Zealand’s cultural historical importance, ICOMOS NZ grows in 

numbers and standing.  ICOMOS NZ actively encourages the participation of young members – 

renamed more recently by ICOMOS International as emerging professionals – including 

representation on the board of governance.697  New Zealand’s representation of ICOMOS 

International provides a basis of regulation that is consistent with all member countries, with 

opportunities for sharing information and contributing to the significant network of specialist sub-

groups known as International Scientific Committees (ISC’s).698  New Zealand is a recognised 

voting member of the International Scientific Committee for Twentieth Century Heritage (ISC20C), 

amongst other specialist areas, and I am the current appointed representative.699  However, 

ICOMOS NZ does not have a specific interest in Modernist heritage, compared for example with 

Australia ICOMOS which has a greater membership and capability of specialist interest in 

particular architectural periods. 

 

6.4 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 
 

Modern buildings are young in heritage terms, and one benefit that flows from this relative youth 

is that many of them remain unchanged from their original design, or alternatively where changes 

have been made, some have been implemented by the original architect whilst others have been 

limited in scope.  This chapter has found that the tangible legacy of Modernism in New Zealand 

includes a significant number of buildings that are largely intact, or ones that have been subject to 

minimal alteration.  This continuum places Modern architectural heritage in a unique position 

compared with historic heritage, which have undergone many changes, over numerous decades, 

through many hands.  On the other hand, key Modernist buildings have been lost, and continue to 

be under threat. 

 

The heritage values of Modernist buildings are not well understood in New Zealand; they are 

under-represented on the national heritage list (HNZPT) and the local authority district plan 

schedules, although awareness varies between regions.  This chapter has examined the 

difficulties that result from the separation of heritage recognition (listing) and heritage protection 

(scheduling), and the different purpose of each, which is distinctly confusing amongst owners, 

organisations and custodians of buildings.  This chapter proposes that New Zealand should adopt 

a single system of recognition and statutory protection for all heritage buildings, including the 

Modern.  This change could be implemented through local authorities providing statutory 

protection to all heritage buildings that have been identified within a single schedule that is 

implemented and maintained by Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga – the government 

organisation who already have a nationwide standard for heritage research and assessment.   
																																																													
697  There are currently three emerging professional members on the board of ICOMOS NZ, including Pamela Dziwulska, 
Stacy Vallis, and Rebecca Ramsay. 
698  There are twenty-eight separate International Scientific Committees, including one specifically for twentieth century 
architectural heritage (ISC20C).  Formal participation in the work of an ISC requires the ratification of an expert voting 
member by the committee, and I am the current approved representative of ICOMOS NZ for ISC20C.  
699  Email communication from Kyle Normandin, Secretary General of ISC20C, to Phillip Hartley, 22nd February 2012, 
formally confirming that I had been accepted as the designated expert voting member from ICOMOS New Zealand.  
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This chapter also acknowledges a critical need for the protection of heritage interiors, which are 

not included for buildings unless specifically and separately identified.  Because of this 

inadequacy, important internal elements of construction and decoration are at risk of loss, and 

without protection, heritage facadism continues to be regular, and deeply unfortunate, heritage 

outcome.  These circumstances have diminished the country’s historic heritage, and are a 

palpable threat to the integrity of Modern heritage, unless the scope and authority of statutory 

protection are improved.   

 

This chapter has scrutinised the role of internal charters, and identified the relevance of heritage-

based values in the assessment of overall heritage significance.  It has shown that New Zealand 

was an early-adopter of conservation planning for built heritage, and identified the valuable 

contribution of the Australia ICOMOS Burra Charter to the first plans for some of the country’s 

most important heritage buildings since 1985, until the preparation of the country’s own ICOMOS 

NZ Charter in 1993.  It has examined the role of key heritage professionals who formed the 

nucleus of ICOMOS New Zealand, and were responsible for the charter the continues to serve 

the heritage community well.  It has addressed the dilemma faced by conservationists imbued 

with the tenet of material preservation as the overriding priority when conceptualising their 

philosophical approach to Modernist buildings is twofold: (i) the complexity of many twentieth-

century products that do not possess the inherent repairable lifespan of traditional materials; and, 

(ii) the equal weighting of Modern forms that position the executed designs of mid-century 

buildings equivalent to the importance of materiality. There are few opportunities for conservation 

professionals to compare each other’s experiences of projects, except for the annual ICOMOS 

AGM and conference, and consequently there is little or no collective unity of practice.  Individuals 

tend to operate alone, or occasionally combine efforts for larger projects, forming small networks 

within the main cities.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

PRESERVING THE MODERN 2: 
INVESTIGATION, ASSESSMENT, AND INFORMED CONSERVATION  

 

Understanding the building is a fundamental principle of informed conservation for all built 

heritage.  The process of understanding is a continuum, from the findings of initial research and 

physical investigation through to the assessment of heritage values, evaluation of condition, and 

conceptualisation of conservation proposals.  These stages inform the approach to, and 

implementation of work to heritage buildings, including maintenance, repair, refurbishment and 

adaptation.  This chapter addresses how understanding-before-intervention can reduce the risk of 

damage to heritage fabric through inappropriate decision-making and ill-considered actions.   

 

For Modern heritage, there are particular research sources that potentially yield a wider variety of 

information than for historic heritage, including detailed contract documents, illustrated magazine 

articles, publicity features for innovative construction methodologies and new materials linked to 

individual projects, and photographic records of exteriors and interiors for completed buildings.  In 

addition, there is a singularly unique research dimension – the opportunity, in some cases, to 

meet the original architect and/or client responsible for the building.   

 

Investigation for purpose is a strategic engagement with the physicality of buildings, framed by 

the findings of research, in order to: (i) identify the original architectural form and materiality; (ii) 

distinguish subsequent interventions and changes in form; and, (iii) evaluate the condition of 

building elements and fabric.  This chapter addresses the contention of this thesis that the original 

form and use of materials captured in the final architectural expression at the time of completion, 

are of equal importance to the evaluation of material changes in condition over time.   

 

The assessment of heritage values and significance for historic and Modern buildings is derived 

from the findings of research and investigation, and can be presented as a stand-alone report, or 

a more comprehensive conservation plan that utilises local, national and international criteria to 

apportion significance.  New Zealand has been at the forefront of conservation plan preparation 

for built heritage based on James Semple Kerr’s original publication in 1982, having adopted his 

methodology from 1985, well before many other countries.700  Having used conservation planning 

as the primary basis for the assessment of heritage significance, mid-century buildings as well as 

historic ones in New Zealand have benefitted from the universal application of Kerr’s principles.  

This chapter examines the approach to conservation planning for individual Modern buildings, 

compared with the original intention of the Kerr methodology for determining heritage values and 

significance of complex historic sites and buildings with multi-level issues.  A conservation 
																																																													
700  Pers. comm. David Reynolds to Phillip Hartley, 4th July 2017.  The first known conservation plan in New Zealand was 
completed for the Houtinui Meeting House by David Reynolds in 1985. 
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management plan is a more recent development that is based on established conservation plan 

guidelines, but is more extensive in scope, placing building preservation outcomes at the centre 

of the process, within which all other interests can be subsumed for the primary purpose, rather 

than working in parallel.  The conservation management plan provides for a single managed 

approach towards a unified vision for the preservation of individual heritage buildings, including 

Modern ones.  This chapter examines how the principles of the conservation management plan 

could be an appropriate documentary tool for individual mid-century buildings and sites, and the 

potential improvements that it could offer compared with the established approach to heritage 

evaluation and project management as separate, and sometimes conflicting activities. 

 

7.1 INVESTIGATING MODERN BUILDINGS  
 

7.1.1 RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES  
 

Desktop research for Modern built heritage should follow well-established procedures for the 

review of primary sources of documentation, including building specifications, articles for 

completed projects, architectural drawings and illustrations.  The type and amount of information 

revealed during the search of archival records is a journey of discovery with uncertain outcomes, 

although the more well-known the building the greater the likelihood of multiple sources.  

However, there are additional opportunities that distinguish buildings designed and constructed 

between 1940-70 from those of preceding decades, which include: (i) the possibility of meeting 

the original architect and/or client; (ii) the wealth of mid-century advertising and promotional 

information for new building materials and products; and, (iii) comprehensive photographic 

recording of newly completed buildings, including views of interior spaces as well as external 

elevations.  These sources of information represent significant points of research difference from 

historic heritage.   

 

CONVERSATIONS WITH MODERN ARCHITECTS  
 

The value of engaging first hand with the author of the architectural design has no equivalent in 

terms of primary research – for the insight, opinions and memories of those responsible for the 

planning, form, and materiality of the building.  The client, or commissioner of the building, can 

provide their viewpoint on how the design responded to their brief, their thoughts on the 

completed project, and their opinion on what it has been like to live and function in the building.  

For some buildings, the architect and client are one and the same, providing a home for 

themselves and their family, and the opportunity to experiment with new ideas, albeit with 

unforeseen outcomes.  However, conversations with architects, or more formal interviews to 

capture oral histories, is an area of research that can provide the benefits described above, but 

has potential disadvantages through mistaken recollections of events, dates, names, etc.  Oral 

history pertaining to architecture was the subject of ‘Lost in Conservation’ published in 
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Fabrications, which addressed the controversy associated with this method of research, and the 

complexities posed by ‘who talks’, ‘who asks’ and ‘what is said’.701  Nevertheless, from one 

perspective, ‘what is said in oral history interviews can enrich published records “with memory 

and personal perceptions, thoughts, feelings, and insight”…’702 

 

Discussions during two meetings with Jack 

Manning, the architect responsible for the 

design of Auckland’s Australian Mutual 

Provident Building (AMP, d. and b.1958-62), 

and the Manning House (d.1955, b.1959-60), 

were insightful about his most well-known 

commercial building and his own home.703  

There are few public images of Manning – one 

of New Zealand’s most prominent Modernist 

architects – compared with some of his 

contemporaries (Fig. 85).  Manning did not study overseas, but during his time at the architectural 

practice of Thorpe, Cutter, Pickmere & Douglas, in Auckland, he was inspired by international 

publications during the 1950s, which featured Modern overseas buildings. This included 

illustrations of the newly completed Seagram Building designed by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe 

and Philip Johnson that were published in the July 1958 issues of the Architectural Forum and the 

Architectural Record.  He adapted details of the Seagram Building for his design of the proposed 

new two-sided corner office building for the AMP in 1958.704  The corner site at the junction of 

Queen Street and Victoria Street East in central Auckland, restricted Manning’s nine-storey tower 

to two principle elevations, compared with the four-sided Seagram tower.  Manning revealed that 

his setting out of the curtain wall module for the AMP Building did not achieve a perfect modular 

grid exhibited in the Seagram Building.  He explained how the restriction of the corner site 

necessitated two different modular dimensions for spacing of the curtain wall mullions.  

Examination of the working drawings showed that the mullions were approximately 4 ft. 5 inch 

apart along Queen Street (1355 mm), and 4 ft. 1 inch apart along Victoria Street East (1225 

mm).705  Although the four-inch variation is small, Manning was disappointed about not replicating 

the exact form of the Seagram Building in order to achieve absolute regularity around the two 

principal elevations.  However, he remains sanguine about the difference between the two 
																																																													
701 ‘Lost in Conversation: Constructing the Oral History of Modern Architecture’ in Fabrications, The Journal of the Society 
of Architectural Historians Australia and New Zealand, ed. by Julia Gatley and Stuart King, 24.2 (2014), 147-155.	
702  ‘Lost in Conversation: Constructing the Oral History of Modern Architecture’ in Fabrications, The Journal of the Society 
of Architectural Historians Australia and New Zealand, ed. by Julia Gatley and Stuart King, 24.2 (2014), 147-155, (p. 152). 
703  The design of the AMP Building was discussed with Jack Manning on 12th February 2011, and the design of Manning 
House was discussed on 13th March 2014, both meetings at his home in Stanley Bay, Auckland. 
704   Pers. comm. Jack Manning to Phillip Hartley, 12 February 2011.   
The influence of the Seagram Building, in the design of the AMP Building, is noted in the abstract for the paper “Shiny 
New Clothes: A.M.P. Building 1962” prepared by Jeanette Budget, but not presented at the Victoria University one-day 
symposium on architecture of the 1960s (“...about as austere as a Dior gown…”New Zealand Architecture the 1960s).   
The source of the design influence was confirmed by Jack Manning as articles on the new Seagram Building, including 
drawings and photographs, that were published in the Architectural Forum, July 1958, (Vol.109 No.1), p. 66-77; the 
Architectural Record, July 1958, (Vol.123 No.7), p. 139-147, and, The Architectural Review, December 1958, (Vol. 124 
No. 743), ‘Seagram Assessed’ by William H Jordy, p. 374-382. 
705  These dimensions have been scaled from copies of the original drawings, but should be considered approximate.  

 
Fig. 85:  Jack Manning, architect.  (Image source and date 
unknown).  
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modular dimensions, which he didn’t think anyone would notice.  Manning also explained that the 

small dimensional variation in the cladding modules flowed into the prefabrication of standard 

elements for internal fixtures, as well as the differences within the curtain wall itself.  He discussed 

how a consistent 4 ft. wide (1200mm) grid would have accommodated an internal modular 

division of 2 ft. wide (600mm) ceiling panels, and a standardised layout of internal partitions.  This 

example of architectural mimesis provided Auckland with its tallest multi-storey office block when 

completed in 1962, and one that set new standards at the time for commercial buildings within 

New Zealand, including the first use of double-glazing and air conditioning, and the most 

advanced lifts.706  The AMP tower is revered today, for its enduring form, quality of construction 

and materials.   

 

During a second meeting with Jack Manning, he discussed the design and construction of his 

own house.707  Manning explained how he decided upon different timber species for individual 

construction purposes, details that put the principal materiality into context supported by 

reasoning that was not evident in his drawings or other documentation.708  Merchantable Oregon, 

a relative of Douglas Fir and imported from the United States, was selected for the roof beams 

because he required them to be 17-18 ft. long (5.2-5.5 metres), incorporating a 5-ft. overhang (1.5 

metres) of the external cladding.  This length of structural timber could not be readily sourced in 

native timber, and he would not use Radiata Pine because he considered it to be of unreliable 

quality.  Redwood was selected for the external cladding because of its reliable finish, rather than 

the alternative option of using Cedar because he knew it would bleach out.  The large sliding 

doors / wall sections were constructed of Cedar because he considered it to be a very stable 

timber, less likely to twist than other types, and because they were to be painted rather than left 

natural, the issue of bleaching-out was not a matter of concern.  Pine was chosen for the roof 

sarking because it was readily available, heart Matai for the flooring because of its appearance, 

and Rimu was the most suitable for finished timber elements, especially timber joinery, and 

veneered plywood used for internal linings because it was more economical than hardwood.  

Manning also commented that ‘timber for window and door joinery was the staple material during 

the 1950s, rather than steel and aluminium which became more commonly used during the 

1960s’, and these joinery components were supplied in stock sizes and sections because ‘joiners 

didn’t really want to depart from their standard profiles and shapes’709   

 

A similar opportunity to meet with another mid-century architect, John Sutherland, also provided 

first-hand knowledge about the design for his own home, built in 1966 on a new sub-division in 

the Auckland suburb of Glendowie.710   

																																																													
706  The AMP Building was the first office block in Auckland to be fitted with double-glazed windows and air conditioning, 
and its lift installations were ‘state-of-the-art’ at the time.  
707  For more information, see:  Pip Cheshire, ‘Manning House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 
1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 97.	
708  Pers. comm. Jack Manning to Phillip Hartley, 13th March 2014.  Manning explained the use of the term ‘merchantable’, 
meaning timber of sufficient size and quality that can be harvested economically.	
709  Pers. comm. Jack Manning to Phillip Hartley, 13th March 2014.	
710  Pers. comm. John Sutherland to Phillip Hartley, 18th November 2017 and 13th September 2019.  
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During the discussion, Sutherland provided an 

insight into the preferred use of timber for 

building houses, including his own, rather than 

brick or concrete block (Fig. 86).  Sutherland 

moved to New Zealand from England the year 

that he qualified as an architect in 1956, and 

initially worked in New Plymouth.  He joined the 

relatively new Auckland architectural practice 

of Jasmad in 1965, established two years 

earlier, and is still employed as a consultant by 

the same firm, renamed Jasmax in 1989, and 

one of the largest practices in the country.   

 

Sutherland’s design for his own post-and-beam 

house responded to the sloping site with a 

split-level plan around an open-ended 

courtyard, which he enlarged on two 

occasions, in 1972 and 1981.  Internally, the 

open-plan the roof beams were steeply angled 

above the main living spaces, which provided 

for a sculptural sense of connected spaces 

rather than individual rooms (Fig. 87).  

Sutherland described in detail how he 

rationalised the selection of different types of 

timber for specific structural and decorative 

purposes, in accordance with the following summary:  

 

Wall Framing: B.A. Rimu (building grade).  This arrived with a moisture content of around 25%, 

and was not the higher quality heart Rimu (D.A.Rimu - dressed grade).  We joked 

that “it still had birds nesting in it”.  

 Wall studs were spaced at 18 inch centres (450mm). 

Frame Posts: Douglas Fir (New Zealand).  These “blew apart after the house was built’ due to 

splitting during the period of drying out. 

Roof Beams: Douglas Fir (American).  This imported Douglas Fir was selected because of the 

longest available span – 13 foot 6 inches (4.1 metres).  These beams were 

fundamental to the design, and established the module for the size of living 

spaces, principal bedroom, and the central courtyard.  The beams were spaced 3 

foot (910mm) apart, to accommodate the largest standard size of plasterboard 

sheet available at the time – 14 feet long (4.270 metres) and 3 feet wide. 

Internal Lining Redwood boards.  This species was selected for its warmth. 

 
Fig. 86:  John Sutherland, architect.  Image by author (2019).   

 
Fig. 87:  Sutherland House, Auckland.  Image by author 
(2019).   
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Windows Matai frames. 

Floorboards Matai (heartwood).  This was selected for its quality of appearance. 

Wall cladding Radiata pine board and battens for the external wall cladding.  The preferred 

choice was cedar, but this was far more expensive than pine for the quantity 

required. 

Carpentry A Danish carpenter built the house, and he used a broker to obtain these different 

species of timber, because the timber industry was milling less native timber, and 

using more Radiata Pine.  

 

Sutherland explained how the post and beam framing was complex, and to understand the 

structural arrangement he produced a scale model, as well as architectural drawings.  He did not 

use an engineer to check his sizing of timber components for difference parts of the house 

framing and bolt connections to hold it together structurally, he sized the selected timber species 

intuitively, in conjunction with his experienced carpenter.  Sutherland was interested in robust 

material and component profiles, and he considered that many standard stock timber sizes were 

‘too skinny’, and so, for example, he chose deep fascia boards that were three times thicker than 

the industry standard.711  He outlined how the more substantial fascia profile worked well with his 

choice of super six asbestos cement roof covering, which had much deeper corrugations 

compared with standard corrugate.  

 

Neville Price, the architect who designed Auckland’s 

West Plaza, (d.1970, c.1974),712 was interviewed by 

Richard Bollard of Salmond Reed Architects during 

his research for a conservation plan in 2007 (Fig. 

88).713  During their conversation, Price refuted 

opinions expressed by many architectural 

commentators that his design had been modelled 

on the 1956 Pirelli Tower in Milan, and explained 

that his elliptical profile responded to the constraints 

of the small site, including statutory daylight 

regulations that imposed restrictions on the shape of 

the tower for the benefit of surrounding buildings.  

Commenting on their discussion, Bollard suggested 

that the shape of the building had already been 

used for the design of a number of office towers 

along Auckland’s Symonds Street and in other city 

																																																													
711  Pers. comm. John Sutherland to Phillip Hartley, 13th September 2019.	
712  For more information see:  Bill McKay, ‘West Plaza’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-
1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 196. 
713  Neville price was interviewed at the offices of Salmond Reed architects in Devonport, August 2007. 

 
Fig. 88:  West Plaza, Auckland.  Image by author 
(2019). 
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locations, and accordingly, whilst the specific design of West Plaza is unique to Price, its elliptical 

profile is not.714   

 

These opportunities to meet the architects and owners of mid-century buildings will inevitably 

diminish, and during the period of this thesis, there have been a number influential architects who 

have passed away, including Peter Beaven (d.2012), Ivan Mercep (d.2014), Ivan Juriss (d.2014), 

Bill Toomath (d.2014), Ian Athfield (d.2015), Rewi Thompson (d.2016), David Mitchell (d.2018), 

Maurice Mahoney (d.2018), and Allan Wild (d.2019).  Fortunately, interviews and publications 

have recorded commentary, opinions, and recollections, which are an invaluable addition to 

archival records containing drawings, photographs and other documents. 

 

MODERN MATERIAL ADVERTISEMENTS 
 

The increasing number of advertisements for materials published in mid-century architectural 

periodicals from the early 1940s responded to the changes in the type and availability of Modern 

products derived from composites and synthetics.  Established materials, such as brick and 

timber continued to be advertised, but these too gradually changed from the traditional to the 

Modern, with new textures and colours of brick, and composite timber products with greater 

structural capabilities than the raw material.  The purpose of Modern advertising sought to 

empower the twentieth-century architect with a wider selection of material choice, promoted by 

claims of improved performance characteristics, and marketed as essential for a new age of 

building.  Changes in the language and nature of advertising for improved established materials 

and new products can be traced through issues of New Zealand’s most prominent construction 

periodicals, Building Progress, published between 1940-70.715   

 

The wartime austerity and post-war economic recovery caused disruption in the supply of some 

local materials, and restrictions on the importation of particular building products during the 

1940s.  For the early part of the decade, adverts in periodicals were generally restricted to 

traditional materials that could be obtained despite the war effort, such as brick and native 

hardwoods, together with a small number of long-standing manufactured products, such as 

fibrous plaster mouldings.  Towards the end of WWII, and for a number of years thereafter, 

advertisements reflected change in the availability of some materials that had not been 

accessible.  An advert for a bitumen-based roofing membrane in the February 1944 issue of 

Building Progress announced that ‘For some time now the entire output of “MALTHOID” Roofing 

has been absorbed in defence construction’, a statement that looked towards a growing post-war 

market, even before the cessation of hostilities.716  The May 1944 issue of Building Progress 

contained the same advert for ‘Malthoid’ supported by an image of a flat-roofed Moderne house, 

which contrasted starkly with the illustrations of English cottage style homes for the advertising of 

																																																													
714  Pers. comm. Richard Bollard to Phillip Hartley, 1st June 2018. 
715  Building Progress was published between 1924 and 1979.  
716  Building Progress, February 1944 Edition.  
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traditional materials such as brick walling and tile roofing during the same period.717  This advert 

appeared each month for the remainder of the decade.  A small number of composite materials 

were being regularly advertised during the early 1940s, including insulation board and asbestos-

cement products.  Wood-fibre insulation board was manufactured from pulped pine and one 

product marketed under the name ‘Pinex’ was used extensively for Modern interior linings.  

