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Abstract

Urban heritage buildings which have become disused present a major architectual challenge. How can they be rejuvenated and 
re-integrated as a functioning part of the modern city fabric? This project set out to investigate how architectural design which 
encourages and contributes to the functioning fabric of an urban centre while preserving its historic heritage can be applied to a 
selected building and surroundings.

The project begins by investigating conservation and reuse theory from the nineteenth century onward, followed by the study of  
applications of conservation and adaptation in contemporary projects that deal with heritage and disused buildings.

The site selected to test the critical assessment of theories and practical application through design is Mercury Theatre and the 
Norman Ng building located on Mercury Lane and Karangahape Road in central Auckland. A full analysis was undertaken taking 
account of the historical context, future city planning, environmental context and including an analysis of the building with 
special consideration of heritage values. 

Different design alternatives were explored and the implications of each to the site was discussed. Finally a preferred design is 
proposed which comprehensively addresses the need for re-integration into the surrounding urban environment in a vibrant and 
fully functional manner while retaining and emphasising the important heritage features.   

In conclusion this project applies architectual theory and practice to the particular challenges of a disused heritage building and 
demonstrates how it can be rejuvenated and re-integrated into the modern city. This project provides a unique perspective and 
contribution for design strategies that seek to reinvigorate disused historical buildings that are at risk of becoming obsolete.
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Defi nitions

Adaptation means the process(es) of modifying a place for a compatible use while retaining its cultural heritage value.  Adaptation processes include alteration and 
addition.  

Conservation means all the processes of understanding and caring for a place so as to safeguard its cultural heritage value.  Conservation is based on respect for the 
existing fabric, associations, meanings, and use of the place. It requires a cautious approach of doing as much work as necessary but as little as possible, and 
retaining authenticity and integrity, to ensure that the place and its values are passed on to future generations.

Cultural heritage value/s means possessing aesthetic, archaeological, architectural, commemorative, functional, historical, landscape, monumental, scientifi c, social, 
spiritual, symbolic, technological, traditional, or other tangible or intangible values, associated with human activity.

Restoration means to return a place to a known earlier form, by reassembly and reinstatement, and/or by removal of elements that detract from its cultural heritage value.21

1 “ICOMOS New Zealand Charter for the Conservation of Places of Cultural Heritage Value,” ed. ICOMOS (New ZealandRevised 2010).
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1.1 Research Question

How to integrate new architectural design with derelict heritage buildings to 
encourage contribution to the functioning fabric of urban centres?

Introduction1.0
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1.2 Outline of Project

Historical buildings are a fundamental part of the fabric of modern cities, and a 
potent reminder of how society has developed throughout its history. Although 
rich with values, stories and cultural heritage, the architecture of our past is not 
immune to societies unkind hand when a building no longer satisfi es the needs of 
its community; like all buildings that go un-used, heritage architecture faces the 
same risk of being forgotten.

There is a common tendency assumed by architects that buildings we design have 
reached a complete and fi nished state. However, architecture can be perceived 
as incremental stages of growth, a building can evolve and adapt to preserve its 
functionality, and increase its lifespan. 

Cultural heritage is increasingly promoted as being of universal value. This 
concept is a modern one, with contemporary debates dating back through 
Western intellectual traditions of the nineteenth and twentieth century.  Studying 
traditional and contemporary approaches to architectural intervention with 
historic buildings reveals that there are many architectural guidelines for the 
protection of historic buildings. Many authors have prescribed methods of 
dealing with conservation; however, a ‘one size fi ts all’ treatment will not give 
chance to the building to speak of its own opportunities for new life amongst its 
surrounding urban neighbours. 

Existing literature on the subject of conservation and adaptive reuse has been 
examined to develop a critical response that will inform design development. 

Contemporary examples of  design alteration and conservation have also 
been researched to demonstrate design strategies that are utilised in practical 
application. This provides knowledge of current consideration of theories and 
alternative responses to a variety of contextual circumstances.

The project fi rstly investigates recent theories of architectural conservation. 
Authors John Ruskin, William Morris and Eugene-Emmanuel Viollet le Duc 
dominated nineteenth and twentieth century views of preservation, debating 
the consequences of conservation versus restoration. The discussion is an 
evolutionary one; many books and authors have debated and developed their own 
individually perceived manner of conservation, resulting in there being no pre-
defi ned determinant for action when faced with historical issues.

Similarly, there are many examples of adaptation in Architecture that explore 
alternative approaches to historic design. This research document acknowledges 
recent examples that explore a variety of methods that deal with heritage and 
disused buildings. Well known architects, Herzog and du Meuron offer a radical 
approach to the Caixa Forum, while architect David Chipperfi eld makes use of 
a very sensitive and submissive design addition to the Neues Museum. In both 
circumstances the intervention is a response to analysis of the site opportunities 
and restraints. Further investigation has examined the Porta Nuova for its 
successful intervention of new materials into a historic brick building. The last 
case study highlights the topic of façade alteration, a subject often avoided by 
architects, which is nevertheless important for successful integration between 
existing and new design.
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1.3 Objectives 

Within the scope of adaptive reuse in architecture, there is no standard 
methodological approach to validating a project’s potential or lack thereof for 
adaptive reuse. There are the competing issues of sustaining the historic, heritage 
qualities of a building and the need to address creatively the requirements for 
a building’s adaptation to meet its current and future potential. This research 
project starts with a review of the theoretical discourse on issues of conservation, 
restoration and renewal and then details the approaches taken in a number of 
internationally known heritage projects. 

The central focus of this project is to design an alternative architectural approach 
for a building with heritage value, considering recent theories and existing 
examples of historic design interventions, and furthermore, to investigate through 
design the integration of the new within/ amongst the existing. The aspiration 
is also to present an alternative approach for acceptable design within historic 
settings while still maintaining the functional requirement necessary for the 
building to operate as an effective link of the city.

1.4 Scope and Limitations

This project includes the application and testing of alternative approaches on an 
existing building with signifi cant historical qualities within an urban context. 
Careful analysis of the building’s historical, cultural, social, and site information 
are vital determining factors for the design. An understanding of the building’s 
identity - particularly in the instance of a listed heritage building - must occur 

fi rst before any planning can be undertaken. While remaining conscious of design 
constraints that are likely to emerge with such a project, the underlying aim of the 
brief is to develop an architectural response to the distinct historical features of 
the context, site and building; building upon, alongside and amongst the existing 
layers, as incremental stages of growth.



4



2.1 An overview of 19th and 20th Century attitudes towards conservation

The re-use of buildings is not a new phenomenon. The alteration and adaptation of 
buildings has commonly occurred throughout history, and in many cases without 
heritage preservation as an intention.21 Theoretical responses to cultural heritage 
developed in the 19th and 20th century were applied to building preservation 
during this period. During the 1830’s, a popular sentiment for the restoration 
of medieval buildings developed in France promulgated by Eugene-Emmanuel 
Viollet-le-Duc. In critical response to Viollet-le-Duc’s theoretical developments 
on ideals of restoration, John Ruskin was a strong proponent for framing views of 
conservation around the retention of the existing state of a building. 

There exists the view of historic preservation that restoration is a means by 
which a building is re-established to a fi nished state, reproducing the old forms 
of the buildings that have fallen or are falling into disrepair.22 In contrast there 
is an alternative view, that preservation of buildings must protect the historical 
authenticity of buildings in favour of their conservation and maintenance. These 
latter views have been espoused by the authors John Ruskin and William Morris 
leading to what is more commonly referred to as the Anti-Restoration movement. 
The two opposing views dominated nineteenth and twentieth century attitudes 
towards building conservation infl uencing subsequent works and authors that 
have examined the fi eld of conservation. In practice today these contrasting 

21  Perez de Arce, “Urban Transformations and the Architecture of Additions,” Architectural Design, 
no. 4 (1978). p. 233-267.
22 Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, Th e foundations of architecture : selections from the Dictionnaire 
raisonné, 1st ed. (New York: G. Braziller, 1990). p. 195-196

Current Knowledge2.0



6

approaches are discussed when considering building conservation. However, it 
is important to understand that these theories are usually taken into consideration 
to assist architectural process and not as overarching rules or determinants. This 
project begins by analysing existing theory on the subject of historic preservation, 
followed by investigation of alternative approaches applied in existing projects. 
In order to develop and evolve an independent approach in practice, it is crucial 
to analyse the chosen site and building as a basis for discussion and exploration of  
the implications of different design approaches and solutions. 