 

Advertising during this period increasingly paired newly completed building projects with the 

products that were used for particular elements of construction, fittings, furnishing or decoration.  

One of the earliest examples of an advertising partnership appeared in the March 1944 issue of 

Building Progress, with an advert placed by the joinery manufacturer who supplied the doors, 

windows and interiors for the newly completed Dixon Street flats in Wellington.718  Product 

placement linked to professional photographs and editorial features for completed projects 

epitomised mid-century confidence and advertising bravado, which sold a vision of efficiency, 

ease of use and even maintenance-free lifespans.  Some of these claims were suggestive and 

not necessarily factual, not least because all materials or products require maintenance at some 

point in time.  However, the emphasis on modernity to promote new products suited to a new age 

of building continued the claims of previously unachievable performance and longevity.  One 

advert in a number of 1946 issues of Building Progress for an external wall cladding 

manufactured by the Australian company James Hardie, boldly claimed that ‘Hardies “Fibrolite” 

combines two indestructible minerals – Asbestos and Cement’.719  In practice, neither of these 

materials have been shown to be indestructible. 

 

With the interrupted supply of building materials eased during the latter part of the 1940s, the 

availability and variety of products rose, with some materials, such as glass, repeatedly 

advertised over successive years and decades.720  With the number and range of adverts for 

products increasing in the post-war issues of Building Progress, the August 1948 edition was the 

first to feature an ‘Index to Advertisers’, with each one listed in alphabetical order adjacent to the 

contents page.721  One prolific advertiser during this period was Imperial Chemical Industries (NZ) 

Ltd (ICI), who promoted their ‘Perspex’ acrylic sheet during 1948, with a selection of nine profiles 

to match common asbestos cement roofing profiles, including ‘Corrugated’, ‘Big Six’ and ‘Super 

Six’ sheets.722  During the 1950s many of the materials and products advertised during the 

previous decade continued, together with a steady increase in larger overseas companies 

marketing their products worldwide.   

 

 

																																																													
717  Building Progress, May 1944 Edition. 
718  Building Progress, March 1944 Edition. 
719  Building Progress, 1946 Editions. 
720  The British company Pilkington was a prolific advertiser of its glass products in New Zealand publications during this 
period. 
721  Building Progress, August 1948 Edition. 
722  Building Progress, 1948 Editions. 
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One of the most prominent was the English company Pilkington Brothers Limited, whose first 

advert for their ‘Insulight’ Hollow Glass Blocks appeared in the June 1957 issue of Building 

Progress.723  This featured the slogan ‘Another Pilkington Product for the Glass Age’, which was 

repeated in subsequent monthly adverts for their different range of glass types, to reinforce the 

message that their products were uber-Modern.  Imported products that were not manufactured 

within New Zealand were increasingly promoted from the early 1950s onwards, based on their 

availability through local agents that had been established within the main centres of the North 

and South Islands.  These new products sought to take the place of established materials.   

Pilkington continued to advertise throughout the 1960s, with new product introductions, including 

‘Armourplate’ toughened glass, and ‘Antisun’ heat absorbing glass.724 

 

THE IMAGE OF MODERN PHOTOGRAPHY  
 

Photography was used as a platform for the propagation of Modern Movement ideals realised in 

built form, in particular the black and white image which became a worldwide phenomenon.  The 

publication of architectural photographs provided a vehicle for publicity, including products, 

buildings, architects and designers, and led to the emergence of star photographers, most notably 

Julius Schulman (1910-2009) based in the United States.  The role of the photographic image in 

the context of architectural media has been subject to scrutiny by two prominent architectural 

historians.  Mark Wigley, in White Walls and Designer Dresses, contended that the whiteness of 

the Modern Movement was a unified image of surface rather than structure, exemplified in the 

media coverage of the 1927 Weissenhofsiedlung Estate of architect designed houses for which 

the brief required ‘they use flat roofs and white exterior walls’.725  Beatriz Columina, in Privacy and 

Publicity, argued that ‘architectural publications, exhibitions and journals…are supposedly much 

more ephemeral media than the building and yet in many ways are much more permanent’.726  To 

emphasise her contention, she referred to Reyner Banham’s A Concrete Atlantis: U.S. Industrial 

Building and European Modern Architecture (1968), where he ‘noted that the modern movement 

was the first movement in the history of art based exclusively on “photographic evidence” rather 

than on personal experience, drawings or conventional books’, and added that ‘While he was 

referring to the fact that the industrial buildings that became icons for the modern movement were 

not known to the architects from “direct” experience (only from photographs), the work of these 

architects themselves has become known almost always through photography and the printed 

media’.727 

 

																																																													
723  Building Progress, June 1957 Edition. 
724  Building Progress, 1960s Editions. 
725  Mark Wigley, White Walls and Designer Dresses: The Fashioning of Modern Architecture (Massachusetts: The MIT 
Press, 1995), p. xiv. 
726  Beatriz Colomina, Privacy and Publicity: Modern Architecture as Mass Media (Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1994), 
p.15. 
727  Colomina, Privacy and Publicity: Modern Architecture as Mass Media, p.14.	
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New Zealand publications similarly used black 

and white images of new buildings to capture 

their moment of completion and representation 

of a new architectural age.  One of the most 

striking images in this context was published in 

1940 for the newly completed Christchurch 

department store, the Millers Building (1939), 

illuminated at night (Fig. 89). 728  This image 

emphasised the Modern linear form of windows 

and the extensive use of glass that was made 

possible by the concrete framed construction.   

 

Mid-century buildings were feted by photographers in New Zealand, including independent ones 

and a small number of commercial organisations, who were prolific in the production of high 

quality images that captured Modern forms and sleek interiors of new buildings.729  Black and 

white images from the 1930s portrayed modernity during a period of change and advancement in 

design, which continued throughout the 1940s.  Colour images, particularly for interiors, exposed 

readers to the vibrancy of tones that revealed the decorative impact of Modernism during the 

1950s and 1960s.  These photographs survive in publically accessible archives, private 

collections, and the publications in which they featured, and have provided an invaluable source 

of research information.   

 

The relationship between photography and Modernism in New Zealand has been explored by 

Peter Ireland, in particular the contribution of émigré professionals who escaped from wartime 

persecution in Europe: 

 

European immigrants brought a more urbane, sophisticated modernist approach to 

photography to New Zealand, beginning with Frank Hofmann, Irene Koppel and Richard 

Sharell in the 1940s and Theo Schoon and John Johns in the following decade.730 

 

Some of these émigré photographers, in particular Frank Hofmann (1916-1989) and Clifton Firth 

Ltd, and Irene Koppel (1914-2004), contributed to the Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand 

(Year Books) published in seven editions between 1945-51, which incorporated black and white 

images of new architect-designed houses.731 

 

																																																													
728  For further information, see:  Amanda Ohs, ‘Millers Building’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New 
Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 27.	
729  The two most prolific companies undertaking photography of completed buildings between 1940 and 1970 were 
Fletcher Holdings Limited and Sparrow Industrial Pictures Limited. 
730  Peter Ireland, ‘Photography – Photography expands, 1880’s to 1960’s’, 22-Oct-2014.  URL: 
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/photography/page-2 
731  Year Book of the Arts in New Zealand (Wellington: The Wingfield Press, 1945, 1946, 1947, 1948, 1949, 1950 and 
1951) 

 
Fig. 89:  Millers Building, Christchurch - at completion in 1939.  
Image from Making New Zealand (1940).   
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Architects Vernon Brown, Paul Pascoe, 

Richard Toy, Ernst Plischke, Group 

Architects, Gordon Wilson, and others, were 

regularly featured in the architectural content 

for the annual Year Book.  The photographs 

included within the Year Books were factual 

records that informed the reader, rather than 

the dramatic set-piece images found in 

publicity material.  Architectural images that 

were displayed in New Zealand publications 

were predominantly black and white during 

the 1940s and early 1950s, including the 

famous Khan House designed by Ernst Plischke (Fig. 90), with colour photographs appearing 

during the later 1950s and throughout the 1960s,  

 

Photographs commissioned for new buildings documented the work of individual architects and 

practices, and many images reside in collections that are part of institutional, private and 

government archives.  For example, images of houses designed by Auckland’s Group Architects, 

were held in the University of Auckland’s Architecture and Planning Library until its closure on 

July 2019, but relocated to the central library where they are accessible by appointment.732	 Two 

important private archives hold images of mid-century buildings.  The Fletcher Trust Archive 

consists of records collated from companies associated with Fletcher Challenge Limited since the 

mid-nineteenth-century, including the Fletcher Construction Company.733  This comprehensive 

collection includes photographs and film footage of buildings constructed between 1940-70.  

Images from Sparrow Industrial Pictures Ltd, including the work of their principal photographer 

Kelsey Guy, covers the period 1945-66 and many of these are architectural photographs.  Their 

photographs are not housed in a single collection, but more than 2,000 images, including those 

for mid-century buildings, have been catalogued by the Auckland War Memorial Museum for their 

online archive.734  Architectural photographs taken by Sparrow featured regularly in Building 

Progress, especially for their cover images of individual editions, and for each edition of the Arts 

Year Books.  From a national perspective, Archives New Zealand is the organisation responsible 

for the country’s largest public archive, which includes a significant collection of photographs 

transferred from the National Publicity Studios and National Film Unit established in 1945 ‘to 

assist in the production of publicity information aimed at conveying a favourable image of New 

Zealand’ after WWII.735   

 

																																																													
732  This collection of architectural records (principally drawings and photographs) is known as the Architecture Archive, 
which is supported by a steering group and managed by a professional archivist.  	
733  http://www.fletcherarchives.co.nz 
734  Sparrow Industrial Pictures Ltd, 2,147 images	held by Auckland War Memorial Museum Online Collection.	
http://www.aucklandmuseum.com/collection/object/am_person-p-4c405ad582016502f136d21f6329a89ca05c98a8 
735  For further information see: http://archives.govt.nz 

 
Fig. 90:  ‘House by E. A. Plishke’, the Khan House, Wellington   
Image from Arts Year Book Number 4 (1948). 
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Clark and Walker’s Looking for the Local, was based on a collection of photographs held by the 

Alexander Turnbull Library which illustrated more than two hundred building projects undertaken 

between the late 1930s and the late 1950s.736  The collection included a selected group of black 

and white, and colour images that were ‘gathered between 1957-1960 by members of 

Wellington’s Architectural Centre’, for a proposed publication on Modern New Zealand 

architecture.737  Whilst the book project was abandoned, the value of the photographic record of 

architectural Modernism in New Zealand is immeasurable.  

 

7.1.2 INVESTIGATION FOR PURPOSE  
 

Investigation for purpose engages with the physicality of buildings, a process framed by research 

findings, in order to capture the causes and effects of environmental conditions and the passage 

of time.  Whilst the identification of material alteration due to weathering, deterioration, failure, 

aging, and in-use wear and tear, is an established approach for the heritage professional that 

informs the need for repair, the impact of these changes on the materiality and form of Modern 

buildings is a more complex relationship than for traditional ones.  The evolution of framed 

structures, independent enclosures, composite materials, and modern products behave differently 

from traditional loadbearing construction and materials, and approaches to the evaluation of 

change should recognise these differences.   This thesis contends that for our Modernist built 

heritage, the consideration of original form, as well as materiality during the investigative stage, 

ought to be given equal weighting.  

 

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF MATERIAL CHANGE  
 

The variability of change in Modern materials and products when subject to light, heat, and water 

over time, depends upon their physical location, natural or composite character, and the manner 

in which they were integrated into the form of a building.  The consequence of ultra-violet UV 

degradation, heat induced expansion and contraction, and saturation with moisture, initiates 

deterioration, including brittleness, cracks, deformation and decay, which can diminish the original 

material characteristics, and impact upon the behaviour and appearance of the building envelope.  

Where these deleterious conditions are resisted by individual materials due to the way in which 

they have been used, their inherent quality, or the addition of sacrificial and protective coatings, 

changes occur more gradually in response to the environment in which they function.  Internal 

materials are also subject to change, in particular damage caused by UV light, and gradual wear 

and tear through regular use over a long period.  Investigating the physicality of buildings should 

separate weather-induced deterioration that necessitates immediate or future intervention, from 

other types of change that are visually superficial in nature rather than detrimental.  However, 

																																																													
736  Justine Clark and Paul Walker, Looking for the Local: Architecture and the New Zealand Modern (Wellington: Victoria 
University Press, 2000) 	
737  Clark and Walker, Looking for the Local: Architecture and the New Zealand Modern, pp. 7-8. 
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both types of physical change can impact upon the form of Modern buildings and impair the 

original design intent. 

 

Changes of texture, colour, tone, profile, hardening and softening, in response to prevailing 

conditions, can be diagnosed and extrapolated to determine the likelihood of further change in 

material characteristics.  The understanding of original building fabric and its behaviour can 

contribute to the process of decision-making about the need to intervene as a matter of priority, or 

at a later stage.  Established principles of conservation seek to justify intervention in order to 

avoid unnecessary impact on materials through the process of repair.  Nor should the need for 

repair unnecessarily alter the appearance of age, unless the extent of deterioration is considered 

detrimental.  Where signs of aging are evident in Modernist buildings, this may be considered to 

be an impairment – to the appearance of clean surfaces, sharp angles, clarity of form, or 

consistency of colour, the material characteristic of which were placed at the forefront of design.  

Bill McKay’s contribution to LLtM evocatively described the AMP Building as a ‘cool, glassy box, 

crisp as a pack of menthols’, a sentiment that would not strike the same chord if the materials 

surfaces were deteriorated, deformed or discoloured.738  Conditions that are potentially damaging 

need to be distinguished from those that are aesthetically detracting during the decision-making 

process.  Materials are the ‘carriers of meaning’ – a representation of time and change captured 

within present condition – and should be valued accordingly.739   

 

The impact of change upon Modernist materials and built 

forms due to conditions and time does not necessarily 

acquire the same value status in the manner of older 

buildings.  The weathering of materials that invoke the 

following types of changes that can diminish the value of the 

original design include: (i) smooth surfaces becoming rough; 

(ii) fading of colours and loss of contrast between different 

tones; and (iii) the staining of surfaces and finishes that 

were originally clean and consistent in appearance.  The 

Maclaurin Chapel has low-pitched roofs that are covered 

with long-run copper cladding that has developed a 

characteristic verdegris patina with age, a change that is 

acceptable as a natural transformation brought about by 

long-term contact between the metal and moisture (Fig. 91).   

 

However, the external wall render designed to reflect light by the incorporation of mica flakes has 

unsightly green run-off stains from the copper, a change that is not visually palatable, due to its 

inconsistency with the intended purpose.  Whist one material has changed in a predictable and 

																																																													
738  Bill McKay, ‘AMP Building’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 
118. 
739  Pers. Comm. Dr Martina Griesser-Stermscheg to Phillip Hartley, 14th June 2011 

 
Fig. 91:  Maclaurin Chapel, Auckland - 
oxidised copper surface.  Image by author 
(2010).   
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characteristic manner, the other has resulted in a change for the worse.  Attention to cleaning, 

mending and repainting sustains the characteristics of Modern buildings, but neglect has a 

negative impact.  Salmond Reed Architects organised cleaning of the stained render to the 

Maclaurin Chapel (Fig. 92), for the purpose of recovering the original reflective surface using a 

purpose-made poultice during a repair project in 2011, but this was not as successful as hoped. 

 

Some of the staining was removed by the cleaning 

process but not fully, and to have continued cleaning may 

have resulted in damage to the wall surface.740  The mica 

sparkle remains dulled and the staining is an aesthetic 

intrusion, rather than pleasing decay, but there are 

sufficient large areas of unstained wall surface to 

appreciate the intended appearance of the external finish.  

The representation of change through prevailing 

conditions is most often captured in the surface patina, 

which is considered a favourable characteristic of historic 

heritage because of the picturesque association with the 

concept of pleasing decay.741 The aesthetic impact of 

environmental conditions and time associated with the 

concept of decay may be appreciated for older buildings, 

but not necessarily for Modern ones.   

 

Deterioration is the antithesis of the Modernist expression 

of newness, advancement, and the long-lasting, 

characteristics that were embodied in the original design 

intent.  Spalling concrete, rusting steel, cracked asbestos 

cement, and the breakdown of glazing seals, do not 

necessarily sit well with an image Modernism.  The Futuna 

Chapel in Wellington, incorporated coloured Perspex 

multi-paned windows, rather than glass, and the fading of 

some colours and the proposed repairs were discussed 

with Peter Parkes, an architect member of the Chapel 

Trust.742  He explained that the red and blue panes have 

largely remained colourfast, whilst the amber ones have 

faded significantly due the exposure to UV light, with many 

of these losing all colour and now appearing as clear 

Perspex (Fig. 93).  The intention of the Trust is to replace 

																																																													
740  The repair of the Maclaurin Chapel was one of my projects undertaken by Salmond Reed Architects in 2011. 
741  For further information see:  John Piper, ‘Pleasing Decay’, Architectural Review, 102, no. 609 (September, 1947), 85-
94. 
742  Pers. comm. Peter Parkes to Phillip Hartley, 13th August 2017. 

 
Fig. 92:  Maclaurin Chapel, Auckland - stained 
render surface prior to cleaning.  Image by 
author (2010).    

 
Fig. 93:  Futuna Chapel, Wellington.  Image by 
author (2017).   
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the faded panes with new amber coloured Perspex that are not available in New Zealand and 

have to be imported from Europe, in order to recreate the original window pattern.  The approach 

of the Trust has prioritised the appearance of the window form over the original material, which 

remains intact and weathertight and therefore fit for purpose.   

 

This example highlights the difficulty of the decision-making process when faced with an aesthetic 

issue that has diminished the design intent, rather than a matter of durability.  The recovery of the 

original appearance has been prioritised over the preservation of the original material.  A 

conservation led approach would see the faded clear panes refitted in their original location, 

rather than replacement as proposed by the Trust.  The form and materials of Modern buildings 

are not immune to change over time, regardless of the products selected for their “maintenance-

free” lifespan, or shelter from the elements, and it is inevitable that exposure to weather and the 

hands of time impact upon the condition of mid-century fabric.  Some Modern materials are more 

resistant to change than others, such as stainless steel, polished stone, ceramic tile and glass, 

which have resilient properties and smooth surfaces that are relatively benign, unless subject to 

physical damage.  Other Modern materials are prone to fading and breakdown in the high UV 

levels in New Zealand, including paint finishes, plastics, fibreglass and bitumen-based products, 

or prone to deterioration in wet weather, including timber, steel, render, and fibre-cement, 

depending upon the degree of exposure.  Some metals develop a protective surface patina that 

provides for a visually acceptable change to Modern buildings, and one that is not damaging, for 

example zinc, stainless steel and aluminium which become dull, and copper that changes green.  

Materials that are sheltered from the weather do not necessarily fare better, because without the 

drying warmth of sunlight and gentle cleaning when washed during wet weather, some surfaces 

can be subject to stagnant conditions that trap contaminants and encourage biological growth 

leading to deterioration and disfigurement.  The different levels of natural washing and cleaning 

due to the variable exposure of surfaces to rainwater, can result in contrasting appearances 

between areas that have weathered over time and those that have been washed clean during wet 

weather.  There is a balance to be struck between intervention for the purpose of removing stains 

and blemishes to remedy a visual change, and alterations for the sake of casual improvement.  

Aggressive cleaning is not good for most materials due to alteration of surface characteristics, 

and such vanity intervention does not accord with the intention of established conservation 

principles. 

 

Environmental conditions in New Zealand vary considerably because of the axial linearity of the 

two main islands, the extremities of which are subject to different levels of rainfall, and significant 

temperature variation.  The climate across the country is predominantly temperate, with warmer 

sub-tropical conditions in the far north of the North Island, and cooler temperate conditions 

(including freezing alpine temperatures) in the lower south of the South Island.  However, the two 

main islands share the following important commonalities: (i) an extensive coastal habitation, with 

many buildings subject to the impact of salt-laden air carried inland by wind; and, (ii) exposure to 
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high levels of UV light.  Both of these conditions are responsible for significant and widespread 

damage to building materials across New Zealand.  The country’s varied weather conditions have 

invoked region-specific responses to the design of individual buildings.  However, flat roofed 

Modernist houses and commercial buildings were constructed in the lower South Island where 

snow is common during the winter months, including for example Ernst Plischke’s Henderson 

House in Alexandra.743  Of the principal Modernist architectonic elements, the flat roof has posed 

the most significant aspect of failure to threaten the longevity of buildings.  This situation is best 

illustrated by the near loss of Tibor Donner’s own flat-roofed house built in Auckland’s Waitakere 

Ranges.  

 

Many materials including copper, lead, aluminium and glass, and products including concrete 

block, fibre-cement, plastic, and neoprene, were in common use throughout New Zealand 

between 1940 and 1970.  Their widespread use in buildings across different climatic conditions 

has resulted in varied patterns of behaviour between locations.  The high humidity of the upper 

North Island and dryer air in the lower South Island affects the behaviour of materials in different 

patterns, with greater susceptibility to staining and discolouration of surfaces due to repeated 

wetting, inadequate drying, and the support of organic growth in the warmer northern climate.   

 

The investigation of Modern buildings identifies with the key elements of design and construction, 

and pays particular attention to the conditions described above, to determine the impact of 

change over time.  Proposals for repairing Modern buildings in response the conditions found, 

have to contend with the dilemma of localised remediation not necessarily being a practicable 

option.  Significant architectural elements of Modern construction do not necessarily respond to 

piece-meal conservation in the manner of individual stone and brick replacement for older 

masonry buildings.  This situation has been brought into focus overseas and within New Zealand 

with respect to mid-century curtain-walled tower blocks, where the demands for improved seismic 

resilience and environmental performance, as well as deterioration necessitating repair, have 

resulted in the complete replacement of building envelopes. 

 

ANALYSIS OF MATERIAL CHARACTERISTICS  
 

Investigations often involve the testing and sampling of traditional building materials to support 

co-ordinated avenues of enquiry.  However, the composition of Modern materials and new 

products used in mid-century buildings is not fully understood because many of them have only 

recently reached the end of their serviceable life, and require repair.  To determine whether and 

how these should be repaired requires greater diagnosis and material analysis than traditional 

ones like stone, brick and timber, whose characteristic patterns of deterioration are understood 

and well published.  Invasive intervention involves the removal of material samples for analysis to 

																																																													
743  The roof of Henderson House is predominantly flat and was originally covered with mastic asphalt, since replaced iwith 
bituminous membrane in 2011. 
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support and enhance the findings of visual assessment.  Provided the information required is 

integral to the purpose of the investigation, and the intervention is scoped to minimise damage, 

sampling of materials can be justifiable provided timely reinstatement is undertaken as part of the 

process.  The extent of physical testing may involve minimal impact, such as the retrieval of paint 

flakes for microscopic analysis, to the more invasive opening up of deteriorated building fabric to 

determine the cause and extent of defects.  The understanding of current conditions anticipates 

future behaviour and longevity.  

 

Analysis of certain material samples can be undertaken in New Zealand, but the demand for 

laboratory services is small because scientific based analysis for conservation projects is not 

widely supported and therefore demand is low.  In comparison, there is a demand for laboratory 

services for legal cases, in particular the identification of material contamination such as mould 

growth and fungal decay.  These types of decay are routinely analysed, primarily because of the 

widespread failure of new cladding materials and the deterioration of untreated timber framing 

within buildings constructed between 1990-2004.744  Laboratory analysis provides a valuable 

contribution to the understanding of changes in the characteristics of building materials, but the 

relative high cost in New Zealand is prohibitive.  Concrete and mortar samples, for example, 

benefit from analysis to detect salt contamination, strength testing, and aggregate identification 

and grading for the matching the composition of repair mixes, but it is an expensive procedure.745  

Without this information, like-for-like repairs are more commonly approached from a non-scientific 

basis of estimation and visual appraisal.  For construction materials used between 1940-70, 

sampling is generally only practicable in New Zealand for the well-funded and larger repair 

projects. 

 

ARCHITECTURAL PAINT RESEARCH 
 

The stratigraphy of decorated surfaces is captured within the individual paint layers that cover 

material substrates, in particular timber, metal, concrete, render and plaster.  These layers, 

concealed beneath the surface finish, contain valuable information about the paint and colours 

bound within the types of oils, resins and pigments used.  Evidence of the paint characteristics 

and subsequent changes can be interrogated through the microscopic examination of thin 

sections, prepared from samples taken from principal architectural components to the exterior, 

and selected interior elements within individual rooms or spaces, in order to produce an 

authoritative analysis of the original and subsequent decorative schemes.  The benefits of 

architectural paint research as an analytical tool were pioneered in England during the period of 

my heritage training, by a small number of individuals in the 1980s, firstly by the architect Ian 

Bristow, then Helen Hughes, the former head of Architectural Paint Analysis at English Heritage, 

and subsequently Patrick Baty, the second generation owner of his family business Papers and 

																																																													
744  The use of untreated timber between the end of Boric treatment and the introduction of Chromated Copper Arsenate 
(CCA), particularly during the 1990s has resulted in catastrophic timber decay when subjected to elevated moisture levels.  
745  The analysis of the composition for a single concrete sample typically costs between $1,500 - $2,000. 
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Paints.746  Each of these individuals is an acknowledged expert in this analytical approach, who 

have published on the procedures and findings of paint research for architectural conservation, 

based on their forensic examination of individual buildings.  The collation of technical publications 

on traditional paints and colours, research projects, and schemes of redecoration has been 

recently published by Patrick Baty in The Anatomy of Colour, one of the most important treatises 

on the subject to date, one informed by many years physical paint sampling by the author.747  His 

book addresses the analysis of colours from the 1950s and 1960s, and represents one of the 

most authoritative assessments of paint materials of the mid-century, whereas other publications 

have concentrated on earlier periods.  Of particular interest to Baty was his research undertaken 

for the original colour scheme at the Festival Hall, in London, built between 1949 and 1951.748 

 

Whilst the analytical benefits of architectural paint research are well established overseas, 

including close neighbours Australia, it is not undertaken in New Zealand.  The reason is that the 

country does not have an architectural paint specialist capable of interpreting paint samples 

retrieved from heritage buildings.  Although the understanding of paint and pigment analysis 

exists within the art and museum sector, for paintings and objects, the technique for the analysis 

and interpretation of architectural paint schemes is not widely understood, nor are the skills 

readily transferable from artwork to buildings.  Salmond Reed Architects’ conservation 

programme for Highwic (b.1862) undertaken in 2013, on behalf of the former New Zealand 

Historic Places Trust, highlighted the lack of the paint analysis skill in New Zealand.749  An 

authoritative investigation of the chronological paint finishes on original timber joinery elements 

was required in order to accurately establish the historic colour schemes.  

 

This required involvement of an overseas expert, 

and Donald Ellsmore, a specialist traditional 

paint analyst based in Melbourne, Australia, was 

engaged specifically for this project.  The scope 

of Ellsmore’s assessment included obtaining 

paint samples from internal and external joinery, 

mounting paint flakes in acrylic, microscopic 

analysis, identification of pigments and paint 

types, and recommendations for a proposed 

decorative painting scheme of repainting based 

on the findings (Fig. 94).  Ellsmore explained 

how the analysis showed ‘thin historic layers of paint had been overlaid by more recent thick 

layers of modern acrylic paint, distinguishable from the trapped air bubbles’.750   

																																																													
746  Papers and Paints was founded in 1960, and is based at premises in Park Walk, Chelsea, London. 
747  Patrick Baty, The Anatomy of Colour (London: Thames and Hudson, 2017) 
748  Pers. comm. Patrick Baty to Phillip Hartley, 15th September 2016.  
749  The scope of the project included repainting all external weatherboard elevations, and the redecoration of the principal 
internal rooms. 
750  Pers. comm. Donald Ellsmore to Phillip Hartley, 18th November 2011. 

 
Fig. 94:  Highwic, Auckland - microsccopic paint section.  
Image courtesy of Donald Ellsmore (2013).   
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Ellsmore’s engagement could not be afforded through the project funding, and economies had to 

be made towards the total estimated cost for the five-day trip to Auckland, which included the 

provision of free accommodation and an assistant over four consecutive days of physical paint 

sampling.  These savings alone were not sufficient, and so in addition, a paint analysis seminar 

was organised by Salmond Reed Architects for the fifth day, enabling the cost of attendance from 

participants to be contributed directly towards Ellsmore’s fee.751  The completed project 

represents one of the most significant research-based schemes of redecoration for a major 

heritage building in New Zealand.752  Following the redecoration of Highwic, Heather Rogers, a 

paintings conservator who attended the 2013 seminar, considered specialising in architectural 

paint analyst due to the lack of this skill in New Zealand.  Rogers sought the assistance Ellsmore 

in Melbourne, supplementing her existing knowledge of fine art painting with the requirements for 

analysing architectural paint, but despite her re-training, the venture was not commercially viable 

and abandoned in 2018.753   

 

The small number of occasions where an interest of building owners has been shown in the 

recreation of original colour schemes, the evaluation has been done by physically scraping paint 

surfaces to reveal the underlying layer.  However, this approach is highly inaccurate because the 

subjective interpretation of scraped paint surfaces is misleading, and led to the development of 

microscopic analysis of whole paint profiles.  The process involves setting the whole paint flake 

and a thin layer of substrate in resin, and polishing the cross section so that it can be examined 

under high microscopic magnification to examine each layer.  However, it requires a trained eye 

to identify the type of pigments and colours within samples, to separate original primer, 

undercoats and top-coats from subsequent over-painting, and to apportion dates to the analytical 

findings.   

 

7.2 ASSESSING MODERN BUILDINGS 
 

7.2.1 DETERMINING MODERN HERITAGE VALUES, AUTHENTICITY AND SIGNIFICANCE 
 

HERITAGE VALUES AND THE CULTURE OF MATERIAL 
 

The tangible legacy of cultural heritage is captured in artwork, monuments, buildings, and 

structures that are evaluated against multiple values to determine an overall measure of 

significance, of which age value is often attributed the highest importance: 

 

																																																													
751  The paint seminar and workshop was held at Highwic on 18th November 2011. 
752  For further information see:  https://www.resene.co.nz/total-colour-awards/13-Highwic.htm 
753  Email correspondence from Heather Rogers to Phillip Hartley, 16th October 2018. 
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Works of art have values – in fact, several values simultaneously – that interact with one 

another and ultimately influence how we see a work of art, especially, but not exclusively, 

in the context of time.754 

 

The founding philosophy of building conservation underpins a Western value-based concept that 

identifies with an overriding importance of the material fabric in buildings.  The principles of built 

heritage conservation and the primacy of material preservation derived during the late-nineteenth 

century, and enshrined in twentieth-century charters, framed my education and training in 

England.755  The response of materials to the passage of time contributes to the age value of a 

building, which ‘is revealed in imperfection, a lack of completeness, a tendency to dissolve shape 

and colour, characteristics that are in complete contrast with those of modern, i.e., newly created, 

works.’756  This appreciation for the age of buildings can be understood from the fascination with, 

and study of, archaeological ruins during the eighteenth century.  However, there are different 

measures and standards for how the heritage values of mid-century buildings should be 

measured, in order to acknowledge the shorter lifespan compared with historic heritage – tender 

age rather than old age.  Determining Modern heritage values requires consideration of originality 

(authenticity), scarcity, association, and technology, each of which potentially make a contribution 

towards an overall measure of significance.  Modern buildings inevitably exhibit signs of aging, 

but where elements are constructed of high quality materials, for example aluminium and glass 

curtain walls, these may outwardly have changed very little – Jack Manning’s AMP Building in 

Auckland, and Plishke and Firth’s Massey House in Wellington (d.1951-52 and b.1955-57),757 

being two enduring examples.  These two buildings are not valued for their age, they are valued 

against other criteria, in particular: (i) an association with well-known mid-century architects; (ii) 

high quality commercial materiality and typology; and, (iii) technological achievement.   

 

Where signs of aging are evident in Modernist buildings, these changes may well be considered 

detrimental, where for example the design intent was based on clean surfaces, sharp angles, 

crispness of appearance, and consistency of colour.  Attempts to recover these qualities of form 

may prioritise the replacement of materials rather than repair, which diminishes authenticity.  For 

the preservation of Modern built heritage, this thesis considers the values attributed to both the 

original materials and architectural form have a place in the approach to conservation and repair.  

Where this viewpoint can cause difficulties with respect to established conservation philosophy, is 

that recovery of original form rather than conservation diminishes the preservation of original 

materials.  Heritage values of Modern Movement architecture are captured within the fabric of 

individual buildings, for their type, technological advancement, newness, and relationship values.  

																																																													
754  M. Kirby Talley, ‘Introduction’ in Historical and Philosophical Issues in the Conservation of Cultural Heritage, ed.by 
Nicholas Stanley Price, M. Kirby Talley Jr. and Alessandra Melucco Vaccaro, (Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation 
Institute, 1996), p. 19. 
755  My training was based primarily on the teaching of the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings. 
756  Alois Riegl, ‘The Modern Cult of Monuments: Its Essence and Its Development’ in Historical and Philosophical Issues 
in the Conservation of Cultural Heritage, ed.by Nicholas Stanley Price, M. Kirby Talley Jr. and Alessandra Melucco 
Vaccaro, (Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 1996), p. 73.  Reigl’s paper was originally published in 1903.	
757  For more information see:  Linda Tyler, ‘Massey House’, in Long Live the Modern: New Zealand’s New Architecture 
1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 79. 
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Established conservation philosophy places materials as the carriers of meaning over time, a 

principle that is equally valid for mid-century buildings as those of preceding decades.  However, 

tarnished finishes, faded colours, and worn surfaces that exhibit a sense of time may conflict with 

Modernist design intent, which sought cleanliness of surface, crispness of lines, freshness of 

colour, and a collective expression of an everlasting modernity.   

 

New Zealand’s engagement with tangible built heritage is traditionally focused on historic 

buildings of the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, archaeological remains, and indigenous 

heritage.  Whilst international principles for the conservation of traditional materials are well 

understood amongst the architectural and archaeological professions, New Zealand’s broader 

acceptance of heritage preservation is less well developed than other countries with a longer 

history.  In addition, there has been minimal attention given to the problems posed by the aging of 

Modern materials, and research for their conservation, such as high-grade metals, plastics, and 

products that were new when used, which now require appropriate repair if they are to be 

preserved.  The characteristics of materials that capture changes over time represent the 

metaphorical peeling back of layers of history in order to understand the fabric of buildings in 

more detail.  In the literal sense, it can be the basis of a technique for the analysis of materials 

such as paint, where each layer can be examined microscopically to identify valuable information 

about the colour of pigments, and types of oils and binders, to ascertain the progressive dates for 

the construction of, and changes to building elements over time.  The importance of materiality to 

studies in conservation principles and practice was the principal topic of a conference held in 

Brno in 2006, which addressed different aspects around the culture of material: 

 

The “culture of material”, or “material culture”, understands the material or the materiality 

of the monument as a kind of fossil bearer of information, which layer by layer carries the 

history of the building.758 

 

Modern buildings are not fossil bearers, nor are they layered in history to the same extent as 

historic heritage, where the passage of time is captured through complex changes in material 

characteristics.  Because of its comparatively young age, Modern heritage is often expressed 

within a single layer of material history, one that retains its clarity of design and authenticity.  

Changes in the appearance and characteristics of materials over time reflect the response to the 

dominant environmental conditions, resulting in the altered state of a building.  For some Modern 

buildings, especially the unaltered, sheltered and well built, the more durable materials may 

appear benign and relatively unchanged.  For other buildings, the experimental, the neglected, 

and the abused, changes in material characteristics have probably been significant over a 

relatively short period of time.  The universal material layer can be as informative to the 

																																																													
758  Thomas Danzl, ‘Materiality of Architectural Surfaces and Their Relevance To The Preservation of 19th and 20th Century 
Monuments”, in Materiality, Proceedings of the International Symposium on the Preservation of Modern Movement 
Architecture held in Brno, Czech Republic, 27 - 29 April 2006 (Museum of Brno & Hornemann Institute, 2008), 34 - 40 (p. 
37)	
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understanding of Modern heritage as the multi-layered heritage of the more distant past.  The 

opportunity to read a building where the materiality is a faithful representation of the as-built 

design intent is unique to Modern heritage.  The materiality of Modernism is one of continuity and 

innovation – a carrier of meaning that embodies the original design intent and the passage of time 

within a universal layer.   

 

MODERN AUTHENTICITY  
 

Authenticity applied to assessment of architectural heritage has been adopted into the lexicon of 

world heritage through the 1994 Nara Document, initiated by ICOMOS International to expand 

upon the 1964 Venice Charter reference to the preservation of monuments ‘in the full richness of 

their authenticity’.759  The Nara Document was prepared by a group of heritage experts in Japan, 

who focused on the Asian approach to building conservation based on renewal, rather than the 

sanctity of original material, which conflicted with the Western principles of conservation 

enshrined within the Venice Charter.  Whilst this approach sustains craft skills, protects sacred 

sites, and ensures continued use, each of which are recognisable values, the manner in which 

they are protected through the replacement of original fabric is not conservation, it is rebuilding 

and recreation.  Susan Macdonald posed the question ‘What exactly do we mean by 

Authenticity?’ the year after the Nara meeting, in her paper ‘Reconciling Authenticity and Repair 

in the Conservation of Modern Architecture’, identifying one ‘rather cumbersome definition’:  

 

Jukka Jokihleto, the director of architectural conservation at ICCROM, and Herb Stoval of 

ICOMOS International have defined authenticity in relation to conserving cultural heritage 

as “a measure of truthfulness of the internal unity of the creative process and the physical 

realisation of the work, and the effects of its passage through time” 760   

 

With a predominant focus on world heritage criteria, authenticity is a more complex aspect of 

heritage significance because it is framed across multiple values, rather than being a value in 

itself.  Herb Stoval was a co-rapporteur for the international group of heritage experts that 

prepared the Nara Document in 1994, and in 2008 he authored a paper that situated authenticity 

from the perspective of the Venice Charter, and post-Nara.761  Stoval’s paper refered to a number 

of ‘long-standing technical delusions’ addressed at the Nara meeting, citing the position taken by 

the representative of ICOMOS Russia who suggested that material (form, setting, techniques) 

and non-material (function, use, tradition, spirit) “used to be the bearers of authenticity in a 

monument” and that “they transmitted authenticity to us and thus are relative to it” and therefore 

“authenticity is a value category of culture”.762  This viewpoint is one that is applicable to both 

																																																													
759  ICOMOS International, The Nara Document on Authenticity (1994) 
760  Susan Macdonald, ‘Reconciling Authenticity and Repair in the Conservation of Modern Architecture’, Journal of 
Architectural Conservation, 2, (1996) 
761  Herb Stoval, ‘Origins and Influence of the Nara Document on Authenticity’, in Association of Preservation Technology 
Bulletin, Vol. 39, No. 2/3 (2008), 9-17. 
762  Stoval, ‘Origins and Influence of the Nara Document on Authenticity’, p. 10. 



PRESERVING THE MODERN 2: INVESTIGATION, ASSESSMENT, AND INFORMED CONSERVATION 

	

205 

Modern heritage as well as historic heritage.  From the perspective of this thesis, a practical 

application of authenticity for Modern buildings, measured against these material and non-

material definitions, is a practical approach that could be framed within item 13 of the Nara 

Document, which addresses Values and Authenticity, and states: 

 

Depending on the nature of the cultural heritage, its cultural context, and its evolution 

through time, authenticity judgements may be linked to the worth of a great variety of 

sources of information. Aspects of the sources may include form and design, materials 

and substance, use and function, traditions and techniques, location and setting, and 

spirit and feeling, and other internal and external factors. The use of these sources 

permits elaboration of the specific artistic, historic, social, and scientific dimensions of the 

cultural heritage being examined.763  

 

Catherine Croft is the director of the twentieth century society in England, and her paper 

presented to the 2018 DOCOMOMO International conference on the subject of authenticity and 

Modern heritage proposed three types: Authenticity of use; (ii) Authenticity of setting/location; 

and, (iii) Authenticity of materiality.764  Her concluding statement reasoned why the issue of 

authenticity was so important to twentieth-century buildings: 

 

Sometimes, in contrast to the respect accorded buildings of previous centuries, twentieth-

century structures are seen as the imaginative raw material for new invention, as 

something incomplete in themselves.  It is in the light of these narratives that assessing 

success of conservation of authenticity, and subdividing the assessment into the three 

components discussed may lead to more rigorous analysis and better future outcomes.765   

 

Croft used an image of a stripped out portion of the Park Hill 

Flats structure for her presentation at the 2018 DOCOMOMO 

conference to illustrate her point about the amount of original 

fabric removed from the building in order to re-use it was so 

significant that from her perspective it questioned the 

authenticity of the building (Fig. 95).  Authenticity is not a 

subject that is generally addressed in New Zealand 

conservation plans.  The Salmond Reed conservation plan 

prepared for West Plaza in Auckland for example, did not 

include any consideration of authenticity in the assessment of 

significance.  This building would rate highly in terms of 

authenticity, but the conservation plan followed the traditional 

																																																													
763  ICOMOS International, The Nara Document on Authenticity (1994) 
764  Catherine Croft, ‘Being Real’, in Metamorphosis: The Continuity of Change, Proceedings of the 15th International 
DOCOMOMO Conference held in Ljubljana, Slovenia, 28-31 August 2018 (Lisbon: DOCOMOMO, 2018), pp. 481-487.  
765  Croft, ‘Being Real’, in Metamorphosis: The Continuity of Change, pp. 481-487.	

 
Fig. 95  Park Hill, Sheffield, England.  
Image courtesy of Keith Collie (2013). 
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guidance for determining levels of significance (exceptional, considerable, some, and little or no 

significance) and identifying heritage values.  Heritage documentation produced by local 

authorities tends to refer to integrity, rather than authenticity.  Wellington Council published A 

Guide to Historic Heritage Identification in 2010, which identified integrity as ‘The significant 

physical values of the place have been largely unmodified’.766  This document recognises 

originality or intactness.  The guide included Massey House by Ernst Plischke as ‘an important 

example of Modernist architecture’.767  The Auckland Regional Council guidelines for Assessing 

Historic Heritage Significance, included seven points (within section 13) for determining the 

integrity of historic buildings.768  

 

MODERN HERITAGE SIGNIFICANCE 
 

Identifying cultural heritage significance is the outcome of assessment of heritage values. 

Reference is usually made to the place rather than the building, because the overall measure of 

significance encompasses the entity and its site.  The significance of Modern buildings will not be 

similar to complex historic sites with a long built history and potential for archaeological value (as 

applies all buildings and sites pre-dating 1900 in New Zealand).  Historic sites should be 

assessed on multiple levels that respond to time and subjective judgement, to identify significance 

and determine why, and to what extent, a particular site is worth preserving.  Modern heritage 

should, by comparison, also be assessed on multiple levels, but time or age has less significance.  

Modern heritage also needs to be assessed against international, national, regional, and local 

criteria to determine why it should be preserved, listed and / or protected. 

 

Key aspects of Modern heritage include the following: 

 

§ The architect’s best (or first) example; 

§ Person associated with the place; 

§ Significant development in design value; 

§ Technological significance; 

§ Unique form or use of materials  

 

Intactness is an evident quality of Modern heritage, but the nature of innovative building and use 

of experimental products that were a characteristic of mid-century building, poses a problem with 

authenticity when the key elements or materials have not lasted and replacement is the only 

option.  If an experimental design is assessed as the most significant value of a building, but it 

hasn’t lasted and requires modification for the greater good, the technological significance would 

be diminished, even if the form is retained.  

																																																													
766  A Guide to Historic Heritage Identification, Greater Wellington Regional Council, (2010), p. 19. 
767  A Guide to Historic Heritage Identification, p. 17. 
768  Auckland Regional Council Policy Statement, Assessing Historic Heritage Significance (1999) 
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There is a danger that some Modern buildings, which do not have age value, will be lost because 

they were either not designed by a well-known architect, or they have not had a significant owner 

or occupant.  A case needs to be made for the significance of materials, building technology, and 

internal planning, for example, because these values are pertinent to the period of architectural 

and social change.  Identifying significance and then seeking to retain it, where inadequate 

building methods or materials were used, is a dilemma, although changes to improve deficiencies 

could be classed as enhancing significance.  The loss of authenticity resulting from such 

intervention could be dealt with by recording the building and changes that are implemented.  If 

the significance is broader – just planning layout, then changes made to materials or details 

becomes less of a concern.  When assessing significance, it is important that the potential for 

losing it is taken into consideration. 