2.2 Restoration

To restore a building is not to preserve it, to repair, or rebuild it; it is to reinstate it 
in a condition of completeness that could never have existed at any given time.23

 The act of restoration requires the exclusion of any notions of age and historic 
value developing through the evolution of a building. It is a modern concept 
and ideal that supports the re-instatement of buildings from previous ages to 
their original construction, to the ideal complete state.24 The theory entertains 
the concept of retaining an everlasting point in time that stands to represent the 
idyllic but not the historic, taking into account no attachment to the existing 
building materials or the age value and character that the building has developed 
over its survived years; restoration sees the replacement of the building materials, 
from weatherboards to stained glass windows. To restore a building is to have 

23 Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc and M. F. Hearn, Th e architectural theory of Viollet-le-Duc : 
readings and commentary  (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1990). p.269.
24 Ibid. p.269

a  preference for the building to be complete and perfect, with additions or work 
done to be in the ‘style of’ in order to ‘make perfect’ the intention of the architect. 

The application of Viollet le Duc’s theories of restoration on architecture and 
buildings similar to the one selected for this project would result in the exclusion 
of the evolutionary development of the building. Alterations following the original 
construction are in most cases considered to take away from the structure’s 
original unity, this method is only dismissed if the rebuilt feature proves to be 
a necessary improvement on an earlier version.25 Viollet-le-Duc’s theory also 
outlines that in the case that alterations or additions have intrinsic value adoption 
of absolute principles in this scenario would be incongruous.26 This may be 
interpreted in many ways when taking a stance on what is seen to improve the 
building to a point of completeness without taking away from the unity of the 
design. Viollet-le-Duc often refers to the architect’s original intentions as a 
guideline for any restoration or additional work to be completed.

2.3 Anti-Restoration

There are two duties respecting national architecture whose importance it is 
impossible to overrate: the fi rst, to render the architecture of the day, historical; 
and, the second, to preserve, as the most precious of inheritances, that of past 
ages.27

25 Price, Talley, and Melucco Vaccaro, Historical and Philosophical Issues. p.315-316
26 Ibid. p.316
27 John Ruskin, Th e seven lamps of architecture  (London: Smith, Elder and Co., 1849). p.96



7

Two authors can be identifi ed as principal theorists of the anti-restoration 
movement in contrast to Viollet-le-Duc’s position on the preservation of buildings: 
John Ruskin and William Morris. Ruskin discusses the importance of memory in 
building preservation as the sixth lamp in The seven lamps of architecture. The 
attitude expressed towards alteration strictly denounces any form of restorative 
work to improve a building, which Ruskin perceives as a lie. This concept of 
memory is associated with the history within the materials and the building itself. 
It is a romantic view of decay and natural aging, the aim of which is to preserve 
the history through honesty and without the deceit of imitation. Ruskin and Morris 
argue that any type of ‘restoration’ is destructive to the building, comparing 
preferred means of preservation as a ‘crutch’, as opposed to a ‘lost limb’.

Ruskin aggressively responded to Viollet-le-Duc’s approach to ‘proceed as the 
architect’, and strongly fought for the historical authenticity of the building and its 
conservation through maintenance, stating:

It is impossible, as impossible as to raise the dead, to restore anything that has 
ever been great or beautiful in architecture... Do not let us talk then of restoration. 
The thing is a Lie from beginning to end... Take proper care of your monuments, 
and you will not need to restore them28

It is important to acknowledge Ruskin’s work because it relates directly to the 
contemporary fi eld of conservation including adaptation and alteration. According 
to Ruskin there is little room for altering a building. Any work that is done should 
only be in assistance to the existing structure, as a way to prop or maintain the 
28 Ibid. p.184-186

building, and work should never be completed in imitation of the original. Any 
work to be undertaken should be easily distinguishable so as to not be confused 
with the historic elements of the building. It is important that the new represents 
itself as new, and the historic remains so. 

Morris shared similar views to Ruskin, supporting the necessity of differentiation 
between new additions and existing contexts, stating,

The result of all this was often a building in which the many changes, thought 
harsh and visible enough, were, by their very contrast, interesting and instructive 
and could by no possibility mislead29

2.4 Contemporary Theories of Adaptive Reuse

The debate between Viollet-le-Duc and Ruskin stimulated further discussion on 
the topic of conservation, but more specifi cally on adaptation and alteration of 
buildings for the means of preservation. Author Fred Scott discusses established 
ideas and theories of alterations to initiate an expanded theory of interventional 
design. One of these theories surfaces from discussions of Modernist functionalist 
theory, advocating that buildings are direct fulfi lments of functional and material 
requirements. 

29 Price, Talley, and Melucco Vaccaro, Historical and Philosophical Issues. p 319-321
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There is usually over time an interaction between the built form and its occupants 
that is like chemistry. It is this phenomenon that has to be excluded if a building is 
to be saved from functionalist oblivion.30

In circumstances where a building is fully functional and intertwined as a 
working link of the city there is no need for additional work. In contrast to this, 
it is necessary to act in conditions where a building lies vacant without use or 
occupation. In Scott’s opinion the preservation of buildings results in memorials 
to failed collective architectural endeavours, a general strategy to keep buildings 
extant (through occupation) beyond their time.31. Scott’s view is that the cause 
of obsolescence is often derived from social and economic changes in the wider 
society. In order to prevent historical buildings falling into disrepair adaptation 
becomes a medium between preservation and demolition. Scott’s argument 
highlights the importance of exploring methods of preservation for buildings that 
no longer fulfi l their original occupation; buildings change as the city changes.32 

The implications of Scott’s argument require that in order to preserve the historic 
buildings within our cities that are not performing as functional links, we must 
consider the architecture separate from the architect’s intentional use. This raises 
an important question: What is heritage, space or use? Scott refers to the theorist 
Aldo Rossi and his defi nition of the role of buildings acting as silent monuments 
within the city. Rossi argues that a monument (building) is able to withstand 
function changes as merely ‘washing over’, its presence unaffected as a piece of 

30 Fred Scott, On altering architecture  (London ; New York: Routledge, 2008). p.10
31 Ibid. p.11
32 Ibid. p.17

the city’s history. 33 This has been investigated in further detail in section 5.2 with 
reference to recognised heritage values of the building.

2.5 Innovative design within Historic Settings

A risk that heritage practitioners face when designing within historic settings and 
altering historic buildings is a resistance to change and the impeding of creativity. 
Kate Lemos questions in her paper “Defi ning Context: Promoting a Greater Level 
of Innovation in New Design within Historic Districts” whether we have reached 
a point of backlash where our own frameworks limit our ability to elicit innovative 
design that is a product of our own cultural movement.34 It is often one of the 
reasons that architects and designers are reluctant to choose conservation projects 
over working on a new building. Legal authorities35 enforce regulations that often 
provide for a variety of circumstances under one approach. This leads to criticism 
through the limitations of these frameworks for design; where an independent 
approach should be considered, designs are often subject to dictated rules that 
hinder originality. Lemos argues that  practitioners should promote broader, 
more abstract interpretations of context.36 This project supports more radical and 
abstract design solutions and counters the negative criticism towards building 
conservation resolutions. 

33 Ibid. p.96
34 Kate R. Lemos, “Defi ning Context: Promoting a Greater Level of Innovation in New Design within 
Historic Districts” in Design and Historic Preservation: Th e Challenge of Compatibility,   (Newark: 
University of Delaware Press, 2009). p.29
35 City Council regulations (District Plan), Historic Places Trust
36 Design and Historic Preservation. p.39
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places. Rossi’s argument that any function change is survived by the building 
offers little excitement to the role the building could play for the community as 
it paints only a temporary picture. Nonetheless, these are all concepts that are 
explored through design as the project incorporates creative design solutions 
that will focus on the reintegration of a defunct heritage building back into the 
functioning fabric of the city.

2.6 Approach for Design

Taking account of previously mentioned authors and theorists, this project has 
focused with particular interest on the analysis of an existing historic building 
in terms of both its architectural signifi cance and its heritage value. There is no 
single decree that determines the outcome of the design, rather a collaboration 
of different elements of design that will aim to cohesively tie the building and 
surrounding site successfully back into the urban fabric. The fundamentals which 
are to be incorporated into the design include conservation through alteration, 
addition, adaptation , replacement and new design. 

Both Viollet-le-Duc’s and Ruskin’s approach to conservation is problematic. 
Firstly, Viollet-le-Duc’s approach risks a loss of authenticity in the building 
which is essential to supporting the survival of heritage. His approach also invites 
too much attention to the architect’s original ‘style’. While this is important 
in retaining authenticity with the existing building, it cannot be considered an 
appropriate basis for developing any new design and alterations. In support 
of Ruskin’s view additional design to the existing building will need to be 
distinguishable; there must be visible differences between past and the present. 
Secondly, Ruskin’s position preferring decay over restoration is not suitable for 
this project. While restoration is not an honest design solution, decay offers no 
more than promise for demolition. Lastly, taking into account the interesting 
concept discussed by Fred Scott for the detachment of a building from its original 
purpose to promote reactivation, diffi culty arises with the loss of emotional 
attachments that inspire connections between society and specifi c buildings and 
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Precedent Studies3.0 A number of precedents have been examined as part of this project in order to 
understand different approaches that have been applied and their architectural 
implications. Beginning with two contrasting examples, the fi rst an investigation 
of the Neues Museum in Berlin where work has been completed by David 
Chipperfi eld and the second example examined is a more radical approach, the 
Caixa Forum in Madrid altered by Herzog and du Meuron.

Following on from these, the integration techniques employed in the renovation 
of the Porta Nuova in Venice has be studied as an example of successful dialogue 
between existing structure and intervention. The fi nal case study presents the 
alteration of a façade in New York by architect, Steven Holl and artist ,Vito 
Acconci. 
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3.1 Caixa Forum, Madrid, 2008, Herzog and du Meuron

The Caixa Forum receives critical (negative and positive) response from 
architects and theorists.37 Analysis of Herzog and du Meuron’s work is important 
because the issues engaged in the project incorporate urban rejuvenation and a 
new life for the building. 

The Caixa Forum is located in an area occupied until now by unspectacular urban 
structures, the Central Electrical Power Station, and a gas station. The walls of 
the existing power station are classifi ed as having historical signifi cance; they are 
reminiscences of the early industrial age in Madrid, while the gas station, a purely 
functional structure, was clearly out of place.38 

37 Observation from presentation of work as a precedent to internal and external critics oft en receives 
a unanimous response of distaste, despite this designs world wide recognition in adaptive reuse.
38 Herzog & de Meuron, “201 CaixaForum Madrid,”  http://www.herzogdemeuron.com/index/
projects/complete-works/201-225/201-caixaforum-madrid.html.

Figure 3.1 The Power Station (Caixa Forum) prior to alteration 

Figure 3.2 The Caixa Forum and adjacent plaza
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The design altered the function of the building, changing its original use from 
power station to museum. The treatment of the site (depicted in the adjacent 
diagrams) involved the removal of the gas station in order to reinvigorate the area 
by creating a public space that would reconnect the museum to the Gran Via. The 
boundary building has been decorated with a living wall to enliven the square and 
enhance the space by creating softer natural surroundings in an intensely urban 
context.

Figure 3.3 Figure-Ground sketch pre-alteration

Figure 3.4 Figure-Ground sketch post alteration
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The treatment of the Power Station consists of three major moves: fi rst the 
removal of the buildings lowest fl oor and connection to the ground. This gives 
the impression that the building is hovering slightly above the ground. The 
underneath of the building is clad with structural folded steel plate, pushed and 
pulled to allow egress ways and interesting spaces in the undergrowth of the 
structure. This move is directly related to public space beyond the building, 
creating a transition from public to more personal spaces; pedestrians move from 
the plaza to the covered plaza underneath the building and into the museum. 
The second major move applied to the building is the underground addition 
that is occupied with an auditorium space. This addition utilises the existing 
contours of the site to increase capacity and enable more programme additions 
to the building. The last major move is the addition to the top of the building. 
The material used here is a rust colour folded metal, scaled to the proportions 
of the existing structure. The addition dominates the view of any spectator, 
overwhelming much of the original structure. Herzog and du Meuron’s have not 
incorporated a setback, or gap to express the separation of materials. The wall of 
the existing visibly continues as one wall, without break, however, the contrast 
in material allows no mistaking where the existing ends and the new design 
begins. The additional design and alterations to the building have turned a purely 
functional building into a well known piece of architecture.

Figure 3.5 Sketch of design additions

Figure 3.6 Cross Section
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Figure 3.7 Neues Museum original building elevation

Figure 3.8 Original condition of interior gallery Figure 3.9 Post War condition of gallery Figure 3.10 Repair of interior gallery space
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3.2 Neues Museum, Berlin, 2009, David Chipperfi eld

Originally designed by Friedrich August Stüler the museum was built between 
1843-1885. It was extensively damaged by bombing during the second World 
War, left abandoned until 1993 when Chipperfi eld was commissioned to 
undertake the job of restoring the building to its former glory. The project 
provoked discussions about restoration of buildings amongst many contemporary 
theorists and architects. There was an upheaval against the building being restored 
in any way that would detract from its most interesting history as a survivor of the 
war.39

Chipperfi eld approached the project with a sensitive hand that recognised the 
value of the existing building, and the importance of maintaining the remains 
without any attempt to mimic the original ‘style’. Any additional work was 
driven by the surviving building and initial layout, a regeneration of spatial 
qualities expressed in the architect’s original design. The project required the 
reconstruction of large missing sections of the building, and also the repair and 
consolidation of the remaining parts. The intention was to bind the new and the 
old - reinforcing each other “not in a design for contrast but for continuity”.40 The 
approach taken denies the approach of “making things as they were” promoted 
by Viollet de Luc. Chipperfi eld’s method recognises the age value of the 
building and emphasises this through its compassionate reconstruction (repairs 
not imitation); The work does not overwhelm the building elements that have 
survived.
39 Friederike von Rauch et al., Neues Museum  (Ostfi ldern: Hatje/Cantz, 2009).
40 ibid.
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Figure 3.11 (right) Modern insertion into Porta Nuova

Figure 3.12 (below) Porta Nuova, Venice
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3.3 Porta Nuova Nell’arsenale, Venezia, 2006, Francesco Magnani and Traudy 
Pelzel

The Porta Nuova is an excellent example of the preservation and enhancement of 
historical buildings through function change- the renovation of the building as a 
cultural centre. The client’s (Arsenale di Venezia spa) instructions were comple-
mented by the response which enhances the verticality of the interior space while 
maintaining the unitary spaces generated by the mighty brick structure.41

This project refl ects ideals of unity that are not blurred by imitation, which this 
research project aims to achieve. The new structures inserted are autonomous 
objects made with different material and technologies contrasting the materials 
and design of the current building. The distinctions between the old and the new 
enhances the building and maintains its functional use sensitively, building upon 
the existing layers.

41 MAP Studio, “Renovation of the “Torre de Porta Nuova” as a cultural centre,”  http://www.
architecture-page.com/go/projects/renovation-torre-di-porta-nuova-cultural-centre. 

Figure 3.13 Cross Section showing 
modern design addition
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Figure 3.14
The Storefront for Art and Architecture is situated on the corner of 

a block that marks the intersection of three distinct neighborhoods: 
Chinatown, Little Italy and SOHO.

Figure 3.15 View from the interior
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3.4 The Storefront for Art and Architecture, New York

It is common practice to alter a façade, with many references to this evident in 
cities today.42 However, many of these alterations do not demonstrate enough 
of an attempt to approach the existing with care and consideration for its valued 
heritage. In 1992, Steven Holl and artist Vito Acconci were commissioned as 
a collaborative team to renovate the aging façade of the Storefront for Art and 
Architecture. 