 

7.2.2 HERITAGE ASSESSMENTS FOR THE MODERN 
 

The preparation of heritage assessments and conservation plans should be a separate 

undertaking to project proposals or other intentions that could impart undue influence on the 

independence of the evaluation process.  The heritage assessment is the basis for the 

identification of heritage values and overall significance of an individual building, for both historic 

and Modern heritage.  It does not address an in-depth social history, of the extent required for a 

more detailed conservation plan, rather it concentrates on understanding the architectural form 

and fabric of the building to identify the original, non-original, altered, additional, and the lost, to 

attribute the importance of individual heritage values.  The process of preparation for Modern 

buildings does not differ from the procedure used for older buildings, and heritage assessments 

are often generated by a proposal to undertake a project where the intervention is more extensive 

than repairs and maintenance.  The importance of undertaking a heritage assessment before any 

work takes place, is to avoid the potential risk of damage to a material or element of which the 

importance is not recognised.  With the benefit of advice prior to the project development, the 

finalised proposals can then be subject to a heritage impact assessment, to ensure that the 

findings of the original assessment have been carefully considered and taken into account, and 

any loss of significance resulting from the proposals is mitigated.  

 

7.2.3 CONSERVATION (MANAGEMENT) PLANS FOR THE MODERN 

 

CONSERVATION PLANS 
 

The conservation plan methodology was developed in Australia by James Semple Kerr in 1982, 

as a tool for establishing heritage values and assessing the overall significance of heritage sites, 

including buildings.769  New Zealand professionals engaged with conservation planning 

reasonably quickly, and David Reynolds recalled preparing his first conservation plan in 1985 for 

																																																													
769  James Semple Kerr, The Conservation Plan (Sydney: National Trust of Australia (NSW), 1982) 
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the Hotunui Meeting House, whilst working at Auckland War Memorial Museum.770  Reynolds 

considered that these early years of professional interest in built heritage conservation were 

encouraged by the more established fields of paintings conservation and museology.  Another of 

the earliest New Zealand conservation plans was written for the Custom House Longroom by 

Jane Matthews in 1989 when employed as a researcher classifying heritage buildings for the 

former NZHPT.771 

 

Conservation plans were prepared by Salmond Reed Architects from the late 1980’s onwards, 

which included: (i) the former Auckland Jewish Synagogue (c.1885), in Princess Street, prepared 

in 1988; (ii) the former Auckland Railway Station (c.1930), in Beach Road, prepared in 1989; (iii) 

the former Auckland Chief Post Office (c.1912), in Queen Street, prepared in 1990; and, (iv) the 

War Memorial Museum (c.1929), in Auckland Domain, prepared in 1993.772  The number of 

buildings assessed through the conservation plan framework at such an early date was a forward-

looking approach by the New Zealand heritage community, one that has produced a valuable 

archive of research for both extant and lost buildings.  These formative New Zealand 

conservation plans were structured around four key aspects: (i) social and architectural histories; 

(ii) an assessment of heritage value based on a scoring system set out as a gazetteer of 

elements, leading to a statement of overall significance; (iii) a reference to or brief summary of 

physical condition; and, (iv) the preparation of conservation policies for the building.  The Kerr 

principles have been applied to a representative number of Modern heritage buildings in New 

Zealand, including the youngest building to have a conservation plan prepared by Salmond Reed 

Architects, for Auckland’s West Plaza built 1970-74.773  Other examples of conservation plans and 

heritage assessments prepared for Modernist buildings include: (i) Ellen Melville Pioneer 

Women’s Hall and Parnell Baths, in Auckland, prepared by Matthews and Matthews; (ii) the 

McCahon House and the Blumenthal House in Auckland, and Whakatane Airport, prepared by 

Burgess, Treep & Knight; (iii) Grey’s Avenue Flats in Auckland, prepared by Dave Pearson 

Architects; and, (iv) Futuna Chapel in Wellington, prepared by Chris Cochran.  

 

Conservation plans are internationally accepted research documents that are respected for their 

assessment independence, although there remains a misunderstanding amongst building owners 

who commission them to validate a specific preconceived proposal, rather than establishing 

heritage values and significance as a separate undertaking.  There is a tendency for them to be 

reactive rather than pro-active, most often prepared as a condition of resource consent 

applications.  The other tendency in New Zealand is that many conservation plans are shelved 

after the main purpose has been satisfied, rather than being updated as a live document so that 

policies are relevant and changes recorded.  Conservation plans for modern buildings follow the 

same process of research and understanding as for traditional heritage buildings, because the 

																																																													
770  Pers. comm. David Reynolds to Phillip Hartley, 4th July 2017.  	
771  Pers. comm. David Reynolds to Phillip Hartley, 4th July 2017.  	
772  The Custom House conservation plan was co-authored with Ann Townsley. 
773  Richard Bollard, West Plaza: A Conservation Plan, Salmond Reed Architects Limited draft document (October, 2007) 
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means of assessment is a universal one.  The conservation policies in many conservation plans 

have tended towards the generic rather than specific, leading to uncertainties when being 

referenced at project stage.  

 

CONSERVATION MANAGEMENT PLANS 
 

The conservation management plan is an increasingly relevant methodology for the wider co-

ordination of essential specialisms that are required for individual projects, which variously include 

historical research, building and quantity surveying, structural and services engineering, and 

landscape professions that feed into a preservation-focused approach, rather than conservation 

being a subsidiary specialism within a larger project management structure.  This management 

tool has a valuable role in the preservation of Modern heritage, especially where adaptive re-use 

has become increasingly relevant, and projects more complex in scope.  An early New Zealand 

example is the Antarctic Heritage Trust’s Heritage Management Plan For the Historic Sites of the 

Ross Sea Region prepared in 1997.774  This plan built upon two important precursor documents, a 

five-year strategic plan, and a conservation plan, for the purpose of providing ‘the policies and 

principles to guide the long term restoration, preservation and protection of historic sites in the 

Ross Sea region.’775  The concept of the conservation management plan is based around a 

structure for the co-ordination of expert advice centred on a core of conservation management, 

which helps ensure that the heritage framework guides a strategic decision-making process.   

 

The conservation management 

plan format has been trialled by 

the Getty Conservation Institute 

for one of the most important 

Modernist buildings in the United 

States.  The Eames House was 

designed and built between 1945 

and 1949 by Charles and Ray 

Eames in Los Angeles (Fig. 96).776 

This conservation management 

plan represents a model that can 

be followed for other important, 

and lesser well-known mid-century 

buildings, of larger or smaller scale.  The process involved in preparing the plan was presented at 

the 2016 DOCOMOMO conference in Lisbon, by the lead independent author, Sheridan Burke, 

																																																													
774  Antarctic Heritage Trust, Heritage Management Plan For the Historic Sites of the Ross Sea Region’ (Christchurch: 
Antarctic Heritage Trust, 1997) 
775  Antarctic Heritage Trust, Heritage Management Plan For the Historic Sites of the Ross Sea Region, p.1.	
776  Eames House Conservation Management Plan, ed. by Sheridan Burke, Jyoti Somerville, Gail Ostergren, Laura 
Matarese, and Chandler McCoy (Los Angeles, Getty Conservation Institute, 2018) 

 
Fig. 96:  Case Study House #8 - The Eames House, Los Angeles, United 
States.  Image by author (2019). 
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and by Susan Macdonald on behalf of the Getty Conservation Institute.777  The presentation 

showed how this methodology ensured that conservation of the external built fabric and internal 

fixtures, fittings and furnishings was at the centre of the project focus, with all other disciplines in 

support.  The Eames house was visited in February 2019, and the staff looking after the building 

explained how the strategic aims of the conservation management plan were being implemented 

under the supervision of Susan Macdonald, including the programme of monitoring for the internal 

environment of the house.778   This example shows how the risk of conservation plans being an 

adjunct to project proposals, rather than an integral part of them, can be overcome by situating 

the methodology within the established sphere of project management.   

 

7.3 CONCEPTUALISING CONSERVATION PROPOSALS FOR MODERN BUILDINGS 
 

7.3.1 MATERIAL CONSERVATION AND THE PRESERVATION OF FORM 
 

Modernist buildings in New Zealand were designed during a period of extraordinary social and 

economic conditions, from the widespread post-war restrictions and the development of a welfare 

state during the 1940s, to the increased financial independence from Britain and individual 

freedom of choice into the 1960s.  These aspects of mid-century life responded to a momentum 

for change, which engaged with overseas influences to provide progressive architectural 

outcomes during the mid-twentieth century.  The designers of Modernist buildings working during 

these influential decades challenged many of the established architectural norms with the new 

and the unusual, but also adapted the traditional and the familiar, to achieve revolutionary 

developments in houses and public buildings.  Internationalist designs were clearly identifiable as 

an extraction of Modern Movement ideals, balanced by the regional variations on Modernism that 

inspired radically different approaches to the use of local materials, for new forms, and relaxation 

of planning.  The adoption of design strategies that provided new elements of construction and a 

Modern materiality, are recognisable during the later 1940s, developed during the 1950s, and well 

established throughout the 1960s.  The gradual abandonment of stylistic restrictions and social 

hierarchy for the use of space provided a freedom of internal special arrangement that had not 

previously been available to architects, although planning was the last aspect of design to change 

completely, with traditional layouts being enclosed by Modern forms and materials into the late 

1960s.  

 

Understanding the physical fabric Modern heritage buildings, and conceptualising approaches for 

their long-term preservation, is foremost an engagement with the physicality of materials, form 

and layout.  The findings of research provide variable outcomes, and is a supportive process to 

the primary role of engaging with an individual building to understand the changes that have 
																																																													
777  Susan Macdonald and Sheridan Burke, “Preserving the Ephemeral”: ‘Capturing what Makes the Eames House Special 
through Conservation Planning’, in Adaptive Re-use: the Modern Movement Towards the Future, ed. by Ana Tostoes and 
Zara Ferreira, DOCOMOMO 14th International Conference Proceedings: 6-9th September 2016, Lisbon, Portugal, 304-311. 
778  The Eames House in located in Pacific Palisades, a suburb of Los Angeles, California, and is cared for by the Eames 
Foundation.  The building was visited on 4th February 2019.		
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occurred.  Without understanding there is misunderstanding – leading to poor diagnosis, incorrect 

assumptions and inappropriate intervention.  Changes in the form of a building are as relevant as 

the altered characteristics of materials over time.  They are at once tactile and visual, accessible 

and concealed, a collective representation of relative intactness and the consequences of 

change.  To understand the form of design, as well as the materiality, provides the grounds on 

which to conceptualise the conservation process that protects both, rather than one at the 

expense of the other.   

 

7.3.2 CONCEPTS FOR INTERVENTION  
 

The conceptualisation of conservation proposals for Modern architectural heritage – based on the 

assimilation of assessment, investigation and understanding – is not commonplace in New 

Zealand.  Works are often undertaken to buildings on an ad-hoc basis, in reaction to an incident 

or problem, and without awareness for the impact of interventions on the original form and 

materials, some of which may have been exhausted as a natural supply (e.g. hardwood or stone), 

or no longer manufactured (e.g. asbestos cement and bakelite), in which cases alternatives have 

to be sourced.  Replacement rather than repair, using readily available materials rather than like-

for-like materials, and unskilled labour rather than skilled, typifies the commonplace approach 

without the benefit of informed decision making.  Whether maintenance or repair, there are no 

grounds for neglecting the requirement for understanding the building before undertaking work, as 

a matter of principle.  

 

This thesis argues that conservation concepts bridge the gap between the setting of conservation 

policies within conservation plans, and the framework for the development of repair proposals, 

alterations and change of use.  They establish an approach to conservation tasks and projects in 

a manner that engages with heritage values and significance, which seeks to enhance their 

standing within projects, rather than diminish them.  Far too often, conservation plans are 

detached from individual projects, with conservation policies abandoned or not sufficiently 

specific, because of inadequate appreciation for the role of such plans and the need to refer to 

them before the implementation of any physical works.  A much better approach is for an owner 

to consider a conservation plan when no project is in mind, and then develop further policy details 

for a specific project proposal, which ensures the independence of the conservation planning 

process.  

 

For Modern architectural heritage, the conservation concept identifies the framework of 

intervention, measured in critical stages for the protection of the values and significance.  Without 

the conceptualised approach, there is a disconnect between the critical assessment of values and 

the undertaking of work, a situation which poses a risk of damage through ignorance, lack of 

preparation and forward planning, and the overriding aim of the end solution at the expense of the 

building fabric and values.  These interventions may seem at face value to be relatively 
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innocuous, such as cleaning a building.  However, at what point does the removal of dirt and 

staining impact upon the important natural patina of the surfaces, which can have a dual purpose 

of aesthetic interest and physically protection.  An example would include some stone type used 

in conjunction with Modern designs, where there is a balance to be struck between cleaning and 

surface alteration. 

 

7.4 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter has argued for the understanding of buildings as a fundamental necessity before 

intervention, unlike the more common approach of implementing works without proper evaluation 

of their impact.  It has shown that one-dimensional solutions for remediating defects using 

standard methods of repair and generic materials fails to acknowledge the values captured in the 

original materiality, form and planning of mid-century built heritage.  The nature of material use, 

texture, relief and tone is overlooked where there is no intent to observe, and the attributes of 

architectural form are missed without an awareness of why it is important.  This chapter has 

shown that reading the building is a holistic approach, one that interrogates the whole, in order to 

provide the information needed for competent decision-making. 

 

This chapter has shown how the process of metaphorically stripping back the layers of physical 

change can determine the form of original elements of design, the type and intended appearance 

of materials and finishes, and the impact of environmental conditions and day-to-day use.  

Without these layers of understanding, there will be misunderstanding.  For Modern heritage, 

these layers are often few, compared with the multiplicity of layering for historic heritage, and 

consequently the extent of originality is prominent.  The cogency of these key stages of 

assessment provides the framework for an over-arching conceptualisation of conservation 

proposals, informed by research, investigation, and assessment, appropriate to scale and impact, 

rather than a diluted approach to a solution for a perceived problem, ill-informed and ill-

considered.  

 

This chapter has shown how understanding the building draws upon different research 

opportunities, some unique to Modern heritage, including the significant amount of information 

captured in publications and adverts, and the comprehensive photograph recording of newly 

completed buildings together with the finite opportunity, in some instances of meeting the 

architect responsible for the design.  Two architects were selected to illustrate the value of 

discussing the design process face-to-face for the purpose of research, which has provided a 

unique viewpoint that is not available to the process of understanding historic heritage.  

 

Documenting Modern heritage values follows the same methodologies as for all heritage 

buildings, including heritage assessments, conservation plans and management plans, based on 

their universal acceptance as tools of appraisal and assessment.   This chapter has shown how 
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New Zealand was at the forefront of conservation planning, following the lead of Australia, 

although there are only a handful of Modernist buildings that have been formerly documented in 

this way.  Conceptualising conservation programmes for individual buildings brings the 

relationship between the heritage value of materials and importance of Modern forms into sharp 

focus.  This chapter has interrogated the established conservation philosophy that materials are 

of primary importance, for the history of time represented in the wear and tear through use, the 

erosion of shape due to weather, and the embodiment of picturesqueness.  On the other hand, 

Modernist buildings express cleanliness, sharpness of profile, and the embodiment of timeless 

perfection, for which the deteriorated, the stained and the shabby are unacceptable 

characteristics.  For the conservation of our Modernist heritage, there needs to be a balance 

struck between preservation at all cost, and the recognition that the form of buildings is a 

significant aspect of the heritage value.   
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

PRESERVING THE MODERN 3:  NEW ZEALAND IN PRACTICE 
 

This chapter examines the work of New Zealand’s built heritage professionals.  It acknowledges 

that the role of the profession can only succeed with the support of owners and custodians with 

the willingness and means to support the desired heritage outcomes.  The physical preservation 

of heritage buildings is a partnership between the conceptualisation of conservation proposals 

(professional practice), and the implementation of physical work (building practice).  The heritage 

community within New Zealand mainly comprises of conservation architects, building 

conservation surveyors, structural engineers, planners, archaeologists, and historians – a 

collective that is small in number compared with their mainstream counterparts.  Many 

representatives of these different disciplines operate independently within their specialised field, 

supported however, by a common association through the membership of ICOMOS NZ.  This 

organisation provides the framework for a cohesive nationwide network of heritage practitioners, 

bound professionally and in practice by its own national charter.  For Modern buildings, New 

Zealand is a voting member of ICOMOS International Scientific Committee for Twentieth Century 

Architectural Heritage (ISC20C), and has maintained a national chapter of DOCOMOMO 

International since 2004.  These formal links with the two most important international 

organisations for the preservation of Modern heritage provides opportunities for the exchange of 

information with overseas members, voting rights, and representation at major conferences.  

However, New Zealand’s relative isolation from Europe, Britain, the United States, and Asia, 

precludes the opportunity for regular collaboration in research programmes and attendance at 

workshops, due to the time and expense of long-distance travel.  This situation necessitates a 

commitment to remain informed of developments in overseas practice, both at a national level 

and individually. 

 

This chapter identifies and explains its proposition that a singular generation of like-minded 

individuals took responsibility for establishing a heritage community in New Zealand during the 

mid-late 1980s, one that has endured and provided encouragement and support for the next 

generation.  It examines how this specialist field of architecture has relied upon the experience of 

a small, dedicated group of architects, surveyors, and engineers, who strive for best practice in 

heritage conservation.  From the philosophical aspect of work in practice, this chapter addresses 

the challenges to the profession posed by needs of Modern heritage, compared with historic 

heritage, and the dichotomy between the replacement of materials in order to preserve original 

form-as-facsimile, and established conservation principles that demands the preservation of 

original materials as a priority.  It also considers the implications of New Zealand’s poor attitude 

towards building maintenance and the risks posed by inappropriate work, extended intervals 

between programmes of repair, and the consequential deterioration of Modern heritage fabric.  

The repair of twentieth-century buildings requires access to experienced tradespeople with 
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capabilities in work to existing building fabric as well as new construction.  Many crafts are in 

short supply, a situation compounded by an aging skill-base that is not being supplemented by 

training and education.   

 

When the original purpose of a building becomes obsolete, by reason of change in ownership or 

redundancy, its adaptation for new use represents a greater level of intervention than for 

maintenance or repair.  Therefore, change is a consideration that often follows exhaustive options 

to maintain original use.  Whilst it is considered preferable that all buildings, including Modern 

ones, maintain their original function for as long as practicable, their adaptation for a different 

purpose is preferred to inappropriate use, abandonment, or relocation.  Some Modern buildings 

that were designed for specific functions are not easily re-purposed, whilst others, such as those 

with flexible floor plans lend themselves to multiple alternatives for re-use.  Adaptive re-use has 

been a particular focus of recent DOCOMOMO conferences, and this chapter focuses on the risks 

and opportunities for New Zealand’s Modern buildings.     

 

8.1 PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE 
 

New Zealand’s substantive heritage profession established itself through the work of a single 

generation of architects, engineers, and archaeologists during the early 1980s.  Until that time, a 

network of conservation specialists in the recognisable mould of today’s community did not exist, 

and the restoration of historic buildings was limited to the involvement of a small number of 

architects between 1930-80.  These individuals undertook work to some of New Zealand’s oldest 

and most well-known structures.  An appraisal of New Zealand’s heritage community has not 

been comprehensively documented elsewhere, and an aim of this thesis is to provide an 

understanding of the how the profession has developed since the early 1980s.  The definition of a 

singular conservation generation for the purposes of this thesis identifies with the group of 

professionals, now aged between 50 and 75, most of whom are still in practice.  These individuals 

will pass the heritage baton onto the next generation who will take responsibility for the care of 

the country’s architectural heritage in the future, both historic and Modern.779  To address the 

scope and nature of heritage practice, this chapter includes extracts from conversations with a 

number of architects and historians who have provided heritage conservation leadership and 

inspiration within the New Zealand heritage community.   

 

8.1.1 THE RESTORATION YEARS 

 

There are two heritage buildings, the Treaty House and Pompallier Printery, whose numerous 

restorations have been well documented and scrutinised in depth.780  During the early 1930s – co-

																																																													
779 Ben Schrader was awarded a $25,000 scholarship by Copyright Licensing New Zealand (CLNZ) in 2017, towards 
research for his current book project, Won and Lost: Saving New Zealand’s Built Heritage 1885-2016. 
780  For further information see:  Common Ground? Heritage and Public Places in New Zealand, ed. by Alexander 
Trapeznik, (Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 2000) 
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incidentally just prior to New Zealand’s first Modernist ventures – one of the first heritage 

restoration projects was undertaken for the original residence of James Busby (1802-77), the 

British representative who was responsible for negotiation of the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840 – the 

source for the current name of the house.781   

 

The Treaty House at Waitangi (b.1833-34), in 

Northland, was gifted to the nation in 1932, 

under the auspices of the Waitangi National 

Trust Board, who immediately appointed one of 

the country’s most respected architects, 

William Gummer (1884-1966), of Gummer and 

Ford, together with William Page (1875-1953) – 

a Scottish architect who moved to New 

Zealand in 1907 – to undertake the restoration 

of the dilapidated building during the mid-1930s 

(Fig. 97).782   

 

This project has significance for being one of 

the earliest major state-sponsored restorations 

of a historic building in New Zealand.	 

However, there was a desire on the part of the 

government during the 1980’s to reverse the 

earlier restoration, in order to recover the 

original form of the house.  Rather than 

engaging one of the country’s own 

conservation architects, an Australian architect, 

Clive Lucas, was put in charge of the project 

that was undertaken between 1989 and 1990 

(Fig. 98).  The overseas expert attempted a 

faithful restoration of the building, some of the original fabric having been subject to alteration and 

addition during previous reconstruction campaigns.  

 

The architect and historian Cyril Roy Knight (1893-1972) had an interest in New Zealand’s built 

heritage, and during the 1940s he was involved in the first restoration of the Pompallier Mission 

House and Printery (b.1842) in Russell, Northland.  After the Treaty House, this is the second, 

and rather controversial, restoration project for a nationally important heritage building during the 

first half of the twentieth century.   

																																																													
781  Pers. comm. Jane Matthews to Phillip Hartley, 11th July 2019.  I am grateful for the discussion about this early 
restoration project. 
782  Pers. comm. Jane Matthews to Phillip Hartley, 12th July 2019.  I am grateful to Jane for bringing my attention to this 
early project for one of New Zealand’s most well-known heritage buildings. 

 
Fig. 97:  Treaty House, Waitangi - after the 1907 restoration 
(Image date unknown). 
“Source: www.nzhistory.net.nz, the NZHistory website of Manatū Taonga. 
Licensed by Manatū Taonga for re-use under the Creative Commons 
Attribution-Non-Commercial 3.0 New Zealand Licence.” 
 