“Seeking to introduce improbability and to puncture the façade... Holl 
and Acconci inserted a series of hinged panels arranged in a puzzle-like 
confi guration. When the panels are locked in their open position, the façade 
dissolves and the interior space of the gallery expands out on to the sidewalk.”43

This intervention takes advantage of the existing geometries of the building 
reconstructing a contemporary design that interacts with the street front blurring 
the boundary between interior and exterior and providing the building with a 
substantial anchor that materially constrasts the upper brick building.

42 Images provided by Aucklnd City Library Archives demonstrate the continuous changes made to 
shop and building fronts (façades) in Auckland city dating back the last 100 years. It is also discussed 
in: Stewart Brand, How buildings learn : what happens aft er they’re built  (New York, NY: Viking, 1994). 
- the impact of diff erent architectural eras on façade changes through stripping of ornamentation in a 
modern era, to new application of ornamentation.
43 Steven Holl Architects, “Storefront for Art and Architecture,”  http://www.stevenholl.com/project-
detail.php?id=24.



4.1 Selection Criteria

 An appropriate site for this research project must address a heritage building that 
is currently without use/occupation or falling into disrepair. The site must also be 
within the Auckland central city area and offer opportunities for rejuvenation or 
improvement of the functioning fabric of the urban area and larger city area.

The site selected is occupied by the Mercury Theatre located at 9 Mercury Lane 
and the Norman Ng building located at 256 Karangahape Road (K’ Rd).  

The aim of the project is to reconnect the Mercury Theatre as a functioning piece 
of Auckland’s urban fabric, thus the consideration of the surrounding site area 
is important to outline how exposure of this heritage building could encourage a 
reconnection and re-use of this unutilised part of the city.

Site4.0

Figure 4.1 Site Image of Auckland Central City 
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Figure 4.2 Circa 1930- image of Mercury Lane showing 
Mercury Theatre and Newton suburb beyond.

Figure 4.3 Circa 1950- image of K’Rd as a popular 
destination and travel route.
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4.2 Site History

As early as the 1920’s K’ Rd was becoming recognised by Auckland society as 
a signifi cant and diverse urban area. K’ Rd’s atmosphere was being forged and 
reinforced by the direct pedestrian link with downtown Auckland through 
St Kevin’s Arcade and the tree-lined avenue of Myer’s Park.44 The area became a 
well defi ned shopping district, a stopping point in the central city full of life and 
activity. The introduction of trams in the early 1900’s meant that transportation 
to and from the area was simple and effective. However, the 1920’s saw a rise 
in private ownership of cars, also, the beginning of the motorway construction 
through the Newton and K’ Rd area in the 1950’s resulted in the removal of 
15,000 houses45. Consequently support for  retail within the area grew more 
sparse as the relocation of residents resulted in local spending in the adjacent 
suburbs of Remuera, Mt. Eden and Mt. Albert46 Following this, in the 1960’s 
and 70’s K’ Rd developed into Auckland’s “red light” district, subsequently 
developing as an area for boutique shopping, art galleries, cafes, op shops, 
supported by the return of residents to the city, K’ Rd and the Ponsonby area. Due 
to the decrease of popularity in the 1950’s and 1960’s K’ Rd has been able to hold 
on to much of its earlier heritage without redevelopment schemes taking away 

44 “Karangahape Road,” Roadworks Online, http://www.kroad.co.nz/kroad/history/1920.asp. 
45  Auckland City Library Archive: Auckland Maps pre 1950 and post 1950. In the 1960’s the 
beginning of the motorway construction began forcing thousands of people (50,000 according to 
historian Edward Bennet) out of their homes and into suburban areas of Auckland. The result of 
this was that the area lost the majority of its local residents who all began to shop in their local 
communities instead.
46 “Karangahape Road”.

from the many valued historic buildings that line the street front.47 

47 Th is is unlike areas such as Newmarket where development schemes have meant that little of the 
historic buildings still survive today.
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Figure 4.4 Site Plan
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4.3 Site Analysis

In order to successfully re-integrate the existing theatre back into the urban fabric 
of the city, particular urban analysis needed to be taken to investigate the site and 
surrounding urban context.

The existing site includes the Mercury Theatre, the Norman Ng building and 
a shared driveway that wraps around the south and west side of the theatre 
to connect to residential dwelling and back of house areas. The north side of 
the theatre is up against the rear of the Hallenstein’s building and offers little 
leverage for addition to the structure without tampering with the neighbouring 
property. The south side of the theatre faces onto a small car park space that 
services nearby warehouses and shops. Initial site visits revealed that many of the 
neighbouring buildings are vacant. This gives evidence to the unpopularity and 
somewhat run-down nature of the area on the south side of Karangahape ridge. 
Reaching further beyond the immediate surroundings the vicinity encompasses 
a number of parking areas including a seven storey parking building with a 
large building footprint.48 Mercury Lane (previously known as France Street) is 
a narrow, steep, sloping street perpendicular to K’ Rd that provides the current 
access to Mercury Theatre.49 Cross Street is parallel to K’ Rd and interacts with 

48 Th is was commissioned by the owners of the George Courts building, Rendells building and the 
buildings located between the two. Th e owners grouped together to purchase the car park building 
aft er the motorway construction began in an attempt to retain the number of visiting customers.
49 Th e intersection connecting Mercury Lane to K’ Rd is historically one of the fi rst intersections to 
have traffi  c lights installed (the other was on Quay and Albert). Th e K’ Rd intersection was the fi rst in 
Auckland to have a pedestrian circuit included due to the large numbers of shoppers in the area prior 
to motorway construction.

the south end of the proposed site. This street developed a reputation during the 
“red-light” district occupation of K’ Rd. However, prior to the 1950’s and in the 
present day it has provided arcade access to K’ Rd. 

The site is situated on a south facing, steep, slope that overlooks the Central 
Motorway Junction. The building is currently most visible by motorway users. 
Diffi culties the site faces include a south facing position, exposure to Auckland’s 
prevailing wind (South-Westerly), and the view from the site is of limited interest. 
The lack of existing public views and access creates a disjointed relationship 
between the site and K’ Rd. Despite this, the site has a valuable location and 
connection to the city. These conditions offer prospects for interesting design 
solutions that will encourage reuse of this district.

There is a huge potential for growth in the area beyond Karangahape ridge that 
could include residential dwelling, commercial buildings, retail and more. This 
project draws attention to the potential for the reconnection of forgotten historic 
buildings into the functioning fabric of the city and the prospective opportunities 
for site development. 
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Figure 4.5 Site Plan showing pedestrian access, 
historical (blue) and present day (red)
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4.3 1 Survey of pedestrian use

The related diagram shows the current relationship between Karangahape Road, 
the south side of the K’ Rd ridge, and the motorway. Due to the steep southward 
slope of the site and the narrow width of Mercury Lane, there is no clear view 
line from K’ Rd to the Mercury Theatre.50 Pedestrian connections are identifi ed 
as ‘skyways’ that bridge above Cross Street through to the car park building 
beyond. A recent addition is the Iron Bank building that has been designed with a 
pedestrian route from K’ Rd to Cross Street that includes a small courtyard space 
within the building complex. This access way opens directly to Cross Street. 
The diagram also highlights that the Norman Ng building also once acted as a 
pedestrian access to the Mercury Theatre.

50 At the time of its original construction the George Courts building that hinders any view of the 
Mercury Th eatre building from the east end of K’ Rd had not been constructed. In its place was a 
group of two storey wooden structures, however, I can only speculate as it is unclear whether views of 
the theatre would be achievable even at a lower obstructing height.
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Figure 4.6 Site Plan showing existing vehicle routes
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4.3.2 Survey of vehicle use

Observed from a number of site visits, the existing vehicular pattern involves high 
use of Mercury Lane as a traffi c route for cars passing from Pitt Street through to 
Upper Queen Street.



31

Figure 4.7 Site Plan showing Council proposed Rail Link
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4.3.3 Underground Rail

The Central Rail Link (CRL) is the proposed underground rail put forward by 
Auckland City Council  to link Britomart station via a station at Aotea Centre and 
K’ Rd, tunnelling underneath the motorway and connecting with the Western Line 
via a station at Newton.51 This proposed route runs directly under Mercury Lane,  
passing by the Mercury Theatre. The current proposal for a station in the K’ Rd 
area is located near the Pitt Street Fire Station.

Figure 4.8 displays the proposed Rail Link connection between Britomart and the 
Western Line.

51 Auckland Transport, “City Rail Link route identifi ed,” (2012), http://www.aucklandtransport.govt.
nz/about-us/News/LatestNews/Pages/city-rail-link-route-identifi ed.aspx. Dates for completion are 
dependent on fi nancial support from the Government - it is suggested the work could be completed 
in 5 years once the purchase of 210 ground surface properties and 12 unit title purchases for the 
underground tunnels.

Figure 4.8 Diagram of Council proposed Rail Link



4.3.4 The City Fringe

Mercury Theatre exists amongst a number of historic 
buildings that dress the area with an exciting character. 
Contemporary designs (like the Iron Bank located on Cross 
St and the Architectural Lighting building) are appearing 
in the area and draw attention to further potential 
development. Buildings located towards the motorway 
edge have little or no character (with the exception of the 
Architectural Lighting building). Shaped by the motorway 
intersection the site is passed daily by motorists, the view 
is dominated by the run down and cluttered ‘non-character’ 
buildings within the area, nevertheless this view exhibits 
the Merucry Theatre at its most visible point, from the 
South.



Figure 4.9 Panoramic view of Mercury Theatre from Newton
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The photograph opposite illustrates the following characteristics:
 

 The existing entry (marked on the left of the image) to the Mercury   
Theatre is visually obstructed  by its location behind and below the main  
street.

  The 1926-1968 entry to the Theatre is highlighted on the right, this entry  
point is more prominent.

 The surrounding buildings express architectural and historic values that  
 are indespensible to the site.

 High traffi c use of K’ Road and Mercury Lane

Figure 4.10 (left) Panoramic view of Mercury Theatre  and 
Norman Ng from Karangahape Road
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Figure 4.11 View from Pitt Street Figure 4.12 View down Mercury Lane Figure 4.13 Mercury Theatre facade

Figure 4.14 Cross Street Figure 4.15 Lower end of Mercury Lane over looking the 
motorway and Newton

Figure 4.16 Lower end of Mercury Lane - supermarket 
and parking

4.3.5 Site Photos
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Figure 4.17 Adjacent site to Mercury Theatre (parking) Figure 4.18 View up Mercury Lane

Figure 4.19 View up Mercury Lane from motorway edge Figure 4.20 View up Mercury Lane including seven storey 
parking building on Cross Street

Figure 4.21 Oblique facade view of Mercury- including 
slope of Mercury Lane
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4.3.6 Conclusions drawn from urban analysis

The following factors summarise the most infl uential aspects of the site context 
and the opportunities arising from the selection of this site:

 The potential of connecting K’ Rd to Mercury Theatre and beyond via a 
public route  through the Norman Ng building.

 The site faces diffi culties of visibility from the K’ Rd, heightening the 
need for strategic design to attract attention to the site/building.

 There is potential for growth of the surrounding site with particular inter-
est in the immediate properties and the extension of Cross Street.

 The adjoining heritage and non-heritage specifi ed buildings abutting the 
site create the design parameters, likewise the empty spaces (including 
car parking) allow fl exibility in design.

 The topography and orientation of the site will be a generating element 
in the design.

 The proposed underground rail tunnel with a staion in the immediate 
area prompts a further potential link

Figure 4.22 Model of Mercury Theatre - existing context
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Figure 4.23 (above) Mercury Theatre circa. 1910

Figure 4.24 (right) Interior view of Dome Room - 
date unknown : 1926-67
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4.4 Building History

The Mercury Theatre is an Edwardian Baroque theatre designed by Edward 
Bartley52 in 1910 and is currently the oldest surviving theatre building in 
Auckland. Previous names given to the theatre are related to its change in 
ownership and use, as well as its alterations made over time in an attempt to 
improve the building. From its original name ‘The Kings Theatre’ in 1910 it is 
possible to map the changes undergone that expose the evolution of the building 
-(refer to Appendix for timeline)

The theatre was purpose built for theatre production, however it was also 
equipped with facilities53 to screen “electric” movies. The theatre opening night 
was with the showing of a fi lm, and in 1911 the Mercury was the fi rst New 
Zealand theatre to screen a colour fi lm.54 

52 Although the permit papers for the building have been signed by Auckland Architect Edward 
Bartley it has been mentioned that the design was possibly overseen by Architect Henry E. White 
due to his expertise in theatre design and previous work completed for Fullers and Co. Ltd. Bartley 
designed the Fullers Opera house (which has since burnt down and been replaced by the Street. James); 
the earlier design exhibited the characteristic horseshoe dress circle, boxes and upper tier arrangement 
of Victorian and Edwardian theatres. Th e Kings Th eatre incorporates many innovative features which 
White included in his designs and may have had some input in early stages. However, aft er comparison 
of the ASB bank building in Queen Street that was designed by Bartley, the language of architecture 
displays similarities within the façade that are present in the Kings Th eatre design. For the purposes of 
this document the architect will be referred to as Edward Bartley.
(Source of information from the Heritage databank via Auckland City Council database).
53 Th e theatre was set up with a screen and projector. It was also design with a stage in case of 
technical failures and space for an orchestra to accompany any onscreen production.
54 Th e Karangahape Road Business Association Inc 1924, “Mercury Th eatre,”  http://www.kroad.
com/7_Heritage/700_HERITAGE.htm.

In 1926 the Kings Theatre was renamed the Prince Edward when the fi rst of the 
modifi cations began with the addition of the Norman Ng building commissioned 
by New Zealand Picture Supplies and John Fuller and Co Ltd. to provide an 
entrance off Karangahape Road. The entrance is a slim (3.7m wide) building 
positioned between the Hallenstein’s Brothers building and Bradstreet’s Drapery 
Store that stretches from K’ Rd to the north end of the theatre. The new building 
was designed with an elegant barrel vaulted roof and a Grecian ‘style’ dome 
room positioned at the north side of the theatre with an elliptical glazed lead-light 
dome. The construction of this addition was a result of perceived reducing interest 
in the Kings Theatre which was attributed to its location down a steep, sloping, 
narrow street. 

The theatre underwent further alteration in 1956; however, apart from the 
restoration of the France Street (Mercury Lane) façade the extent of these changes 
are unclear as the only evidence is in written documentation. These changes were 
announced with another name change - The Playhouse.

Throughout the existence of the theatre it seems that fi nancial support was a 
constant struggle. Articles from newspaper clippings occur consistently in the NZ 
Star and the NZ Herald, along with letters to Council discussing and requesting 
fi nancing, these express endless diffi culties for the theatre to remain in use.55 

55 Multiple newspaper clippings supported evidence that the Mercury was struggling fi nancially: 
Jonathan Dowling, “Auckland’s Mercury Th eatre: To be or not to be,” Auckland Star, 4th April 1987.; 
Jenny Forsyth, “End nigh for Mercury,” New Zealand Herald, October 6th 1992.; Lee Taylor, “Council 
may buy Mercury gear,” New Zealand Herald, July 2nd 1992.;”Th e Mercury’s Crumbling,” New Zealand 
Herald, August 10 1989. - Th is is just a sample of clippings. Financial support requests were also found 
in the property fi le in Auckland Council records.
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Figure 4.25 Interior view of theatre

Figure 4.26 Sketch of interior theatre space
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In 1967/68 came the separation of the Norman Ng building to another Certifi cate 
of Title. The Norman Ng became the fi rst fruit shop known in Auckland to have 
a beautiful mosaic fl oor, while the theatre was later occupied by the Mercury 
Theatre Trust (MTT) from which it obtained its name. Up until this point the 
Mercury had functioned as a cinema, the occupation of the building by the MTT 
permanently altered the function to a live performance theatre. Further alterations 
were made to the building to include more space: alterations to the main lobby 
space, removal of the proscenium arch, and the back end of the dress circle 
removed to create a smaller auditorium space (the theatre workshop).