 
Fig. 98:  Treaty House, Waitangi - after the 1990 restoration. 
Image courtesy of Julia Gatley. 
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Knight was appointed the first Professor of 

Architecture at the University of Auckland in 

(c.1924) and in 1942 he was given the 

responsibility of restoring Pompallier House 

after it had gifted to the nation.  The original 

1840 Marist Brotherhood Printery was all but 

lost after just forty years, when it was 

converted to a private house in 1880, the form 

in which it remained for the following sixty 

years.  Under Knight’s hand, the building was 

substantially repaired and altered during the 

early-1940s, and presented to the public as a 

‘Bishop’s Residence’ (Fig. 99). 

	

From 1989 through to the early 1990s, the 

building underwent another major restoration, 

by enthusiastic researcher and archaeologist 

Fergus Cluny, who systematically investigated, 

unpicked and recorded the building, and then 

reconstructed the it in a substantially new form. 

This included salvaging and re-using some 

materials recovered from the original 1840 

building, and presentation of the re-created 

Printery as an educational concept (Fig. 100). 

 

The first professional to become an 

acknowledged advisor on heritage matters was 

John Stacpoole (1919-2018), an architect, 

historian, author, and consultant to the former 

New Zealand Historic Places Trust during the 

1970s and 1980s (Fig. 101).  He principally 

advised the organisation on interior re-

presentation of their houses that were open to 

the public.783  Stacpoole’s independent 

advisory role with New Zealand’s national 

heritage agency was similar to the longstanding collaboration between John Fowler (1906-77), 

and the English National Trust.784  Stacpoole has similarly left a recognisable impression upon 

																																																													
783  John Stacpoole principally advised the former NZHPT on internal schemes of redecoration and period furnishing of 
rooms, for their properties.  
784  John Fowler was engaged by the National Trust for interior redecoration projects between the early 1950s until his 
retirement in 1975.	

 
Fig. 99:  Pompallier Printery, Russell, (circa.1980).  Form of 
the building before the 1990s restoration.   
“Source: www.nzhistory.net.nz, the NZHistory website of Manatū Taonga. 
Licensed by Manatū Taonga for re-use under the Creative Commons 
Attribution-Non-Commercial 3.0 New Zealand Licence.” 
 
 

 
Fig. 100:  Pompallier Printery, Russell - after restoration.  
Image courtesy of Tracey Hartley (2012). 
 

 

Fig. 101:  John Stacpoole.  Image courtesy of Simon Devitt.   
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many important heritage buildings in New Zealand, particularly their interiors.  His portfolio of work 

included Highwic, located in the Auckland suburb of Newmarket, where he was invited to a 

meeting at the house in 2012, to comment on the proposed scheme of external and internal 

redecoration being proposed by Salmond Reed Architects on behalf of the former New Zealand 

Historic Places Trust. 

 

8.1.2 A SINGULAR CONSERVATION GENERATION 

 

Until the incorporation of the New Zealand national committee of ICOMOS International in 1987, 

the country did not have an independent nationwide network that could advocate for the 

preservation of built heritage, and the country lacked a standard-bearer for conservation practice.  

Although the New Zealand heritage profession is a recent one compared with Britain, Europe, 

and North America, the first conservation generation are now bringing forward the next generation 

– known within ICOMOS as emerging professionals.785  The country has the capabilities of 

heritage excellence, and emerging heritage architects and consultants are being encouraged to 

lift the country closer to international standards for conservation best practice.  Individuals 

predominantly identify with their own standards of work, guided by either formal conservation 

education and/or a working knowledge of conservation repair in practice.  This section of the 

chapter considers these two groups who comprise the first generation of New Zealand heritage 

professionals: (i) those who travelled overseas for training in conservation studies (in the absence 

of any local provision); and, (ii) those architects in practice who are predominantly self-taught, 

supplemented by occasional attendance at short courses.  A third, much smaller group, comprise 

architects and building conservation surveyors who emigrated to New Zealand with formal 

heritage qualifications. 

 

New Zealand architects who pursued an overseas conservation education predominantly chose 

from two main international qualifications: (i) the Master of Conservation Studies (now separated 

between Built Heritage and an accredited Historic Buildings option), based at the University of 

York’s Centre for Conservation Studies in England; or, (ii) the ICCROM Architectural 

Conservation Course (renamed the Built Heritage course in 2007), based in Rome, Italy.  The first 

New Zealand professional to complete the one-year full time York Master of Conservation Studies 

was Ian Bowman, an architect and conservator based in Nelson and Wellington.  Bowman had to 

independently fund most of the cost of his overseas training, whereas he recalled ‘another 

architect [John Hoysted] a year or two afterwards was sponsored by the Ministry of Works’.786  

Bowman studied for his master’s degree during 1984-85, and when asked if the late-1980s were 

a positive time for heritage preservation when he returned to New Zealand – as the first overseas 

trained conservation architect – he considered the prevailing conditions to the contrary: 

																																																													
785  The ICOMOS International Emerging Professional Working Group (EPWG) was established in 2017.  Emerging 
professionals are designated by ICOMOS International as members who are within five year commencement of their 
working careers. 
786  Email correspondence from Ian Bowman to Phillip Hartley, 6th September 2019. 
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No, I don’t think it was a particularly inspiring time but rather depressing.  Having been 

taught how to go about conservation, there were few if any others who really understood 

about conservation philosophy or principles.  I joined the Ministry of Works with [fellow 

heritage architect] Chris Cochran, which was good experience, but you were still fighting 

against ignorance.787   

 

Bowman followed his academic studies with 

further practical training through ICCROM in 

Rome, APT in the United States, and the 

University of Plymouth in England, to develop 

his particular interest in stone and earth 

building conservation (Fig. 102).  However, the 

more Bowman progressed, the increasingly 

frustrated he became about the poor standard 

of work to heritage buildings in New Zealand.  

He explained how the practices of the former 

New Zealand Historic Places Trust, the 

Department of Conservation, and some fellow architects disappointed him, and regarding the 

legacy of John Stacpoole, he considered him ‘the Viollet-le-Duc of New Zealand’.788  Bowman is 

the country’s most technically qualified and experienced heritage architect, a position gained by 

his personal pursuit of conservation best (international) practice – exemplified by his longstanding 

use of the Italian NORMAL classification for the deterioration of natural building stones, which is 

uncommon in New Zealand.789  He has attended heritage-related conferences most years since 

studying at York, and this commitment to maintaining current knowledge has established a 

network of international colleagues with whom he regularly exchanges opinions or seeks 

advice.790  The second recipient of the York master’s degree, John Hoysted, attended during 

1985-86, and after returning to his Ministry of Works post in New Zealand in 1986 he emigrated to 

Australia two years later.791  Stephen Cashmore, an Auckland-based interior designer, became 

the third professional from New Zealand to attend York, during 1989-90.792  Following the first 

three York alumni from the 1980s, Adam Wild, a conservation architect based in Auckland, 

completed the master’s degree in 1999, and Jackie Gillies, who emigrated from England to 

practice in Queenstown, returned there temporarily to study at York to complete her master’s 

degree in 2002.793   

 

																																																													
787  Email correspondence from Ian Bowman to Phillip Hartley, 6th September 2019.	
788  Email correspondence from Ian Bowman to Phillip Hartley, 6th September 2019.	
789  NORMAL Recommendations - 1/88, Microscopic Alterations of Stone Materials, Lessi - Co, (Rome: CNR-ICR, 1990)  
790  Pers. comm. Ian Bowman to Phillip Hartley, 27th April 2020. 
791  John Hoysted is currently employed as the Principal Heritage Architect for Environmental Resources Management 
Australia Pty Ltd, based in Brisbane.  
792  For further information see:  
https://www.york.ac.uk/study/postgraduate-taught/courses/ma-conservation-studies-historic-buildings/ 
793  Pers. comm. Jackie Gillies to Phillip Hartley, 9th April 2019. 

 
Fig. 102:  Ian Bowman, architect.  Image courtesy of Nelson 
Weekly (2018).   
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ICCROM’s Architectural Conservation Course based in Rome was established in 1965, 

comprised of a six-month period of intensive study.794  Jane Matthews, of heritage architects 

Matthews and Matthews, and Bruce Petry (d.2016), formerly with Salmond Reed Architects, 

undertook the ICCROM course together in 1994, along with 24 other participants from different 

countries.795  Antony Matthews, also of Matthews and Matthews, attended ICCROM at the same 

time, but selected the alternative urban conservation option, which ran for two months.796   

 

Whilst the York master’s degree and the ICCROM qualification were, and remain the two most 

respected options for overseas education, New Zealand professionals have undertaken other 

formal study programmes to further their experience.  David Reynolds, a heritage consultant 

based in Auckland, and Lianne Cox, a heritage architect based in Wellington, were awarded 

scholarships to attend the three-week Attingham Summer School (for the study of the English 

Country House) in England, during 2000 and 2012 respectively.797  The summer school is well 

known for its multi-national participants, although the majority of attendees are from the United 

States.  Scholarships for New Zealanders are primarily made available to professionals who are 

involved in art history and the curation of museum content, although built heritage specialists also 

have the opportunity of applying and being supported.  Nearer to home, Australia offers 

programmes for post-graduate study in the heritage field.  The University of Sydney run a number 

of heritage courses, including a Master of Heritage Conservation, which has been completed by 

Alexandra Teague (an Australian heritage architect working in New Zealand) and Caron 

Mounsey-Smith (a heritage planner).  Teague went on to research her PhD in architectural 

conservation at the University of Melbourne.  Nicola Short, a long-standing member of ICOMOS 

NZ also studied at Sydney, completing a master’s degree in Cultural and Museum Management, 

and commenced her cultural heritage related PhD in 2019 at the University of Auckland.  Cox 

also attended a summer school based in Canberra, Australia, for the Conservation of Heritage 

Building Materials, in 2009.   

 

Other heritage professionals who chose not to, or were unable to study at York or ICCROM, have 

developed their own skills in conservation, through passionate interest and direct experiences 

with individual projects.  This group is varied across architecture, engineering, planning and 

heritage consultancy, and whilst the following appraisal identifies those who have made the most 

significant contributions to heritage preservation, it is representative of a few rather than all.  It 

includes two of New Zealand’s most highly respected heritage architects, Chris Cochran based in 

Wellington, and Jeremy Salmond based in Auckland.  Salmond’s long-standing professional 

career and contribution to New Zealand’s built heritage has been recognised on two occasions, 

firstly the award of Companion of the Queen’s Service Order (QSO) in 2007, and the New 

Zealand Institute of Architect’s Gold Medal in 2018, the highest individual honour that an architect 

																																																													
794  For further information see:  https://www.iccrom.org/courses/conservation-built-heritage 
795  Email communication from Jane Matthews to Phillip Hartley, 12th July 2019. 
796  Email communication from Jane Matthews to Phillip Hartley, 12th July 2019.	
797  The first week of the Attingham Summer School is based in the south-east of England, and the two weeks following 
travel to a different English counties, the selection of which change each year. 
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can receive in this country, and the first medal to be awarded for an architect specialising in the 

heritage field.   

 

His architectural lineage was established by 

his grandfather, Louis Salmond, and includes 

his uncle, Arthur Louis Salmond, who 

designed one of the earliest proto-Modern 

houses (discussed in chapter two).  In 2020 

Salmond was recognised as a Distinguished 

Alumni by the University of Auckland (one of 

four outstanding graduates for the year) for 

his contribution to conservation and 

architecture in New Zealand (Fig. 103).   

 

Two other architects, David Pearson, of DPA Architects based in the Auckland suburb of 

Devonport, and Laura Kellaway, an architect currently working for HNZPT in Wellington, have, 

like Cochran and Salmond, pursued their own careers in heritage conservation without studying 

for a formal qualification.  Both Pearson and Kellaway originally undertook their training in 

architecture with the Ministry of Works, and having committed full time to the field of building 

conservation, their individual commitment to heritage preservation has been significant.  One 

practice that has made a long-standing and significant contribution to heritage conservation is 

Burgess & Treep Architects, based in Auckland.  Graham Burgess was part of the group that 

supported ICOMOS NZ during the late-1980s, and he was amongst the first heritage architects to 

incorporate the ICOMOS Charter into his conservation plans.798  Lilli Knight a younger architect, 

subsequently joined the practice, to become Burgess Treep & Knight, and her specialisation in 

New Zealand Modernism has forged a union of experience and talent that has produced more 

conservation plans and heritage assessments for mid-century built heritage than any other 

practice.   

 

A heritage community comprised of formally trained conservation architects and those self-taught 

through day-to-day practice is similar to the position overseas, in particular Britain and the United 

States.  Susan MacDonald’s working experience in Australia, England, and currently in the United 

States, provides a unique insight to the position of Australasia and Western countries with respect 

to conservation practice.  MacDonald considers that conservation-taught architects, and those 

with good practical knowledge but without formal training in each country, operate similar heritage 

practice, although their decisions reflect their different educational, technical and practical 

experiences – we take different steps along the same path.799   This thesis argues that the New 

Zealand heritage profession is a tight-knit community that shares a sound philosophical 

																																																													
798  I am grateful to Dr Julia Gatley for bringing my attention to the incorporation of the 1989 draft of the Aotearoa Charter 
within the conservation plan for the Middle Courtville Apartments, in Auckland, written by Graeme Burgess.  
799  Email	communication from Susan MacDonald to Phillip Hartley, 30th April 2020.	

 
Fig. 103:  Jeremy Salmond, architect.  Image by author (2018).   
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foundation towards the preservation of buildings based around heritage values, and what varies is 

the technical capability and rigour of some, compared with others.   

 

In addition to these two groups, there are a small number of overseas professionals with 

conservation qualifications who have emigrated from England to become resident in New Zealand 

over the last fifteen years, and become part of the heritage community.  These include three 

chartered building surveyors from England (qualified members of the RICS), each with post-

graduate conservation diplomas, including Robin Miller, director of Origin Consultants based in 

Arrowtown, Tracey Hartley, an associate at Salmond Reed Architects in Auckland, and myself.  

Robin Miller completed his RICS Diploma in Building Conservation at the College of Estate 

Management, part of Reading University, during 2002-2004.  Tracey Hartley studied for the 

Diploma in Building Conservation at the Architectural Association in London during 1993-94, 

which remains the most prestigious heritage post-graduate qualification available in Britain.  In 

addition to the diploma qualifications, each building surveyor is currently accredited in building 

conservation practice by the RICS.  An archaeologist and architectural materials specialist, 

Andrea Farminer, also holds the RICS conservation diploma, and worked with Robin Miller until 

joining Dunedin City Council in 2018 as a senior heritage advisor.  An English architect, Ali de 

Hora, has a post-graduate Diploma in Architectural Conservation (1999-2000) from the University 

of Bristol, and has also been employed by Salmond Reed Architects since emigrating in 2011.  In 

addition, Heike Lutz is a qualified conservation architect who emigrated from Germany over 

twenty years ago.  Lutz was one of the first émigré professionals to work in heritage conservation 

in New Zealand, and following a long working relationship with Adam Wild at Archifact, she now 

operates independently.  

 

Many of these heritage professionals have supplemented their formal training and/or working 

experience, with participation in occasional short courses, to broaden their practical knowledge of 

heritage conservation, in particular the Association of Preservation Technology (APT) in the 

United States, the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) in England, and the 

Longford Academy in Tasmania, which is managed by the Australasia Chapter of the APT. 

However, most day-to-day practice is framed by the auspices of the ICOMOS NZ Charter.   

 

8.1.3 CONSERVATION EDUCATION AND TRAINING  

 

OVERSEAS OPPORTUNITIES  

 

The opportunities of training in conservation for the next generation of heritage professionals 

include all of the well-established courses described above.  The York qualification is still the 

preferred choice for those New Zealand professionals who are able to fund a year overseas to 

pursue formal post-graduate study, and the most recent young graduate, Chessa Stevens, 

completed her MA in Conservation Studies (Historic Buildings) there in 2014.  Her individual 



PRESERVING THE MODERN 3: NEW ZEALAND IN PRACTICE 
	

223 

achievement represents a thirty-year association between New Zealand professionals and this 

particular qualification.  The current ICCROM certificate in Built Heritage, and the organisations 

associated programme of specialist material conservation short courses (of which stone and 

timber are the most well-established), provide more manageable training opportunities for those 

in work, because of their shorter timescale.   
 

The SPAB has administered the English Lethaby Scholarship since 1930, which funds a nine-

month long programme of conservation practice for young professionals – architects, surveyors 

and engineers – based around hands-on experience of material crafts.  The professionals are 

partnered by a similar number of craftspeople each year – primarily bricklayers, stonemasons, 

carpenters, blacksmiths, glaziers and painters. 

 

Between two and four scholarships are 

awarded each year to young architects, 

buildings surveyors and engineers, and the 

intake of three candidates for 2018 included 

the first New Zealander, Pamela Dziwulska, to 

be accepted in the long history of this 

prestigious year-long training programme (Fig. 

104).800  Dziwulska is a young architect 

employed at Salmond Reed Architects, and her 

achievement is a proud one for the practice, 

and of wider importance for the next conservation generation within New Zealand.   

 

Australia currently provides the most accessible and regular practical conservation training 

opportunity, organised by the Australasia Chapter of the Association of Preservation Trusts, 

referred to above.  They established the annual Longford Academy in Tasmania in 2009, and 

similar to most practical courses, the focus is upon traditional materials and building techniques, 

including lime, masonry and timber conservation.801  The course is entirely practical, i.e. hands-

on, and runs for one week. This chapter of the APT incorporates members who are based in 

Australia, New Zealand, Asia and the Pacific, and one of their Australian representatives, David 

Young, is a conservation specialist who has travelled to teach in New Zealand on a number of 

occasions, principally for leading education initiatives involving the staff of HNZPT.802   

 

Neither the English SPAB or the Australasia chapter of the APT, provide the opportunity to 

develop an understanding of Modern heritage conservation and repair within their practical 

teaching programmes.  ICCROM run one of the most comprehensive formal training courses for 

																																																													
800  Pamela Dziwulska attended the SPAB scholarship between February and November 2018. 
801  The Association of Preservation Trust Australasia Chapter was constituted in 2004, and the Longford Academy 
conservation courses are held annually.	
802  David Young taught a week-long conservation workshop in Auckland (11th-15th August 2014) for Heritage New Zealand 
Pouhere Taonga.   

 
Fig. 104:  SPAB (2018) Scolars.  Image courtesy of SPAB 
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the Conservation of Modern Architecture, although on an intermittent basis.  This course has 

been held four times, the most recent one based in Finland during 2011, which I attended as part 

of my doctoral study programme.803  A New Zealand architectural historian working for the former 

New Zealand Historic Places Trust based in Christchurch, Kristina Pickford, was also awarded a 

scholarship by ICCROM to attend this course.804  Whilst the application of established 

conservation theory and principles to the development of knowledge for preserving Modern 

heritage was a key part of the course, there was a significant practical component that included 

the analysis of defects, current repair practice, experiencing remedial works in progress, and 

workshop sessions for specific sites.805  Unfortunately, the course is expensive to run because of 

the scholarship component and requires fund raising during intervening years, with no certainty 

as to the next programme unlike the regularity of the built heritage, stone, and timber 

conservation options provided by ICCROM. 

 

The first Modern material to be included in a recognised practical training course in Britain is 

concrete, the repair of which forms part of the Building Conservation Masterclass taught at the 

West Dean College of Arts and Conservation in England.806  The leading tutor for this short 

course on the repair of historic concrete is Catherine Croft, director of the Twentieth Century 

Society, supported by the structural engineer Stuart Tappin, who is the English representative for 

the ICOMOS International Scientific Committee for Twentieth Century Heritage.  

 

NEW ZEALAND EDUCATION INITIATIVES 
 

The opportunities for overseas travel to Britain, Europe and America for practical conservation 

training was, and remains beyond the means of many, especially the second generation of 

younger emerging professionals.  However, there are two New Zealand comparatively recent 

scholarships that provide for a financial contribution towards overseas travel for training purposes, 

established by ICOMOS NZ and the Greg Bowron Trust.  The ICOMOS NZ travel scholarship for 

conservation education was an initiative by the chair Jenny May in 2013, who personally 

contributed the initial seed-fund.  Applications for individual travel grants are assessed by the 

ICOMOS NZ Education and Training Committee on a regular basis throughout each year, in order 

that applicants are able to commit to course deadlines.  Young recipients of this travel grant have 

included Chessa Stevens and Pamela Dziwulska, which supported their overseas study 

described above.  The Greg Bowron Trust was established in 2012, and has awarded two grants 

of $5,000 each towards training costs in heritage conservation.  The first recipient was Nicola 

Short in 2017, and the second, Pamela Dziwulska, also towards her participation in the 2018 

SPAB scholarship.  The importance of these independent sources of funding is to encourage 

training in conservation by reducing the dependency upon overseas scholarships, which are not 

																																																													
803  I attended the ICCROM course on the Conservation of Modern Architecture in 2011. 
804  Kristina Pickford is now an independent design consultant, in particular heritage, and based in Auckland. 
805  Work to the stair tower Helsinki of the Olympic stadium.		
806  https://www.westdean.org.uk/study/short-courses/courses/b3d08215-conservation-of-historic-concrete 
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necessarily made available to New Zealand applicants, and supplementing the significant costs 

involved for further education, in particular overseas travel. 