In 1999 the MTT was unable to support the Theatre any longer and without more 
support from the Council it became inevitable that the building would be sold. It 
was purchased by Auckland City Church who occupied it for nine years before 
putting it back on the market in 2008, due to their own increase in numbers 
overwhelming the capacity of the auditorium. The building has since remained 
vacant, lost amongst car parking, car park buildings, warehouses and other empty 
buildings. It is unfortunate that the only remaining example of Edwardian Theatre 
Architecture in Auckland is currently lost in an under-utilised urban area. What it 
requires is a new lease of life to realize its potential for growth and development.

Figure 4.27 Norman Ng Interior pre-1967 
view from Dome Room to K’ Rd entrance

Figure 4.28 Norman Ng Interior pre-1967 
view from K’ Rd entrance to Dome Room
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4.5 Building Analysis

The Mercury Theatre is a prime example of a building that has evolved over the 
course of its history. In addition to the site analysis conducted for this project, 
it is of equal importance that the identifi ed buildings receive the same attention. 
Thus, the following section will break down and analyse the confi guration of 
the buildings, the areas of historical heritage value, and the opportunities and 
restraints.

 4.5.1 Present day Mercury Theatre

The Mercury Theatre exists today as a vacant and run-down building in desperate 
need of attention. The building is an interesting example of theatre design with 
elements of cinema design. The theatre has a horseshoe balcony which is standard 
of Edwardian ‘style’ theatres and performance venues56. Conversely, a single tier 
layout with stall and horseshoe seating is more commonly affi liated with cinema 
design, as opposed to theatre.57 Another similarity to early cinema design is 
Bartley’s exclusion of box seating which have been replaced by stairs. Masked by 
the arches adjacent to the proscenium, the stairs connect the lower fl oor seating 
to the upper balcony.The auditorium space is decorated with Baroque revival 
plaster ornamentation originally seating 700, the space capacity is currently 
suitable for 450 people. The removal of much of the ground fl oor seating was 
an attempt to increase the foyer space which was often insuffi ciently sized in 
56 Th e Auckland Town Hall is another example of a Baroque style performance venue with the 
horseshoe balcony level in Auckland (built in 1909-1911)
57 New Zealand Historic Places Trust, “Proposal for Classifi cation Buildings Classifi cation Committee 
Report,” (New Zealand 1994).

Figure 4.29 Mercury Theatre, Mercury Lane
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buildings of this era and not considerately incorporated into design.58 Likewise 
the stage and backstage areas do not include adequate room for facilities; there 
is no green room and the dressing rooms do not provide suffi cient space for 
multiple functional occupation. The design is focused within the auditorium 
space, where the magic of the performance takes place. The parameters of design 
were controlled by the site’s capacity at the time of construction, as many of the 
buildings around the Mercury Theatre had already been erected. 59

The Norman Ng building was constructed in 1926 as part of a scheme to help 
connect the Mercury to K’Rd. This connection is no longer in place today; the 
building functions instead as a cafe. When it was closed off in 1967 a door was 
installed between the two buildings which is still operable today as an emergency 
exit only. This project renews the connection between the Mercury and the 
Norman Ng, exposing the beautiful space of the Dome room which is currently 
only ever occupied by the occasional dance studio class. Similar to the arcade that 
runs parallel to K’Rd between George Courts and Rendell’s, there is potential to 
open up the Norman Ng to the Hallensteins building and the Drapery Store, thus 
supporting and extending the historic off-street public movement routes.

58 David Atwell, Cathedrals of the movies : a history of British cinemas and their audiences  (London: 
Architectural Press, 1980). Movie palaces in the 1920’s prompted additional consideration for foyer and 
front of house spaces. 
59 City of Auckland Council, “1908 City of Auckland Map,” (Auckland Library Online Maps: Auckland 
Council, 1908).

4.5.2 Evolutionary Changes

In 1967 major alterations were made to the theatre in an attempt to boost the 
use and functionality of the building. The architects (Stevenson and Turner) 
recognised the lack of foyer space and altered the previous layout of the building, 
extracting stall seating to create a new foyer extension. Seats were also removed 
from the circle seating area to develop a new theatre workshop for practice 
and smaller performances. These two major changes indicate the occupants 
knowledge of the building’s dysfunctional nature and impending requirement for 
alteration.

Figure 4.30 (above) addition to theatre foyer; 
(below) theatre workshop addition
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4.5.3 Interior Images

The following images display the interior spaces of the Norman Ng building and 
the Mercury Theatre. The ‘interior’ plays a signifi cant role in this project due to 
the values of theatre that are experienced within the building. The interior space 
designed for performance comes in multiple forms, in each alternative the interior 
is key to providing a successful setting for the mystery of theatre to come alive. 



Figure 4.31 Dome Room led-light dome Figure 4.32 Dome Room

Figure 4.33 Norman Ng Interior Figure 4.34 Norman Ng Interior



Figure 4.35 Foyer space of Theatre view out to Mercury Lane Figure 4.36 Theatre Workshop Figure 4.37 Underground passage

Figure 4.38 Foyer space Figure 4.39 Offi ce Space above foyer Figure 4.40 Fly Tower



Figure 4.42 Theatre auditorium (stage)

Figure 4.41 Theatre auditorium (seating)
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4.5.4 Opportunities and Constraints

The diagram below examines the Mercury Theatre within its existing context. 
The highlighted paths display access ways via Mercury Lane from K’ Rd. 
The oblique angle and visibility from K’ Rd indicates the fi rst major design 
challenge, accessibility and visibility of the building. The diagram also indicates 
the unpopulated land (car parking) that sits to the south of the building; there is 
potential here for additions or development of the adjacent site. 

Figure 4.43 Diagram 1
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Diagram 2 presents a section of the engine room, foyer, offi ces and theatre 
workshop. The existing lobby height is concerning; such a space should provide 
suffi cient room for theatre-goers between performances and intermission. There 
is potential for opening up these spaces and creating more deserving spaces for 
the building entrance and lobby area. Extracting fl oors will vertically enlarge the 
areas allowing more light and simplifying circulation. The existing circulation 
is highlighted; the size and location of the stairs are not generous enough, the 
building also lacks any disabled access

Figure 4.44 Diagram 2
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A constraint of the present building is the disjointed connection between the 
Norman Ng and the Mercury. There is an opportunity to reconnect the Mercury 
and the Norman Ng exposing the Dome room via a walkway that descends into 
the theatre space and beyond. Diagram three proposes this move to repair the 
present disjointed connection; it is an awkward meeting point between the two 
buildings with predefi ned constraints due to adjacent buildings on all sides. The 
proposal for use of the site beyond the theatre has potential to offer a public 
gathering space with cafes, retail and other amenities. The larger site area has no 
existing public square and development in the area would benefi t greatly from 
one.

Figure 4.45 Diagram 3Figure 4.45 Diagram 3
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Diagram four (a cross section through the East-West axis) highlights the 
insuffi ciently sized stage, fl y tower, and dressing room area. This is also evident 
in newspaper articles that report the negative feedback from performers about 
backstage space. A passageway can be identifi ed underneath the theatre that 
connects the dressing room area to the front of house - this is likely to have been 
used by actors and performers that required access to the front of house without 
being seen; during performances that require off-stage entrance to the theatre etc.

Figure 4.46 Diagram 4
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Figure 4.47 Facade analysis 1 Figure 4.48 Facade analysis 2

Figure 4.49 Facade analysis 3 Figure 4.50 Facade analysis 4
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4.5.5 Façade Analysis

The façade is typical of the Edwardian Baroque period.60

The architect focused on designing the top two thirds of the façade; The lower 
third that connects to the street is not resolved in the same fashion as the area 
above the balustrade. Little consideration for street connection was given, 
entrance points are small and multiple instead of the grand entrance typical of 
theatre design.
The sketches demonstrate the fenestration, the regular and irregular partitions 
and separations; alteration or additional design to the façade may derive from the 
existing patterns formulated by the geometries analysed.

60 Another example is the Chief Post Offi  ce, now transformed into Britomart Station
Figure 4.51 Original drawing by architect Edward Bartley
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Figure 4.52 Comparison Image between Mercury Theatre and ASB Bank building
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4.5.6 Façade Comparison:

The original façade drawing of the Mercury Theatre can be compared to another 
of Edward Bartley’s façades - the ASB Bank building on Queen Street (currently 
occupied by McDonalds).
Both façades share the crowning effect of the designed top two thirds, while 
the lower third has had little attention, evident where the fenestrations do not 
demonstrate the same level of detail or care.
This indicates a commonality in Bartley’s design technique, and that the Mercury 
façade was not merely a rushed decision, or that Bartley was less successful when 
designing on sloping streets.61

61 Th is observation has been made by comparing the design of the Mercury and ASB Bank building on 
sloping surfaces, to the Jewish Synagogue on Princes Street (another of Bartley’s projects). Th e level of 
care in the Synagogue façade contrasts the diffi  cult connections present in the Mercury. Th e Synagogue 
has a clean and successful relationship to the ground; the façade reads as one, where-as the Mercury 
façade seems as though it is a combination of two ultimately diff erent designs.

4.5.7 Analysis Conclusion

The building requires improved circulation for people of all circumstances.

The theatre auditorium and dome room require acknowledgement through design 
that will emphasise the heritage value of these spaces.

The existing building design has multiple spaces that are inssufi ciently sized, 
potential for increasing the size of these spaces would prevent the building from 
feeling cramped, and allow the building to breathe.

The two axes: East-West theatre meets North-South circulation route; this will be 
a main driver to the design, how the two intersect and interact with one another.

The façade is a potential area for design addition or alteration.



The following section outlines the project research through design methods that 
explore alternative approaches and discuss the implications of each to the site.

5.1 Response to Site

An initial response to the site prompted exploration of a possible public plaza or 
square on the south side of the Mercury. The obvious downfall of such a plaza 
is the location. The large brick south facing façade of the building increases 
shading, limiting sunlight into the immediate area beyond the building. However, 
this can be resolved through architectural interventions. The location of the 
plaza is in close proximity to the intersection of Cross Street and Mercury 
Lane; this intersection establishes a node where the two streets meet that will 
be utilised as the starting point for the formation of the plaza. In order for the 
plaza to successfully develop as a point of gathering, Mercury Lane requires 
pedestrian priority over vehicle use, there will no longer be  access to the street 
between Cross Street and K’ Rd by vehicle traffi c. Cross Street will also become 
pedestrian prioritised, with some vehicle use to allow maintenance and service 
access to site. It is acknowledged that this would have implications for overall 
vehicle fl ow in the area.

As expressed in the initial site analysis, multiple visits to the site have shown 
Mercury Lane is currently used for vehicle access to Upper Queen Street by 
traffi c coming from K’ Rd and Pitt Street. In order to achieve pedestrian priority, 
the following site diagram outlines the necessary arrangement of vehicle traffi c 
to by-pass Mercury Lane. The diagram also highlights Cross Streets decreased 
vehicle use and re-ordered movement through the south end of Mercury lane to 
prevent disruption to the plaza.

Design Response5.0
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Figure 5.1 Site Plan with altered vehicle routes
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The CRL station is displayed in its Council proposed location in this diagram, 
however, consideration for the relocation of the station to the south side of K’ Rd 
would support the development of the area around the Mercury and provide for 
the establishment of local amenities by retailers and businesses. 

The relocation of the CRL station beyond the Karangahape ridge is supported by 
Figure 5.2 that describes the development and growth opportunities for the K’ 
Rd district. Limited growth is shown in the current location (Pitt Street), while 
beyond K’ Rd, Mercury Lane and the neighbouring fringe of the city depicts the 
capability for extensive expansion.

Figure 5.4 displays the relocation of the station.

ncil proposed location in this diagram, 
n of the station to the south side of K’ Rd 
rea around the Mercury and provide for 
retailers and businesses. 

nd the Karangahape ridge is supported by 
nt and growth opportunities for the K’ 
the current location (Pitt Street), while

eighbouring fringe of the city depicts the 

station.

Figure 5.2 Development Capacity model for Karanghape Road, Auckland
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Figure 5.3 Site Plan with Council proposed 
station location

Figure 5.4 Site Plan with new proposed station 
location in Mercury Plaza
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5.2 Heritage Value

An important discussion emerges within this project: what is heritage? Space 
and form or use? This is a complex question that cannot be defi ned simply 
with one answer or another. When discussions start to spark about heritage 
and conservation of buildings that we regard as having heritage values, is it 
disjointed to disconnect the building from its original meaning (use) or to 
disregard the architectural qualities the building exhibits (space and form)? Or 
should consideration be given to both space, form and use in order to provide a 
successful response to the building, in particular the case of a theatre. In addition 
to the alternative theoretical approaches outlined in section two, this research 
considers how utilising a disused building can provide impetus to bring people 
back into an area of the city that had become disjointed and dysfunctional. 

As stated in the ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments and Sites) NZ 
Charter, Cultural Heritage is described as thus:

“It shapes identity and enhances well-being, and it has particular cultural 
meanings and values for the present, and associations with those who have gone 
before.”62

Of equal importance, ICOMOS outlines principles of conservation:

“Conservation of a place should be based on an understanding and appreciation

62 “ICOMOS New Zealand Charter for the Conservation of Places of Cultural Heritage Value,” ed. 
ICOMOS (New Zealand Revised 2010).

 of all aspects of its cultural heritage value, both tangible and intangible. All 
available forms of knowledge and evidence provide the means of understanding a 
place and its cultural heritage value and cultural heritage signifi cance.”63

The Mercury Theatre is listed as a Category 2 historical building in The New 
Zealand Historic Places Trust (NZHPT). The Trust recognises architectural 
signifi cance in the building’s façade, the auditorium plaster work and the Dome 
Room. The Trust observes that it is one of few remaining examples of Edwardian 
Theatre design in Auckland64, particularly signifi cant as an example of the 
architectural threshold between theatre and cinema design. 65 The Norman Ng 
building is included under the title of the Mercury Theatre in the NZHPT register.  

Protection of the building is also outlined in the Auckland City District Plan, 
stipulating that the building can not be demolished. It highlights the areas of 
the building that are consider valuable.66 This includes the interior of the theatre 
and the facade. For the purposes of this project, the regulations outlined by the 
District Plan are attributed as guidelines and not obligations.

63 Ibid.
64 Th is register last updated the Mercury listing in 1990, it is likely that the Mercury is the only 
remaining example of Edwardian Th eatre design today. Th e closest known example is the Street 
James which demonstrates techniques used in English theatre which originated from Edwardian and 
Victorian design. [New Zealand Historic Places Trust, “St James Th eatre,” (New Zealand Historic 
Places Trust register of historic buildings 1988).]
65 New Zealand Historic Places Trust Pouhere Taonga, “Mercury Th eatre,” (New Zealand Historic 
Places Trust register of historic buildings 1990).
66 City of Auckland, “District Plan,” (2004 updated 27/03/12).
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Theatre buildings hold mystery and meaning that other buildings (for example 
offi ce buildings or town houses) do not. There is a presence about them, an 
incomprehensible and personal relationship with each and every person that 
occupied its stalls. Within the walls of the theatre, between actor and audience, 
under light and in darkness, theatre is a place of magic and suspense. 

The magic of theatres lies largely in their interior and even they do not come 
to life until lined with people. The incandescent glow from the stage lights up 
capital, cornice and caryatid... but an unlit empty and disused theatre is a gloomy 
place to all.67

 A purpose built theatre is designed specifi cally to play with ideas about the 
relationship between audience and performer, utilising lighting to control feelings 
and emotions, and techniques that create suspense and cause us to believe what 
we are perceiving could be real. The mystery of the theatre removes the audience 
from their own reality and drops them into another one. It is this same mystery 
that encourages us to willingly release our beliefs, if only for a moment, in order 
to enjoy that connection with the performance and the performer. How then, can 
we expect to isolate the building from such a powerful and distinctive meaning. 