 

Conservation architects are a fraction of the mainstream profession, who are involved in the 

design of new buildings.  Schools of Architecture for undergraduate and post-graduate study are 

based at Victoria University in Wellington, Unitec Institute of Technology (Unitec), in Auckland, 

and the University of Auckland.  Until very recently, there has been no recognised post-graduate 

tertiary qualification in heritage conservation available in New Zealand, and opportunities for 

formal study have been limited to elective courses.  Victoria University Wellington (VUW) took the 

early initiative, establishing an elective course in building conservation within the School of 

Architecture, and taught over six months each year by Ian Bowman between 2000 and 2006.807  

Bowman also taught at the School between 2010 and 2012 as a guest lecturer when David 

Kernohan was employed by VUW and responsible for managing the taught conservation 

curriculum.808  VUW currently offers an introduction to ‘Building Heritage Conservation’ within the 

School of Architecture, which is part of the more comprehensive programme of Museum and 

Heritage Studies, but is also available as an elective subject for the Bachelor of Architectural 

Studies, and Master of Architecture (Professional), MArch(Prof).809   This elective is taught by 

Nigel Isaacs, who is a building historian employed by VUW, and Bowman is still involved as a 

guest lecturer for the course.810 

 

Establishing a comprehensive teaching platform for conservation theory and practice within a 

New Zealand tertiary education system has been the goal of academics, supported and 

encouraged by the wider professional community, since a determined attempt by Unitec was 

made in 2010.811  A meeting at the office of Salmond Reed Architects with Unitec’s then Head of 

School, Tony van Raat, discussed the draft framework for a built heritage conservation course, 

and the contribution that could be provided from heritage architects in practice.  The course 

model required the scrutiny of the New Zealand Qualification Association (NZQA), because 

Unitec does not have the same status as a university, but the initiative failed to achieve the 

necessary approval, and the proposal was abandoned.812  A building conservation module, rather 

than a recognised degree, is currently taught at Unitec within the post-graduate Master of 

Architecture (Professional) programme.813   

																																																													
807  Email correspondence Ian Bowman to Phillip Hartley, 3rd September 2019.  Bowman confirmed that he was engaged 
as an external senior lecturer during this period. 
808  David Kernohan was employed by VUW in the School of Architecture from 1977 to 1989, and appointed Associate 
Professor in 1990 until 2001.  He continued to teach Architectural Technology and Building Heritage Conservation at VUW 
from 2001 to 2013.  He is still active in heritage issues in his current role as Deputy Environment Commissioner for the 
Environment Court of New Zealand, based in Wellington. 
809  Victoria University, Wellington, Postgraduate Certificate, Diploma and Masters options in Museum and Heritage 
Practice.   
https://www.victoria.ac.nz/explore/postgraduate-programmes/master-of-museum-and-heritage-practice/overview 
810  Email correspondence Ian Bowman to Phillip Hartley 3rd September 2019.   
811  Unitec, Auckland includes architectural history and building conservation as topics within the Design Studio and 
Master of Architecture programme taught by Graeme McConchie.   
http://www.unitec.ac.nz/about-us/contact-us/staff-directory/graeme-mcconchie 
812  The New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA) is a crown entity established under the Education Act 1989. 
813  Building Conservation (ARCH8629) offers 15 credits towards a total of 240 credits required for the Masters programme 
based at Auckland’s Unitec Institute of Technology. 
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The first post-graduate qualification in built heritage conservation in New Zealand was established 

in 2016 by the University of Auckland, and taught by a combination of staff within the School of 

Architecture and Planning, and professionals in heritage practice.814  The University’s Heritage 

Conservation course structure comprises the following core modules: (i) Heritage Processes; (ii) 

Heritage Assessment and Conservation Planning; (iii) Conservation of Materials; and, (iv) 

Diagnosis and Adaptation.815  The numbers of students graduating in heritage conservation for 

the two variants of the course, Master of Heritage Conservation (MHerCons) in Built Heritage, and 

Master of Architecture (Professional) with Heritage Conservation (MArch(Prof)HerCons), is small, 

with the first two graduates in 2017, nine in 2018, and six in 2019.  This programme represents a 

significant contribution towards conservation studies within the field of architecture and planning, 

and the importance of the first graduate for the Master of Heritage Conservation in Built Heritage 

(MHerCons), Sum Lee Ling, was celebrated by a feature in ‘New Zealand Heritage’, in 2018.816  

The first graduate of the MArch(Prof)HerCons qualification in 2017 was Ingrid Schwalm-

McEwan.817 

 

For the conservation of materials module 

students select a building for their course 

assignment, and most have chosen from 

nineteenth and early-twentieth-century 

churches, commercial buildings, and larger 

houses.818  However, one student from the 

2018 class, Jingyuan Wang, is the first to have 

chosen a Modern building for the assignment – 

the house designed in 1985 by the architect 

Rewi Thomson (1953-2016), for himself in 

Kohimarama, Auckland).819  The house had 

been sold to new owners in November 2017, following the architect’s death, but its future was 

uncertain, with the building remaining empty during the period of Wang’s inspections, and was 

generally in very poor condition (Fig. 105).  Her research examined the extent of decay in the 

plywood cladding, and evidence of internal water penetration, such that its prospects of survival 

																																																													
814  The course was a collaboration between Julia Gatley, Elizabeth Aitken Rose, Paola Boarin and Alessandro Melis, with 
external consultation, support from Diane Brand, Dean of the School of Architecture and Planning, approval by the 
University of Auckland, and ratification by the Committee on University Academic Programmes.  
815  University of Auckland Master of Heritage Conservation (MHerCons) - Built Heritage is a 120 and 180 point 
programme (depending upon entry qualifications) based on the following structure: Archgen 750 - Heritage Process 
(15pts), Archgen 751 - Heritage Assessment and Conservation Planning (15 pts), Archgen 753 -Conservation of 
Materials, Archgen - 754 Diagnosis and Adaptation, plus a Research Project (15 pts), and six elective courses (60 pts).  
Sum Yee Ling was the first student to complete the Masters in Built Heritage, graduating in mid-2017. 
The Built Heritage option for the Master of Heritage Conservation is partnered with a 120 and 180 point programme of 
study for Museums and Cultural Heritage. 
816  ‘Master of Heritage Conservation, in New Zealand Heritage, Issue 150, Spring 2018, pp.14-16. 
817  Email correspondence Julia Gatley to Phillip Hartley, 9th September 2019. 
818  I have taught the conservation of materials module (Archgen 752) since 2017. 
819  The condition of the building was outlined by Jingyuan Wang in her assignment submitted in 2018. 

 
Fig. 105:  Rewi Thomson House, Auckland.  (Unknown source 
and date).  
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seemed remote.  Fortunately, a more recent article in Stuff confirmed that the new owners were 

intent on repairing the house, rather than replacing it.820   

 

Mathias Schulstok, a student in the 2019 class, 

chose a mid-century commercial building for his 

assignment, Liston House in Auckland, built in 

1961 (Fig. 106).  It is encouraging that there is 

some interest in Modern architectural heritage 

amongst students who may well be responsible 

for advising on this period of New Zealand’s built 

heritage in the future.  A small number of 

younger overseas professionals with heritage 

conservation training have also recently become 

resident in New Zealand, and are working or studying, or combining both.  Mari McKee has been 

educated in architecture and surveying, and she completed a one-year full-time MSc in 

Architectural Conservation (2010-11), at Edinburgh College of Art, part of the University of 

Edinburgh, in Scotland.  McKee is employed by Salmond Reed Architects, and specialises in new 

technology applied to survey and recording techniques for heritage buildings and structures.  She 

is now a trainee member of the RICS, aiming to complete full professional membership as a 

Building Surveyor by 2021.821  Another Salmond Reed employee, Candida Rolla, has a Masters 

in Architecture for Restoration and Heritage Conservation (Cum Laude), from the Politecnico di 

Torino, and a degree in Architectural Restoration, from the Universita’ degli Studi di Genova, in 

Italy.822 

 

Heritage conservation students and young emerging professionals currently in work do not have 

access to practical training within New Zealand, and this lacuna is a hindrance to those who want 

to experience hands-on conservation practice in order to develop their understanding of 

traditional building techniques and use of materials.  To help address this inadequacy, Salmond 

Reed Architects have organised three practical workshops for traditional materials over the last 

ten years, including one each for lime-based conservation, traditional paint (including architectural 

paint research), and traditional roofing materials.823  A further workshop is proposed for the repair 

of render and plaster finishes, which will be the first to consider materials that were common 

during the mid-twentieth century.824  These courses have involved practical demonstrations of 

conservation materials and methodologies by respected craftsmen, willing to share their skills and 

																																																													
820  Colleen Hawkes, Stuff, 25th February 2019.  The house is located 34 Southern Cross Road in Kohimarama 
https://www.stuff.co.nz/life-style/homed/latest/110737122/architect-rewi-thompsons-house-saved-from-demolition 
821  Mari McKee started at Salmond Reed Architects in 2018, after working for a specialist survey company in Auckland 
from 2017 to 2018. 
822  Candida Rolla started at Salmond Reed Architects in 2015, after completing her Masters qualification, which included 
a thesis based on research undertaken in Auckland during 2014. 
823  Three Salmond Reed practical workshops have been held at Highwic, Auckland, for Lime Conservation (March 2010), 
Traditional Paint (November 2011), and Traditional Roofing Materials (April 2013).  
824  The next workshop will be held on Twentieth century plaster and render.  Although a date has not been fixed, it is 
proposed for Spring 2020. 

 
Fig. 106:  Liston House, Auckland.  Image by author (2012).   
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approach to the practical repair of heritage buildings.  These workshops have been attended by 

professionals and tradespeople, and made a small but valuable contribution to furthering practical 

hands-on experience, although they are reliant upon the contribution of voluntary time by those 

involved. 

 

A very recent development at the University of Auckland is the number of young post-graduate 

students selecting topics on New Zealand’s built heritage for doctoral research within the School 

of Architecture and Planning.  Stacy Vallis has been researching the issues for the strengthening 

earthquake-prone heritage buildings, in her doctoral thesis, in conjunction with the School of 

Engineering (co-supervision).825  Joy Park is researching Auckland’s Britomart heritage precinct 

regeneration, for her doctoral thesis,826 and Candida Rolla, of Salmond Reed Architects, 

commenced her doctoral research on a part-time basis in 2019.827  This is encouraging, and 

whilst these initiatives bode well for the future, there are currently an insufficient numbers of 

trained heritage conservation professionals embedded within architectural firms, whereby in-

house skills could be made available for projects involving existing buildings, rather than having to 

resort to independent specialists.  This would be a significant improvement given the number of 

projects that involve buildings from the twentieth century being repaired, upgraded or re-used.  

 

8.2 CONSERVATION BEST PRACTICE 
 

8.2.1 THE INTERNATIONAL PARADIGM  
 

International best practice for the conservation of built heritage responds to long-established 

principles of minimum intervention, reversibility, like-for-like repair, compatibility of materials and 

craftsmanship.  The principles are derived from the preservation of historic monuments during the 

nineteenth century, and whilst aspects of traditional practice remain relevant for Modern heritage, 

the extent to which conservation practice needs to be re-defined for new forms and new materials 

has been a key matter for debate since the early 1990s.   

 

The internationally recognised guiding principles that inform conservation practice navigate 

between two approaches – the artificial aging or disguising of repairs for the purpose of 

concealment, and the acceptance of repair as change through the contrasting use of different 

materials to distinguish new from old.  To achieve an outcome that can stand up to scrutiny by 

one’s peers, requires the considered handling of materials for the repair or replacement of 

material elements that should not dominate or detract from the original.  From personal 

experience of practical conservation work to historic monuments during the 1990s, thin stone 

slips that matched the type, colour and texture of the original masonry, was a technique that was 
																																																													
825  Stacy Vallis, ‘Unreinforced Precincts in New Zealand: History, Heritage and Seismic Retrofit’. 
826  Joy Park, ‘The Delivery of Heritage Values Through Urban Regeneration: The Case Study of Britomart in Auckland, 
New Zealand’.  
827  Candida Rolla, ‘The Cross-Fertilisation of Ideas Between New Zealand and Overseas Architecture and Cultural 
Landscape Conservation’.  
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different to, but still respected the principle of the SPAB tile repair technique that was prominent 

practice during the early-mid twentieth century.  The intent was the same, for the repair to be a 

sensitive balance between essential intervention and honest distinction between old and new.  

The most appropriate outcome of best conservation practice for historic heritage is the relative 

invisibility of the final work, rather than overt concealment, which most professionals support.  

This long-established conservation mantra based on minimum intervention, low-key approach, 

compatible repair, and respect for original building fabric should be adapted for Modern heritage 

because provides the basis for establishing appropriate intervention.   

 

From a wider perspective of Western-based conservation, current best practice for the repair of 

Modern built heritage is guided by research undertaken by internationally respected conservation 

organisations, including ICCROM, ICOMOS, DOCOMOMO, APT, and the Getty Conservation 

Institute.  Their research findings for the conservation of Modern elements and materials of 

construction are disseminated through guidelines and publications that expand upon the core 

values embodied in existing charters, documents and statements.  These organisations are 

furthering the understanding of issues and challenges for Modern materials from an international 

perspective.  There are there key individuals who initiated Modern preservation research, 

including Susan Macdonald of the Getty Foundation, Sheridan Burke of ICOMOS ISC20C, and 

Wessel de Jonge of the DOCOMOMO teaching programme (for students attending each biennial 

conference workshop).  These prominent individuals and their respective organisations have 

made the greatest combined contribution to the research of Modern conservation issues, and 

their contribution is ongoing.  Each organisation regularly publishes journals and special reports 

dedicate to specific research topics, including conservation practice.  Conferences, meetings and 

workshops arranged by DOCOMOMO and the ICOMOS Scientific Committee for Twentieth 

Century Architectural Heritage (ISC20C), currently provide the guiding forums for the better 

understanding of conservation practice for Mid-century buildings.  

 

Susan Macdonald has been at the forefront of research into conservation measures for Modern 

heritage buildings, and her present role with the Getty Conservation Institute (CGI) includes the 

Conserving Modern Heritage Initiative, the first achievement of which included the publication of a 

bibliography in 2011, now in its second edition. 828  CGI is the world’s leading heritage research 

organisation, which has been at the forefront of preservation measures for Modern architecture. 

 

The Conserving Modern Architecture Initiative (CMAI) is a comprehensive, long-term, and 

international program of the GCI. The goal of the CMAI is to advance the practice of 

conserving twentieth-century heritage, with a focus on modern architecture, through 

research and investigation, the development of practical conservation solutions, and the 

creation and distribution of information through training programs and publications. The 

																																																													
828 Conserving Twentieth-Century Built Heritage: A Bibliography, ed. by Susan Macdonald and Gail Ostergren, 2nd ed. 
(Los Angeles: Getty Conservation Institute, 2013)  
http://hdl.handle.net/10020/gci_pubs/twentieth_century_built_heritage 
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CMAI works with international and local partners, including professional and 

organizational networks focused on modern architecture conservation, to expand the 

existing knowledge base.829 

 

This research is guided by conservation professionals who are driven philosophically, and 

informed by practical knowledge, rather than theoreticians in the formal academic sense.  Their 

research is framed by established values-based criteria for the preservation of Modern built 

heritage.  Other contributors to the wider debate around how Modern heritage should be 

maintained, repaired, and reused, includes architects whose own principles and experience over 

many years has informed and guided their practical work.  It has been suggested that the work of 

two prominent architects in particular, David Fixler based in the United States and John Allen 

based in England, represents a separate approach by which conservation is operationalised for 

Modern heritage.830   John Allen’s approach has been enshrined in his contribution to the 2006 

conference Mending Modernism, organised by the former English Heritage, and re-published in 

subsequent articles:  

 

Some will associate the concept of ‘mending’ with making do, a second-best approach: 

getting by, not really doing it properly.  But there may be another interpretation of 

‘mending’ – a positive one that is also contemporary, possibly even progressive.  The 

dictionary definition of ‘mending’ I was gratified to find, is ‘to repair, to improve, or to 

reform and make better’.  In fact, the three components within that definition correspond 

exactly with the three key themes which have run through virtually every project in which I 

have been involved over the last 20 years…repair, improve and reform:  

 

Repair:  seeking to reinstate or shore up the original fabric of something in such a way as 
to retrieve or prolong its authenticity.  

Improve:  enhancing the performance of something that has become deficient or 
unserviceable.  

Reform:  adapting or modifying something in order to make it more suitable for new 
requirements.831 

 

The issue of whether two, opposite streams of conservation consciousness exist in the field of 

Modern heritage preservation was discussed with Susan Macdonald, who is very familiar with the 

modus operandi of both Fixler and Allen, having experience in both countries in which they 

work.832  In her opinion there is no schism, there are those who apply values-based conservation 

principles and policies to individual cases, and those who consider what the individual case needs 

																																																													
829  http://www.getty.edu/conservation/our_projects/field_projects/cmai/cmai_overview.html 
830  This suggestion was made by Dr Cameron Logan during my oral examination on 3rd February 2020. 
831  John Allen, ‘Mending Modernism’, in Architecture Boston, Re-Imagining City Hall, Vol. 10, No. 5, (Boston: Architecture 
Boston, 2007), 44-46. 
832  Email	communication from Susan MacDonald to Phillip Hartley, 30th April 2020.	
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and direct their experience towards a solution.  Regarding John Allen’s approach, Macdonald was 

both insightful and complimentary:   

 

John Allen is a wonderful thinker and first and foremost an architect with no formal 

training.  He has taken conservation as an intellectual approach and is not a follower or 

espouser of the philosophy or methodology that we use but essentially gets to the same 

place and says the same things by drawing on his own deep thoughts and very good 

understanding of modern architecture.  My own theory is that really good architects get it 

inherently and just move through the process logically.  He is one of those.  I would argue 

that his approach is very consistent with the values based approach.833   

 

Key international individuals have been variously involved with ICOMOS and DOCOMOMO.  The 

ICOMOS International Scientific Committee for Twentieth-Century Heritage (ISC20C) has a 

world-wide structure based around forty-seven participating expert voting member countries, 

including New Zealand, for which I am the current elected representative.  A principal aim of the 

committee has been to identify the special conservation requirements for Modern built heritage, 

embodied in the publication of the Madrid Document in 2011.  Following feedback on the 

document, a second edition was published in 2014, and subsequently revised and re-published 

as the Madrid-New Dehli Document in 2017.  The current document includes specific 

commentary on conservation practice.  However, the approach of different countries to heritage 

conservation in practice is not prescribed, it is encouraged through guidelines, the response to 

which varies according to their individual cultural expectations and guidelines across a broad 

spectrum of social and politically oriented conditions.  The Madrid-New Dehli Document is the 

most comprehensive statement on the conservation of Modern architectural heritage, developed, 

revised and improved between 2011-17.  However, international best practice in conservation can 

appear a distant concept, and this places the ICOMOS NZ Charter at the centre of professional 

practice.  DOCOMOMO organise a workshop for students every two years, during the week prior 

to the international conference, and this educational tool is one of the most practical and 

engaging opportunities for future young professionals learning about the conservation and use of 

Modern heritage buildings.  Two other organisations regularly feature projects involving the 

conservation of Modern heritage, including the Association of Preservation Technology in 

America, and the publishers of the Journal of Architectural Conservation.  These journals focus 

upon the understanding of material conservation, including the new and the novel, which provide 

the most significant technical challenges of all.  

 

The acceptance of Modern New Zealand architecture as heritage by the professional community 

who were part of ICOMOS NZ during the 1990s is evident in the first heritage assessments, 

conservation plans, heritage listings and scheduling, as discussed in the previous chapters.   Ian 

Bowman was member of ICOMOS International before becoming a founding member of ICOMOS 

																																																													
833  Email	communication from Susan MacDonald to Phillip Hartley, 30th April 2020.	
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NZ, and he undertook the first thematic study of Modern Movement architecture in 2002, based 

on a selection of twenty exemplars within Lower Hutt City, where the planned expansion after 

WWII included new civic and commercial buildings, and housing suburbs. 834  

 

8.2.2 CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION   
 

Whilst Modern practice should be guided by established conservation principles, this needs 

adapting to recognise particular emphases and differences in approach compared with traditional 

practice, including: (i) preserving and/or recovering the form of Modern buildings through 

replication rather than conservation; (ii) copying unique mid-century materials; and, (iii) recreating 

non-standard, new and experimental building techniques.  All conservation practice requires 

sufficient time to undertake work to recognisably acceptable standards, using appropriately skilled 

tradespeople, supported by adequate funding.  Although the country has a short but valuable 

history, the dynamic and changeable twentieth century is the dominant representation of New 

Zealand’s built cultural heritage.  Modern conservation practice in New Zealand faces significant 

barriers due to a widespread perception of mid-century buildings not having heritage values, and 

the consequential vulnerability of replacement when run down rather than being maintained, 

repaired and re-used.  This is one of the reasons why demolition by neglect is a common 

occurrence, exacerbated by high land values and low asset values.  A mind-set of replacement 

perpetuates a preference for the new over the old and the not-so-old.  This situation is 

compounded by the limited sources of third-party funding for conservation projects, and the 

preservation of heritage buildings is largely dependent upon the investment of individual owners.  

A broad variety of mid-century buildings should be recognised for their heritage values, continued 

use and purposeful re-use, wherever practicable and not necessarily just a few exemplars.  This 

recognition needs to be supported by a willingness and ability to maintain, repair, and adapt 

Modern buildings for the future, which requires skills, time and funding.   

 

Works beyond maintenance and repair involve a more significant scope of intervention depending 

upon the exact purpose.  Restoration is used interchangeably with renovation and refurbishment 

in the building industry to identify changes and improvements, but it is a descriptor that is loaded 

with negative connotations from the historical perspective.  Historic restoration is synonymous 

with alterations to buildings and monuments to recover original form, or the notion of originality in 

the mind of the restorer.  The removal of original building fabric to satisfy an ideology of historical 

correctness remains the antithesis of conservation-based preservation.  However, the spectre of 

twenty-first century restoration loomed over the early debates around approaches to the 

preservation of Modern heritage, particularly where it involved replacement of original elements 

and materials to preserve form, rather than the overriding primacy of repair.  Additionally, from the 

Modern perspective, there is a place in conservation practice for the reversal of demonstrably 

inappropriate or damaging past changes, as with earlier heritage, but such changes require 

																																																													
834  Ian Bowman, 1950s Buildings (Wellington: Hutt City Council, 2002) 
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thorough assessment and justification.  The purpose of works of care and improvement is to not 

only preserve the building fabric, but also the intended use of the building. 

 

Many heritage buildings are subject to renovation and refurbishment in order to sustain their 

economic use, and accordingly they are particularly vulnerable to the loss of their original 

interiors.  For domestic buildings, the small size of service rooms, including kitchens and 

bathrooms, are at risk of alteration to enlarge them by removing internal partitions or screens to 

create the space for new fittings to meet the current expectations of twenty-first century living.  

Mid-century houses tend to have small service rooms that are particularly vulnerable to the 

pressure for enlargement, and as a consequence altered interiors lose their relationship to the 

original design of plan, use and circulation.  Public buildings are subject to commercial pressures 

for more efficient work place environments, which often results in the alteration of interiors beyond 

recognition.  Mid-century houses are currently popular within New Zealand, and whilst owners are 

willing to invest in their homes, they also demand changes to suit their way of living. 

 

Restoration, in terms of architectural heritage, is a term with historical connotations.  From the 

English perspective of the history of heritage conservation, a movement arose in opposition to the 

restoration of heritage buildings, particularly mediaeval churches during the nineteenth century.  

Conservationists and restorers were on opposite sides of an academic debate on how heritage 

buildings should be preserved.  The restorer’s remit saw the removal of non-original elements of 

buildings for the purpose of returning them to their true design intent – if we are to use the same 

word for the Modern as for older heritage.  But restorers also went further, and re-designed the 

design intent, with the intention of making the building, or elements of the building more 

historically correct from their own perspective.  As a consequence of the long-standing use and 

connotation of restoration, it is not used in conjunction with the overall preservation of buildings, 

from a typically British perspective, whereas in other countries is has a more casual association 

with repair and improvement.  For the English use of the word, Restoration (intentionally 

capitalised), remains strongly associated with making architecture historically correct through 

inappropriate changes to original and subsequent building fabric, that does not accord with good 

conservation practice, rather, they are the complete opposite.  Consequently, it diverges from the 

refurbishment through the basis of putting back a building to a plan, form and materiality that was 

the original design intent.  This putting back can be in part or involve the whole building.  The 

basis upon which a restoration exercise or campaign is mounted should involve research and 

understanding of the building in principal, in order to determine the original design intent.  Where 

Modern restoration can diverge from conservation is usually the taking away of changes over the 

life of the building in order to return it to the original, but changes have recognisable heritage 

values, depending upon how and when they were made.  
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The ICOMOS NZ Charter’s definition of restoration bears no resemblance to nineteenth century 

Restoration, and fits within the overall conservation umbrella provided by the charter:    

 

Restoration:  The process of restoration typically involves reassembly and 

reinstatement, and may involve the removal of accretions that detract from the cultural 

heritage value of a place. Restoration is based on respect for existing fabric, and on the 

identification and analysis of all available evidence, so that the cultural heritage value of a 

place is recovered or revealed. Restoration should be carried out only if the cultural 

heritage value of the place is recovered or revealed by the process.  Restoration does not 

involve conjecture.835 

 

Therefore, there is a careful balancing act to be struck between what is lost in a restoration 

campaign and what the intended gain is identified to be.   

 

8.3 PRESERVING MODERN BUILDINGS   
 

8.3.1 NEW ZEALAND BUILDING (CONSERVATION) PRACTICE  
 

The preservation of Modern heritage requires good building practice, guided by professional 

practice, with each dependent upon the other. Traditional buildings constructed of timber, stone, 

brick, concrete and glass are familiar to contractors who regularly undertake repairs and 

alterations, whereas some mid-century materials, including stainless steel, aluminium, glass 

products, seals, and plastics are not as well understood.  High quality materials, including copper 

and lead that have been used for building the traditional and the Modern, suffer from a severe 

skills shortage in New Zealand.  Good building practice does not represent the norm, it has to be 

sourced, and this is a requirement to maintain the simplicities and complexities of Modern 

heritage.  

 

New Zealand building practice during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has traditionally 

been based around the general carpentry trade, which has encompassed the use of multiple 

materials not just timber.  The government Department of Education published Carpentry in New 

Zealand from 1958 onwards, in the form of a technical manual that encompassed multiple trades, 

containing sufficient information to build a timber framed house on a new section.  This 

publication was based on long-established domestic building practice.  Concrete for foundations 

and landscaping, sheet steel and tile for roof coverings, timber weatherboarding and brick for wall 

cladding, single glazing, internal plumbing, hardware and decorative finishes were covered in 

addition to the dominant timber wall, roof and floor framing, windows and doors, skirting boards, 

																																																													
835  ICOMOS NZ Charter, (2010)	
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architraves, and internal linings.836  Building practice in New Zealand was traditionally general, 

rather than specialist. 

 

Current building practice tends towards standard repair solutions using readily available products 

that are universally suitable to the immediate but temporary remediation of common building 

defects, without an understanding of the extent or complexity of the failure that has occurred.  

This approach is typified by the widespread use two common products: (i) paint-on fibreglass 

reinforced liquid membranes typically used for patching of many types of materials as a quick-fix; 

and, (ii) the use of Radiata Pine treated with preservative for the replacement timber elements, 

regardless of original characteristics, purpose, or appearance.  This is a common default position 

for contractors to replace unusual materials with something more familiar, which is quicker and 

more convenient than sourcing bespoke replacements.  All heritage buildings are at greater risk 

of such temporary work, which does not provide appropriate long-term solutions.  It is not 

acceptable that the responsibility for diagnosing problems and designing remedial solutions be 

imposed upon tradespeople, without professional guidance, however, the majority of maintenance 

and repair is undertaken in this way.  There is a consequential risk of eroding heritage values 

through ill-informed interventions, and mid-century heritage buildings are particularly susceptible 

to these circumstances for two main reasons: (i) they are not perceived to be heritage, and so 

they are more vulnerable to standard repair solutions than historic heritage; and, (ii) the 

uncertainties in working with unfamiliar construction and materials is more likely to result in 

misunderstandings. Many Modern materials are particularly vulnerable to insensitive repair given 

their unique characteristics when first introduced during the mid-twentieth century.  This situation 

is exacerbated by a near-complete absence of specialist heritage contracting firms, with projects 

reliant upon a small number of skilled individuals with recognisable experience in conservation.   

 

An over-dependency upon a few specialist contractors to carry out works is unsustainable if the 

scope of conservation practice is to be broadened and improved so that a greater number of 

buildings can be properly maintained and repaired.837  Established New Zealand trade skills are 

essential for work on mid-century buildings, including roofing, carpentry, joinery, glazing, 

brickwork and blockwork, and painting, provided they are directed towards the work required 

through the specification of appropriate materials and workmanship.  Two aspects present current 

difficulties in today’s building industry:  (i) The loss of widespread experience in the use of higher 

value buildings materials that have been replaced by cheaper ones, including cast iron, copper, 

lead and mastic asphalt, which has resulted in the near complete loss of the skill to use them; 

and, (ii) Modern products used for a relatively limited time, compared with traditional materials, 

including plastics, ceramics, are more problematic in the hands of general building practitioners.  

However, there are few specialist contractors capable of working with some of these unique 

materials, and their repair relies on the co-operation between a competent professional to specify 

the work, and a competent practitioner to undertake the work.  Whilst there are a small number of 
																																																													
836  Carpentry in New Zealand (Wellington: R.E. Owen, Government Printer, 1958) 
837  Tendering generally requires a minimum of four contractors. 
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individual craftsmen capable of high quality work on heritage buildings, New Zealand has just one 

dedicated conservation contractor, Limeworks (established in 2016), who are capable of 

undertaking multi-disciplinary heritage trade projects.  The role of the conservation professional in 

guiding work to Modern heritage buildings is therefore important, and most are adept at working 

on heritage buildings of all different periods, including Modern heritage, because of their 

commitment to best practice.  Conservation practice in New Zealand is mostly concentrated within 

the four main cities of Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin, with a limited number 

located within regional centres such as Nelson, Queenstown, Tauranga, and Hamilton.  Similar to 

conservation professionals, there are no established training opportunities in practical 

conservation skills for conservation contractors, and New Zealand is heavily reliant upon émigré 

crafts-people with specialist experience in the repair of heritage fabric.  

 

The translation of principles and standards to conservation in practice requires the preparation of 

comprehensive specifications of work.  Regardless of the skill of the contractor, the explanations 

of conservation work have to be communicated in detail, and the specification of work sets out the 

standards for materials to be used, the workmanship of trades required, and the schedules of 

maintenance, repair or adaptation. This document provides contractors with the clear 

understanding of what is required of their involvement, including the need for specialist 

subcontractors and materials, and allows them to cost the work required.  Whilst the specification 

of work is an essential document for all conservation practice, they are not necessarily produced 

to acceptable levels of detail, or at all in some cases.  Unfortunately, it is common practice in New 

Zealand to identify building work through the use of drawings, published industry-standard 

materials clauses, and an outline scope of the work, without further guidance or quantification.  

The New Zealand contracting industry, within which conservation work for heritage buildings 

subsists, has a significant reliance upon standard documents based on the use of general 

products.  Contractors pricing building work are expected to determine their own quantities from 

the drawings, and produce their own assessment of quantities for pricing.  For best conservation 

practice, this approach is not sufficiently detailed, primarily because conservation is necessarily 

more descriptive than drawn, and the professional quantification of work is fundamental in 

practice.   

 

8.3.2 EMPHASIS ON MAINTENANCE AND REPAIR 
 

New Zealand has an independent spirit of progress that looks forward and celebrates the new 

over the old.  Consequently, ambivalent attitudes towards maintenance and repair have to be 

challenged by well-considered argument, justification, and the means of achieving outcomes that 

can meet expectations.  These attitudes become more difficult when confronted with the case for 

need to maintain and repair mid-century buildings as a contribution towards their overall care and 

continued use.  These buildings are often viewed as a commodity, and largely judged on their 

economic worth by those responsible for ownership or management, whereby condition is not a 
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priority and maintenance neglected.  This predicament is typified by the disposal of two 1940s 

multi-occupancy blocks of flats by Housing New Zealand, and one 1950’s block that has been 

demolished, during the period of this thesis.838  

 

The need for the repair of mid-century buildings now exceeding fifty years of life necessitates 

ongoing research into the special nature of mid-century materials and elements of construction, 

some of which pose challenges to traditional conservation practice.  There are many buildings 

that require significant repair for the first time since they were completed, especially those 

constructed of durable materials, including concrete, steel, copper, aluminium and glass.  There 

are a number of multi-storey concrete structures, steel and aluminium framed glass curtain-walled 

buildings that exceed the fifty-year minimum lifespan required by the New Zealand Building Code.  

Some of these buildings have been subjected to condition assessments, to investigate 

weathertightness performance and seismic resilience in particular, and have been declared 

inadequate in comparison to current standards, and beyond economic repair despite their overall 

durability and general fitness for purpose.  New methods of repair and alternative approaches to 

upgrading performance standards to meet the pressure of current expectations and statutory 

regulations are essential areas of research.  New Zealand is reliant upon international 

organisations for up to date information because it has no capability of undertaking independent 

research. 

 

MAINTAINING MODERN HERITAGE 
 

Maintenance is fundamental to good conservation practice.  The punctuality of planned 

maintenance work helps prolong the life of Modern buildings, without which materials deteriorate 

exponentially.  The consequence of not initiating maintenance on a regular basis and extended 

periods of neglect results in the need for more significant intervention than would otherwise have 

been necessary, with the potential for greater loss of original building fabric.  Planned 

maintenance incorporates sufficient preparatory time to identify and understand problems, source 

compatible materials, and engage the appropriate trade skills, rather than a reactive approach 

without proper preparation.  Timely intervention protects the integrity of heritage building fabric on 

a little-and-often basis, however, even regular maintenance cannot stave off the eventual 

consequences of age, wear and tear, breakdown, and deterioration, that will necessitate work of a 

more significant nature than the light hand of cleaning, painting, patching, easing and adjusting. 

Maintenance programmes are planned in advance, and based around repetitive regimes for 

cleaning, to keep surfaces free of contamination and physical blockage, and the upkeep of 

protective paint finishes and coatings.  Without regular attention, building elements (eg. roofs, and 

																																																													
838  These buildings include the Symonds Street Flats sold to the University of Auckland, re-used for student 
accommodation, the Gordon Wilson Flats sold to Victoria University Wellington who are intent on demolishing the building 
rather than re-use it, and the Upper Greys Avenue Flats, which Housing New Zealand demolished in the latter part of 
2019. 
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walls), and components (eg. windows and doors) are at risk of failure and the consequential 

damage to surrounding materials.  

 

The design of Modern buildings sought to meet functional requirements as a primary aim, an 

approach supported by the selection of specific materials that were deemed fit for purpose.  

Materials were also chosen for their decorative counterpoint, which embodied patterned and 

textured surfaces, contrasting colours, and profiles in relief.  Through this approach, decoration 

was not additive it was incorporated within the primary fabric of the building.  However, the impact 

of time and environmental conditions conspire to diminish the vibrancy of original materials, and 

surfaces that were selected to be smooth, textured, coloured, patterned, coated or raw, with the 

anticipation of being free of discolouration, staining, or contamination, are subject over time to 

deterioration and disfigurement resulting in a negative impact on the original design intent.  

Materials used for mid-century buildings range from high quality metals and timber (eg. stainless 

steel, copper, aluminium and hardwood) to composite products that were new (eg. perspex, 

neoprene, rubberoids, and asbestos cement), and are not generally available to owners or 

organisations at short notice for use in reactive maintenance.  Without well-planned and 

resourced maintenance, Modern buildings can be subject of ad-hoc methods using readily 

available materials, rather than bespoke solutions that recognise the specific maintenance 

requirements.  Keeping Modern buildings in a good state of repair, in order to perpetuate their 

clean surfaces and sharp lines, requires regular cleaning to remove harmful and deleterious 

deposits on surfaces, in particular salt spray, which can instigate corrosion in metals and damage 

paints and coatings.  Three of New Zealand’s four main cities are within a coastal environment, 

subject to salt laden moist air, with substantial numbers of buildings that are particularly 

vulnerable to these conditions.839   

 

Key building forms of the Modern Movement, in particular flat roofs, uncluttered wall surfaces, and 

large amounts of glazing, were adopted for New Zealand’s mid-century buildings.  Whilst the flat 

roof was commonly used for commercial and industrial buildings, it was not the universal form of 

New Zealand house design, for which the shallow pitched roof prevailed.  The regularity of 

maintenance regimes for flat roof construction is more critical than for pitched roofs because of 

the tendency to enclose them behind parapet walls.  The emphasis on cleaning of flat roof 

surfaces to prevent contamination of weathertight surfaces and the clearing of blockages to 

internal gutters and sump outlets is more demanding than periodic clearing of eaves gutters, 

because of the entrapment of water that can build up in the event of blockage, whereas eaves 

gutters can overflow clear of the building face.  Roofs suffer from out-of-sight out-of-mind 

attitudes, and the resulting neglect has direct consequences on the condition of buildings and 

their long-term survival.  Modern wall surfaces are easier to maintain than elaborate elevations 

with projecting ornamentation, including cornices, string courses, window and door hoods, were 

																																																													
839  The four coastal cities are Auckland and Wellington in the North Island, and Christchurch and Dunedin in the South 
Island.	
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all designed to shed rainwater and protect elements beneath.  These ornamental drip zones are 

the first to become damp and stained, or contaminated with organic growth.  For the clean lines of 

Modernist buildings, the most vulnerable aspect of designs are flush wall tops which are 

vulnerable to dampness and staining.   

 

Building maintenance in New Zealand is not a priority for many owners and custodians, and the 

consequence significant repair intervention during boom and bust cycles can lead to the loss of 

heritage values, or worse still, disfigurement or total loss.  

 

REPAIRING MODERN HERITAGE 
 

Works of repair tend to be more invasive than the gentle hand of day-to-day maintenance, 

because they involve the replacement of original materials to varying degrees. Repairs 

necessitate a greater level of preparation, understanding and scoping than the repetitive 

maintenance work, and access to replacement materials and skilled labour is an important 

consideration for those managing such work.  The consequences of deterioration due to 

weathering and other physical and visual changes in materials and elements due to 

environmental conditions were not usually key to original design intent, and research into 

appropriate conservation measures is essential to preserve form and materials over the long 

term.  Research is necessary to educate and inform, and minimise the inappropriate practice of 

maintenance and repair using stock materials and standard repair solutions regardless of the 

special characteristics of mid-century materials and elements of construction.  Poorly-informed 

interventions can result in disfigurement and damage that compounds the effects of the original 

defects or problems rather than remediating them.  

 

One of the main characteristics exhibited by Modernist buildings that differ from historic buildings 

is the use of repetitive elements such as glazing and cladding panels externally, acoustic wall 

linings and ceiling tiles internally, and they were often manufactured specifically for their purpose.  

These may not be available, and the challenge for repairs is the matching of characteristics.  If 

these are substituted with alternative materials that are inappropriate, it will detract from the 

original design intent and current aesthetic value.  Change can be as subtle as a slightly different 

tone of glass to a completely different kind form of roof required for a different type of covering. 

The need for additional skills becomes necessary when the work is beyond maintenance.  

Repairs increase the level of intervention, requiring capable tradesmen, although not necessarily 

specialists.  The organisation of repairs requires more detailed assessment and documentation to 

guide the process, and this is normally achieved through the use of written specifications.  The 

purpose of clear documentation is to provide guidance to a contractor, and a means by which a 

scope of work can be priced, either on a negotiated basis with one, or tendering by multiple 

contractors, to identify the most economical price for the work.  



PRESERVING THE MODERN 3: NEW ZEALAND IN PRACTICE 
	

240 

The AMP Tower discussed previously was constructed of 

high quality materials and has been well maintained by its 

owners.  However, a small number of original double-

glazed units suffered deterioration due to moisture 

penetration through the air-tight seal between the inner 

and outer panes.  The failed units were replaced with a 

single sheet of toughened safety glass of the same green 

tone, rather than double-glazed units, as a conscious 

decision of the owner.  It was considered that double-

glazing was not necessary for the repair methodology 

because the interior of the building had to be cooled more 

than heated because of the heat generated by computer 

equipment (Fig. 107).  This represents a pragmatic 

solution, rather than a like-for-like approach guided by 

principles of heritage conservation.  The installation of the single panes required the removal of 

internal aluminium trim and its replacement with new aluminium sections of a different profile due 

to the narrower thickness of glass.  The work was a subtle alteration that was barely perceptible 

when completed.  

 

By way of comparison, work undertaken to the University 

of Auckland’s Maclaurin Chapel in 2011, strictly observed 

the principle of like-for-like repair.  The building was 

constructed in 1965 with an aluminium foil cladding that 

appears to be unique in New Zealand.   The foil covered 

the external portion of each laminated timber window 

mullion to the two principal elevations of the building.  

Unfortunately, the aluminium surfaces had been painted 

white sometime after completion, which fundamentally 

changed the external appearance, principally due to the 

loss of reflected light internally (Fig. 108).  In addition to 

the visual change, the aluminium was wrinkled, partially 

detached in many locations, and perforated in small 

patches.  This project sourced new aluminium foil for the 

repair, thus preserving the form of the covering, although 

not the original material.840   

 

																																																													
840  The remedial repair project was designed and managed by Salmond Reed Architects, on behalf of the University of 
Auckland.  I was responsible for the project, both for the preparation of the specification of repair, and the site monitoring. 

 
Fig. 107:  AMP Building, Auckland - 
replacement of glazing.  Image by author 
(2011).   
 

 
Fig. 108:  Maclaurin Chapel, Auckland - white 
painted finish over original aluminium covering 
to mullions.  Image by author (2010).   
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This approach to replicating the unique cladding, 

compared with the alternative option of using a proprietary 

aluminium faced composite panel and the complete loss of 

form and materiality, posed many hurdles that had to be 

overcome.  There were difficulties in finding replacement 

foil from a non-building industry source, uncertainties 

about the type of adhesive to use between the thin veneer 

of aluminium and timber substrate, and the practical and 

logistical problems encountered in using such a thin 

material without damage.841  This project recovered the 

form of the chapel windows as originally completed, 

although since completion the new foil has been subject to 

some loss of adhesion and consequential wrinkling of its 

surface (Fig. 109). 

  

For the repair of the aggregate faced concrete panels 

used in the construction of Tibor Donner’s Ellen Melville 

Pioneer Women’s Hall (d.1958-60, b.1961-62), in 

Auckland, heritage architect Antony Matthews of Matthews 

& Matthews, pieced in localised patches of the 

deteriorated panel surfaces with a stone aggregate that 

was a close match to the original colour, size, and profile, 

in locations that are discernible to the professional eye, but 

a layperson would not be aware (Fig. 110).842  The repair 

methodology is perfectly in-tune with the principle of like-

for-like repair to match the original appearance, and 

respect for the original form and materiality.  This was 

made achievable because of the use of similar natural 

materials used in the aggregate coating to the concrete 

panels. The wider difficulties for conserving Modern 

buildings concern new types of composite materials and 

products that do not have the same characteristics as 

traditional ones.  

 

Materials selection is paramount to successful repairs, and the complexity of traditional materials 

that were used in new ways, and new less-familiar products, poses challenges in selecting 

compatible alternatives whose characteristics and functional performance is similar.   Some 

Modern materials are banned from use due to know health risks, such as those containing 

																																																													
841  A tempered aluminium foil was obtained from an Auckland catering company for the project.  
842  For further information see:  Antony Matthews, ‘Ellen Melville Pioneer Women’s Hall’, in Long Live the Modern: New 
Zealand’s New Architecture 1904-1984, ed. by Gatley, p. 117.	

 

Fig. 109:   Maclaurin Chapel, Auckland - 
replacement foil.  Image by author (2012).   

 
 

 
Fig. 110:  Ellen Melville Pioneer Women’s Hall, 
Auckland - prior to repair (2011), and after 
repair (2012).  Images by author. 
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asbestos.  Other materials are considered a nuisance because they give off fumes or vapours, 

such as roofing asphalt and solvent based paints.  These require careful management during use 

if there are no viable alternatives.  Whilst repairs and maintenance can be carried out under the 

Building Act in New Zealand, exempt from regulatory permissions, good building (conservation) 

practice necessitates careful consideration and preparation by professionals.   

 

8.3.3 MANAGING CHANGE  
 

UTILITY AND OBSOLESCENCE 
 

The original use of a Modern building is the preferred use, and for as long as practicable.  The 

original use represents original design intent, and heritage values are captured in use as well as 

in form and materiality.  However, the use of a Modern building may cease and as a consequence 

either be abandoned or be subject to a new use.  Neglect as well as obsolescence can have a 

part to play in the demise of original use, which adds to the economic burden of rejuvenating the 

use or making a change to a different use. 

 

One of the fundamentally important aspects of conservation in its broadest sense is the continued 

use of a building, ensuring heating and ventilation, awareness of defects and action to correct 

them before more significant damage develops.  The utility of a building helps secure its ongoing 

use through being functional and fit for the intended purpose, or similarly for the use that it 

currently exists.  There are many of reasons why a Modern building might become obsolescent 

from the point of view of the owner, whatever the building type, and these reasons range from the 

complex to the more straightforward.  These include the following: 

 

§ Dilapidation beyond economic repair 

§ Business failure  

§ Changes in industry requirements 

§ Inadequate functionality (eg. size, space, etc.) 

§ Inadequate seismic performance 

§ Poor thermal and weathertightness performance  

 

Utility sustains a continued fitness for purpose.  However, certain building types are more 

susceptible to these changes, in particular shops and offices, where functional performance is 

particularly demanding, and the occurrence of obsolescence and change of use is higher than for 

public, ecclesiastical and domestic buildings.  More intensive use of Modern buildings often 

initiates proposals for change, including re-ordering within the existing envelope and expansion 

beyond it, and the partial replacement or enlargement in order to accommodate the required 

change of use.  
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Domestic buildings are susceptible to change, in particular expanded and improved kitchens and 

bathrooms, and modernisation of arrangement and décor.  Vernon Browns’ Seacliffe Road is an 

example of a largely in-tact house that had been tenanted for many years, and subject to 

statutory protection through the North Shore Council schedule of heritage items.  The house was 

given resource consent for repair and internal alterations, but whilst the external form remains the 

same, the original materials have been replaced, and internally the alterations have been 

significant.  The house was considered unfit for purpose by the owners, but the location and 

seaward view were the more important criteria.  The outcome was a new house within a largely 

replaced enclosure of a recognisable form.  The extent of replacement of original materials was 

significant, and included all external joinery, wall cladding and roof coverings, and the whole of 

the interior.  Only the chimney and glass entrance screen and doors survive in their original form.  

The heritage protection did not prevent it from such an extensive scope of work.  

 

New Zealand has been impacted by seismic events that have damaged and destroyed heritage 

buildings.  The most recent earthquakes since 2010 affecting the middle and upper South Island, 

and the lower North Island, have resulted in many heritage buildings being declared as 

earthquake prone.  Changes in legislation have focused on historic heritage, in particular 

unreinforced masonry buildings, one of the most vulnerable types of construction.  However, 

Modern buildings are captured by the same regulations, and any earthquake prone element or 

component will come under scrutiny when works of maintenance and repair are undertaken.  The 

Otago Dental School is currently being extended and the original building refurbished, but the 

original 1950s steel framed curtain wall does not meet codes of compliance for seismic 

resistance, and for this reason, amongst others including poor thermal efficiency, it is being 

replaced with an aluminium copy that comprises a highly complex earthquake resistant framing 

profile. 

 

RE-USE AND ADAPTIVE RE-USE 
 

The subject matter of recent DOCOMOMO biennial conferences has concentrated on issues of 

change for Modern buildings.  These include the Thirteenth International Conference held in 

Seoul 2014 – ‘Metamorphosis and Change’, the Fourteenth International Conference held in 

Lisbon 2016 – Adaptive Reuse: The Modern Movement Towards the Future’, and a similar topic 

was selected for the Fifteenth International Conference held in Ljubljana 2018 – ‘Metamorphosis:  

The Continuity of Change’.  The conferences that I attended in Seoul and Lisbon, included 

participation in a student workshop, held during the days preceding the formal lectures.  Both 

workshops comprised multiple groups, who were tasked with the analysis of, and proposals for 

large Modern building complexes, one in use and one redundant, which had to be presented 

during a final seminar involving all groups. 
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The student workshop attended in Seoul focused on a very large site in the central city, a 

significant complex of 1960s commercial and residential blocks where their future is being 

reviewed by the city authority.843  The purpose of the workshop was to examine the current use 

and propose improvements or changes that recognised the relationship to the wider city 

commerce and housing.  The group’s research found that the commercial outlets provided a 

network of support to businesses within the wider city area and as such provide an important 

network and function. For the Lisbon workshop, groups examined a redundant bakery that once 

provided fresh food for the army of 200,000 personnel, which, over past years had reduced to 

around 40,000, until its recent closure.844  All buildings were unused, and most had their original 

machinery.  The in-tact establishment represents a valued historical site in an important location.  

The proposed options considered a wide range of alternative uses, including workspaces for 

artists, mixed commercial enterprises, flexible spaces for temporary occupation, and visitor centre 

to promote the locality, but uses have to benefit communities, where housing, work places, and 

social benefits are considered the more valuable.  

 

Re-use and adaption for new use, requires investment, and there needs to be a balance between 

the desirable and the practical, in terms of the kind of schemes that will secure the financial 

support to initiate a scheme of re-use and longer term investment.  New Zealand faces the same 

issues of Modern buildings being abandoned as other countries, and there are pressures of land 

values that threaten their future, and uneconomic regions where the reverse poses an equal 

threat.  Adaptive re-use is a process that should follow exhaust attempts to retain the original 

intended use, before considering alternatives.  However, the validity of adaptive re-use of mid-

century built heritage is increasingly being recognised as a way of countering the ongoing 

demolition of abandoned buildings and structures.  Modern buildings that were originally fit for 

purpose and designed according to need are, in some respects, more adaptable to change than 

the stylistically constrained buildings of the nineteenth and early twentieth century.  The benefit of 

framed structures, lightweight claddings, and open planned space is the flexibility of alternative 

use, provided the interventions are designed on the basis of understanding rather than not.  

 

8.4 CHAPTER CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter reviewed two early heritage projects that show how extensive restorations involving 

the removal and alteration of original fabric, and archaeologically-driven rebuilding to recover 

original forms, was an accepted approach until the late-twentieth century.  It has argued that a 

singular conservation generation has been responsible for the establishment of a professional 

community of built heritage specialist educated by scholarly overseas study and training, or self-

taught practice over many years.  Without documented records of their contributions, this chapter 

																																																													
843  The findings of the group within the workshop were presented to the start of the conference as a video report, filmed 
by One O One Architects who hosted the student team with who I was a member.   
844  The findings of the group within the workshop were presented to the start of the conference as a powerpoint report, 
which focused on different options for re-use of the building complex.	
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has derived through conversations with key individuals, how the community came together during 

the late 1980s, and who are now supporting the next generation of heritage professionals.  This 

new generation have opportunities for study within New Zealand, although some still pursue their 

education overseas, in the footsteps of their mentors.  Relationships with overseas organisations 

and individuals are maintained to support our international connectivity.   

 

This chapter has considered the role of international research and guidance to situate the 

approach by New Zealand towards best conservation practice, both for historic and Modern 

heritage.  It finds that New Zealand is in a good place, being well-grounded in established values-

based application of policies and practice for conservation.  Conservation principles that look 

back to anti-restoration polemics, and the legacy of founding and current charters that guide 

decision-making, are operationalised for built heritage New Zealand by a professional discipline 

that stands up to international scrutiny.  The country’s approach to maintenance and repair of 

ordinary, everyday Modern, and the preservation of its iconic exemplars, is in relatively safe and 

professional hands.  

 

This chapter shows that the practice of maintenance and repair are fundamental to the sustained 

preservation of Modern heritage buildings, especially where day-to-day defects have a significant 

impact on their appearance.  Without the regular upkeep of building fabric supported by planned 

programmes of cyclical maintenance, ad-hoc repairs in response to the discovery of problems are 

detrimental to the longevity of heritage materials.  It explains how unplanned intervention to 

remedy issues as they arise, leaves insufficient time to adequately diagnose problems and source 

appropriate materials, and to engage the necessary trade skills.  Unfortunately, this chapter has 

found a widespread ambivalence towards the maintenance of heritage buildings in New Zealand, 

an attitude that fails to recognise the importance of systematic care at its most fundamental level.  

As a consequence, many heritage buildings experience long intervals between repair 

programmes, resulting in escalated levels of work, whereas planned preventative maintenance is 

one of the most appropriate activities towards the preservation of original fabric.  Modern 

buildings are particularly prone to inadequate maintenance because of their relatively young age, 

and inappropriate types of intervention, especially where new and unfamiliar materials have been 

used in the original construction, typified by the use of standard repair solutions using off-the-shelf 

products deployed without due regard for special characteristics and requirements.   

 
This chapter shows that New Zealand is heavily reliant upon resident craftspeople from overseas, 

with the experience and capability for the repair of durable traditional materials, including stone, 

brick, metals, and native hardwoods, who are supplemented by local carpenters who can work 

with a general range of materials.  Many of craftspeople operate individually or trade as specialist 

sub-contractors for larger main contractors, moving between heritage projects on a quasi-itinerant 

basis.  Most are located within the main centres of the North and South Islands and their 

surrounding catchment, with smaller numbers in the provinces where, ironically, many heritage 
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buildings with the greatest need are located.  Modern buildings constructed with different types of 

durable materials, including concrete, glass, copper, stainless steel, and aluminium, similarly 

require skilled operatives for their maintenance and repair, although working knowledge is limited 

for some of these.  For buildings that incorporated new products or experimental materials in their 

design that have not been durable, the unfamiliar characteristics present unique challenges for 

their care, and the repair of the novel and the radically different requires bespoke remedial 

solutions supported by good building practice.  There is an acknowledged skills shortage in New 

Zealand, and inadequate traditional construction industry training opportunities, the results of 

which impact upon all heritage buildings.   
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CHAPTER NINE 
 

THESIS CONCLUSIONS 
 

This thesis has explored the theory and practice of built heritage conservation for Modernist 

buildings in New Zealand.  In order to answer the principal research question – how does the 

expression of Modernist architecture in the materiality, form and planning of New Zealand’s mid-

twentieth-century buildings engage with established conservation philosophy and practice for its 

preservation as cultural heritage? – this thesis has examined two sub-themes: (i) the engagement 

with the physical expression of Modernist architecture from the perspective of heritage 

professionals and practitioners, as a means of understanding and informing the approach to its 

preservation; and, (ii) the recognition, protection and conservation of Modernist architectural 

heritage in New Zealand.  To draw together the thesis conclusions, this chapter will: (i) reflect on 

the findings of the individual chapters; (ii) consider the outcome of assessing the chapter findings 

collectively; and, (iii) speculate on where further research could be undertaken to advance this 

topic in the future. 

 

9.1 CHAPTER FINDINGS  
 

Chapter 1 undertook a review of literature for the historiography of Modern architecture and built 

heritage conservation and, both internationally and within New Zealand.  It considered the 

principal texts and subsidiary publications that have provided a significant corpus of writing for 

each of the principal topics, except for conservation in New Zealand, which is light for historic 

heritage, and absent for Modern heritage.  Period publications that disseminated the idealistic 

aims, current practice and completed exemplars expressed the polemics of the Modern 

Movement, have these have been described by some authors as a singular ‘Grand Narrative’ of 

Modernism.  The chapter found that the origins have been repeatedly revisited, and the 

proclamation about a new architecture originating from the early twentieth century, continue to be 

challenged, in order to break down Modern themes and argue for connections with past themes, 

to illustrate how these could have been adapted, rather than newly invented.  It argued that 

despite the revisionist dismantling of the Modern Movement principles and practice, significant 

changes in the planning, form and materiality of early twentieth-century buildings did represent a 

departure from past style-driven design, towards a functional resolution in architectural planning, 

form, and use of materials from the 1920s onwards.  Rather than a single narrative, this chapter 

supports the argument that the founding Euro-centric Modern Movement principles were 

developed differently within countries, at a national and regional level, during subsequent 

decades, but were identifiably new in approach.  Publications have charted these changes, 

scrutinised key buildings and their architects, and sought to identify codes of Modernism, in order 

to rationalise its development up to the post-Modern era.  Writing on the history of Modern 
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architecture continues to be assessed from different perspectives, from the chronological to the 

thematic, and debated philosophically, which provides a rich body of reference work.   

 

Research and publication on New Zealand’s architectural history has been well-served, including 

mid-century architecture, which has been the primary focus of academics over the last ten years, 

with an increasing number of monographs on architectural practices and building types.  This 

chapter revealed that an excellent platform for further research would be the less well-known 

architects and designers, and buildings that deserve to be studied.  This thesis used the landmark 

publication, Long Live the Modern, to select from the most representative exemplars of New 

Zealand’s Modern architecture from 1904-1984, and discuss the circumstances around the loss of 

others.  LLtM is of significant benefit to the heritage professional involved with twentieth century 

architectural heritage, both as an initial point of reference and the basis for further investigation. 

 

International publications on conservation, principally including books, conference proceedings 

and charters, have provided a significant commentary on the philosophical aspects of built 

heritage conservation, and more specifically about its practice.  Academics and practitioners 

continue to publish on the architectural history and technicalities of conservation, but the review 

found that most still focus on historic heritage.  For the conservation of Modern heritage, this 

chapter found that research and publication has been, and continues to be, undertaken by a small 

number of organisations that are dedicated to the specific requirements of the twentieth century, 

including the three most prominent: DOCOMOMO; ICOMOS ISC20C; and the Getty Conservation 

Institute.  The first tranche of writing addressed Modern materials and components, many of 

which were still considered new when the first conservation repair manuals were written during 

the 1970s.  These early topics have moved on, and the chapter examined the current focus on 

adaptive re-use of mid-twentieth-century buildings, one reason being the that many have reached 

the end of their design life, but not their useful life.   

 

The chapter also reviewed the limited number of conservation texts published in New Zealand, 

whose focus on pre-1940 built heritage is represented by 100 years of colonial history.  These 

have largely concentrated on the preservation requirements for different forms of dwelling house, 

to provide guidance to owners who typify a ‘Kiwi self-sufficient approach’.  There are no 

conservation texts dedicated its own Modern buildings, and heritage professionals are reliant 

upon two principles streams of consciousness for guidance on conservation – DOCOMOMO 

International and the ICOMOS International Scientific Committee for Twentieth Century Heritage.  

 

Chapter Two addressed the architectural developments in New Zealand, firstly between 1900-

1930, and secondly from 1930-1940, to situate the evidence for modernisation leading up the 

onset of mid-century Modernism during the three decades that followed.  It showed how the 

country’s self-sufficiency in Portland cement manufacture and steel reinforced concrete 

construction was fundamental to progressive building during the early-twentieth century.  For the 
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second period, this chapter identified the response to stylistic influences in New Zealand during 

the 1930s, from the Moderne and pseudo-Modern or Modernistic, through to the first expression 

of Modernism after 1934.  It considered the visionary contribution of the earliest proto-Modernist 

buildings to New Zealand architecture, represented by a small but important group of mid-late 

1930s houses, whose design was influenced by European functionalism.  It identified why these 

houses were radically different to the prevailing transitional styles and derivative mass of building 

during the same period.   

 

Chapter Three considered how the dependence upon ornamentation abated, and materials were 

increasingly used for their inherent qualities and characteristics.  It showed how new uses for 

established materials as well as new products made a prominent contribution after 1940, despite 

New Zealand being reliant upon importation for many types throughout the mid-century.  This 

chapter showed how new buildings expressed the inherent characteristics of material substance 

and surface: timber was left natural; brickwork fairfaced; concrete raw; steelwork exposed; and 

metal fixtures unpainted.  Brutalism emphasised even more the idea of honesty of expression, 

and the 1960s in New Zealand saw this material-led approach used for houses and public 

buildings. 

 

Chapter Four considered the form of Modernist buildings in New Zealand.  It found that overseas 

influences upon New Zealand were multiple, and the country was well informed about new 

architecture through imported publications, which illustrated Modern buildings in the United States 

(especially California and the West Coast), in Scandinavia (including the work of Alvar Aalto in 

Finland), and Japan.  Émigré architects, more familiar with concrete forms in Europe, made a 

fundamentally important contribution to new domestic architecture in New Zealand by adapting 

their experience and practice to the Modern use of timber construction.  This chapter showed that 

the form of new buildings utilised structural frames, rather than loadbearing walls, with steel 

reinforced concrete used for the frameworks of public buildings, and timber post-and-beam 

construction for houses.  It identified the influence of internationalist exemplars upon New 

Zealand’s commercial buildings in particular, separate from the separate strand of regional 

Modernism for houses, one that expressed a local language of Modern architecture across the 

country. 

 

Chapter Five examined New Zealand’s relatively slow commitment to Modernism during the 

1940s, but spurred by domestic architecture that was less programmatic compared with the late-

1930s Modernist exemplars.  It showed that the architect-designed house in New Zealand was at 

the forefront of progressive changes throughout the mid-twentieth-century, with Modern planning 

dispensing past rituals and norms in favour of the less formal, functional use of space.  This 

chapter used examples to how site-specific location maximised outcomes from section size, plot 

shape, aspect and topography, which provided improved living environments in response to 
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Modern expectations.  Open-plan layout and ease of circulation provided sun-lit, well-ventilated, 

free-flowing living spaces, with seamless access between indoor and outdoor space.  

 

Chapter Six showed how the tangible legacy of Modernism in New Zealand is well represented by 

a significant number of houses, flats, office buildings, and churches that are largely intact, and 

many having survived with minimal alteration.  However, this chapter also found that the 

contribution of Modernist architecture as cultural heritage in New Zealand is not well understood 

by the general public or some authorities, the cross-section of mid-century buildings are under-

represented on the national heritage list (HNZPT), and the local authority district plan schedules.  

This chapter examined the problems that have resulted from the separation of heritage 

recognition (listing) and heritage protection (scheduling), which serve a different purpose and 

result in confusion amongst owners and custodians of heritage buildings.  This chapter concluded 

that the dual system should be changed to a single one, with improvements to address serious 

weaknesses in the lack of statutory protection, including the interiors buildings.  It examined the 

role of twentieth century charters, documents and statements for the preservation of Modern 

heritage, including the 2011 ICOMOS Madrid Document. It considered that this dedicated 

statement on how twentieth-century architectural heritage should be approached both re-states 

general conservation guidelines as well as making specific reference to the unique requirements 

of the Modern.  For this chapter, discussions with selected heritage professionals revealed that 

New Zealand’s own ICOMOS charter, adopted in 1993, is recognised as the singular provider of 

guiding conservation principles for the country’s heritage profession, across all architectural 

periods.   

 

Chapter Seven has shown how the process of metaphorically stripping back the layers of physical 

change to the fabric of a building is an informative process that assists the heritage professional 

in the understanding of how environmental conditions, day-to-day use and alterations impact 

upon a building.  For Modern heritage, these layers are often few, compared with the multiplicity 

of layering for historic heritage, and so the degree of original materiality can be high.  The chapter 

proposed a framework for an over-arching conceptualisation of conservation proposals, informed 

by research, investigation, and assessment, in order that the preservation of Modern built 

heritage is not compromised by misunderstanding.  This chapter confronted the philosophical 

aspects of Modern heritage conservation and the potential for conflict with established principles 

of building preservation that have become definitive through time.  It proposed that the value of 

Modern building form should be elevated in the conceptualisation of conservation proposals, 

whilst recognising the longstanding importance of the canon of material conservation that is 

captured in the primary manifestoes and charters. 

 

Chapter Eight considered the contribution to heritage preservation made by a small group of 

architects and consultants who travelled overseas to gain conservation qualifications and training 

during the mid-late 1980s, to improve the professionalism of conservation practice in New 
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Zealand.  Like-minded professionals without formal conservation qualifications pursued their 

careers in heritage through self-taught means and work in practice, who have similarly 

contributed to the up-skilling and experience.  This chapter defined these groups as a ‘singular 

heritage generation’, who specialised in historic building conservation, and have embraced the 

needs of Modern heritage.  It showed that how these professionals are mentoring the next 

generation of heritage architects and consultants, some of whom have been inspired to follow 

overseas education opportunities.  It discussed the moves to provide New Zealand with its own 

tertiary conservation programme, for those who are not able to, or prefer to learn within their own 

country.  This chapter examined the ambivalence towards the maintenance of heritage buildings 

in New Zealand, which fails to recognise the importance of systematic care at its most 

fundamental level.  It concluded that Modern buildings are particularly prone to inadequate 

maintenance because of their relatively young age, and inappropriate types of intervention, 

especially where new and unfamiliar materials have been used in the original construction.  It 

considers that industry standard approaches are typified by the use of standard repair solutions 

using off-the-shelf products deployed without due regard for special characteristics and 

requirements.  

 

9.2 THESIS FINDINGS  

 

For the principal research question, this thesis has argued that an understanding of the manifest 

outcome of ideals, principles and associated influences on the physical form of buildings, should 

be afforded the same importance as the assessment of defects, deterioration and changes in the 

material fabric. It has argued how the heritage profession’s engagement with the physical 

language of Modernist architecture in New Zealand, expressed in the materiality, form, and 

planning is fundamental to the conceptualisation of conservation proposals for individual 

buildings.  The two themes of Modernist architecture and built heritage conservation in New 

Zealand that framed the main research question, were interrogated by three research sub-

questions for each.  

  

For the first theme, and the first sub-question, about the trajectory of Modernism in New Zealand, 

this thesis has found that the early proto-Modernist houses during the second half of the 1930s 

did not progress towards a European-derived functional architecture during the 1940s, except for 

the country’s state housing blocks.  It identified the adoption of international Modernism for 

commercial buildings, and a regional adaptation of Modernist principles for the design of houses.  

For the second sub-question, about how an analysis of materiality, form, and planning can 

deepen an understanding of mid-century buildings, this thesis has identified that the physical 

representation of these attributes between 1940-70, demonstrably illustrate the manipulation and 

application of original codes of Modernism.  For the third sub-question, about how the 

understanding of these attributes can be used in practice by the heritage professional, this thesis 
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has shown how the design intent manifest in the physical outcome is equally important to the 

understanding of condition, which provide for the essential basis of informed intervention. 

 

For the second theme, and the fourth sub-question, about the impact of separate systems for 

recognition and statutory protection of heritage buildings in New Zealand, and mid-century ones 

in particular, this thesis identified inadequacies, weakness and confusion, of such significance 

that buildings are vulnerable to neglect, detrimental change and loss, with limited recourse to 

enforcement.  For the fifth sub-question, about the current status of built heritage in New Zealand, 

and attitudes and Modern heritage in particular, this thesis found a level of respect for colonial 

heritage of the nineteenth century, but not the same extent for architectural heritage of the 

twentieth century.  For the sixth sub-question, about how the heritage profession can interpret the 

architectural language of mid-century buildings to inform their conservation proposals, this thesis 

has shown that the stages of documentary research, survey and assessment, should recognise 

the original language of the building as well as its condition.  

 

These findings and opinions of this thesis are addressed to the heritage profession who will be 

increasingly responsible for the care of New Zealand’s mid-century built heritage, because the 

life-cycle looms for many of the country’s Modernist buildings, a significant number of which 

remain relatively original and in-tact.  This thesis has identified significant hurdles for the 

profession, framed by dominant private property rights, poor custodianship by government 

organisations and their portfolio of heritage buildings, inadequate provision of grant aid for 

repairs, the weakness of statutory protection in New Zealand, and the current risks posed by the 

country’s susceptibility to earthquakes and mandatory requirements for seismic upgrading.  

These impediments and challenges have the potential to override even the most determined 

heritage professional, because of project management and financial ramifications, which are often 

at odds with the aims of informed intervention to support long-term preservation.  This thesis has 

found a number of successful revitalised examples where the public are now beginning to care for 

re-used Modernist buildings.  Therefore, the engagement of the public, and their increasing 

demand for this style of architecture is important. 

 

9.3 OPPORTUNITIES FOR FURTHER RESEARCH  

 

This thesis has considered the opportunities for further research that would be of direct 

assistance to the heritage profession, which has been a core aim of the research undertaken for 

this project.  Of the areas addressed by this thesis, the use of materials and issues for their 

conservation remains a topic that warrants further research in order to focus wholeheartedly on 

the uniqueness of New Zealand materiality.  Research for the planning and form of mid-century 

buildings in this country has reached a level of understanding whereby additional information will 

grow the breadth of knowledge incrementally.  For materials, this thesis has touched the surface, 



THESIS CONCLUSIONS 

	

253 

and served to highlight how much further this subject could be taken, by academics and the 

heritage profession.   

 

The work of individual architects and their buildings have also been the subject of research and 

publication, but there remains a significant number of individuals and practices who are know of, 

but remain largely anonymous.  The importance of further research for this particular aspect is for 

the identification of extant houses that represent their body of work, which represents the wider 

story of Modernism in New Zealand.  
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