67 Ian Mackintosh, Architecture, actor, and audience, Th eatre concepts (London ; New York: Routledge, 
1993). pg 76.

In contrast to this, Aldo Rossi refers to buildings as artefacts and silent 
monuments within cities, expressing his position in understanding a building as 
independent from the different uses that “wash over” it. 68 This statement is made 
in reference to function changes that often take place in buildings within cities, 
supporting the building as independent from the changes that it is subject to, the 
building is adapted to the use of a time or period but it remains representative of 
itself without reference to its daily use; it becomes a silent monument surviving 
its adaptive changes. Another stance on the functional use of buildings is 
Malcolm Walker’s response in the discussion ‘Conversation on Heritage’ stating 
his opinion that,

“It goes back to opportunity... you can’t always be too precious about it. If you’re 
not using them, they’ll die so you’ve got to acknowledge them and you’ve got to 
play with them... There’s two parts to it: there’s legacy and heritage.”69

Emphasis is placed on the importance of occupation of buildings to prevent 
obsolescence, although, attention to the historical nature of the building through 
acknowledgement of heritage values should not limit alternative solutions for 
building use.

68 Bie Plevoets, “Adaptive Reuse as a Strategy Towards Conservation of Cultural Heritage: A Survey of 
19th and 20th Century Th eories,” in IE International Conference (PHL University College and Hasselt 
University 2012).
69 “Conversation on...Heritage,” Architecture New Zealand, no. 5 (2012). p.35 



65

The discussion of heritage values through spatial qualities and historical use 
of the building has particular importance when associated with a theatre. Not 
all buildings are designed as pieces of architecture, often a building may be 
built for purposes that are purely functional and have no sense of identity 
or cultural signifi cance. A theatre, on the other hand, purpose designed as a 
place of performance and gathering, is socially recognised as piece of defi ning 
architecture, one that represents its era, and can only be designed with both values 
of space and use in mind.

The following design response explorations incorporate consideration for heritage 
values of space and use, without limitation of tying the building to its original 
function, but implies its importance through new use applications.

Figure 5.6 displays the key areas of the building that have been identifi ed as 
having heritage value for the purposes of this project.

Figure 5.5 Sketch conecntrated on central area of facade

Figure 5.6 Identifi ed areas of Heritage Value
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5.3 Initial Programme

The programme initially proposed as suitable for the site and project was a 
‘Performance Arts Centre’ with facilities for gallery exhibition of Art and 
Architectural work. This decision emerged from concerns to maintain the 
theatre with its original use, aiming to alter and add to the design successfully 
renewing the building with its original function. Other supportive factors for 
this programme were the intention to increase the use of the site through daily 
use (by students and other visitors of the performance and arts centre). This 
would remove the building from its current downfall as an evening entertainment 
event building, and encourage a consistent all-day occupancy. This supports the 
reasons for sustaining the building as it begins to function as a point of education, 
exhibition, and performance for users other then actors and audience. Increased 
use of the site also guarantees higher use of the public square and encourages 
interest for prospective retail and business development of Cross Street and 
subsequent further spread.

Figure 5.7 Plan of ‘Performing Arts Centre’ with public plaza, retail, cafe and 
an additional theatre.



5.4 Façade Explorations

Exploration one

The transformation of the façade making use of 
the baroque style of ornamentation. The building 
demonstrates a clearer relationship to the street, 
stronger connection with the slope and utilises the 
existing geometries to inform design additions. 
However, the design offers no distinction between 
new and old, therefore the value of the façade is 
not enhanced but blurred with its contemporary 
counterpart. This might be avoided through the use 
of new materials and tectonics, although, discussed 
as part of the research into Viollet-le-Duc’s 
approach, this project does not intend to design 
“in the style of”, it intends to offer new solutions 
that complement the existing, therefore further 
investigation is required.

Exploration two

The lower third is replaced by a modern 
investigation of the loggia. By opening up the 
theatre foyer space the boundaries between exterior 
and interior have become blurred. There is more 
interaction between street pedestrian and the interior 
as the building becomes transparent, offering view 
shafts through and beyond to potential spaces 
(public square, theatre). However, there is an 
imbalance between the heavier material of the 
area above the balustrade and the thin posts of the 
bottom third; The building is not anchored to the 
street successfully.

Exploration three

The example explores the implications of the design 
strategy applied to the Caixa Forum. A modern 
insertion of folded metal depicts the building as 
hovering or fl oating abover ground. The distinction 
between interior and exterior is again blurred. The 
language of the building to the street no longer 
exists; the building has been removed from its 
site, disjointed where it should encourage a better 
connection.

Figure 5.8 Facade exploration one Figure 5.9 Facade exploration two Figure 5.10 Facade exploration thre9
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Exploration four

This design explores the geometries of the existing 
façade abstracted to create the openings in the new 
addition. The openings play on a model of clean cut 
lines through a heavy base that anchors the building 
to its site. The centre of the façade exhibits the 
majority of openings, to highlight the central axis 
of the building and indirectly and abstractly relate 
to the narrow opening through the Norman Ng to      
K’ Rd.

Exploration fi ve

This exploration acknowledges the inclusion of the 
façade design required for addition to the South 
façade of the Mercury. The ballustrade has been 
continued around the corner of the building to 
create an occupy able space that determines the 
plaza entrance to the building.

Exploration six

Due to the oblique view of the Mercury Façade in 
present conditions, this exploration has pulled the 
façade out from the building, angled towards the 
street to act as an obstacle to slow pedestrians to a 
stop or before spilling out into the square beyond.

Figure 5.11 Facade exploration four Figure 5.12 Facade exploration fi ve Figure 5.13 Facade exploration sixFigure 5 12 Facaccadeadeadeade exexexexploploploploratratratrationionionion fififififiveveveve FiFFii



69

Figure 5.14 Section of circular layout

Figure 5.15 Section sketch through Norman Ng and Theatre

5.4.1 Initial Design Response

The fi rst approach focused on working with the identifi ed geometries of the 
building. The original equations to calculate the theatre ring dimensions were 
derived from a circular layout system. This sketch demonstrates the conversion 
of the theatre space into a globe layout, utilising the semi-circular tier and 
continuing its geometry to complete the circular form. The implications of this 
move have no consideration for the heritage values of the theatre (it should be 
noted that this is the intention of this approach). 

Figure 5.16 describes in greater detail the implications of the circular theatre. The 
theatre space has been lifted off the original ground level creating a plaza space 
below the theatre, a move inspired by the strategies applied to the Caixa Forum 
in Madrid. The plaza design enables open access from the building to the square 
located on the south side of the building. Illustrated in the following image (Fig.) 
the design incorporates an informal performance space that blurs the transition 
between the interior and exterior of the building.

Figure 5.15 is an example of initial sketches drawn to demonstrate interest in 
merging the Norman Ng with the Mercury. This particular design explores the 
introduction of a bridge or third tier to the theatre to move people through the 
heart of the Mercury. It sparks an interesting dialogue between the stage and the 
audience, the movement begins to refl ect ideas of performance. This disrupts the 
typical relationship of the actor and the audience, introducing a new relationship, 
an interactive one that blurs the distinction between the role of each.



Figure 5.16 Cross Section of Theatre showing circular layout and cover 
plaza underneath the theatre space.



Figure 5.17 Section of Norman Ng and Theatre investigating lifted 
seating and covered plaza connection to the Norman Ng



72

The response to this approach was that it defi ed any consideration for the heritage 
values of the theatre that I have outlined in my analysis work. The implications 
of raising the fl oor, although regarded a drastic move, in my opinion is not a 
devastating one. The seating is not identifi ed as having any historical signifi cance, 
as it has been recently replaced by the owners. Likewise, the raising of the stage 
is not uncommon- there is an example of stage raising in a heritage theatre in 
Auckland - the Civic theatre on Queen Street.70

However, the relocation of the stage detracts from references to the historical 
layout of the building, evidence of the buildings relationship to Baroque style 
theatres would diminish as the circular layout is a different style of theatre with 
different historical signifi cance. Thus, in contrast to fi gure 5.17, the theatre layout 
alteration will now focus on the lifting of the seating and the stage without re-
orientation.

The proposed square on the South side of the building has had positive response, 
and further investigation of the connection from the Norman Ng building through 
to the square will be followed up in subsequent designs. 

70 Stephen Stratford and New Zealand Architectural Publications Trust., Jasmax, A4 New Zealand 
architects monograph series (Auckland, N.Z.: New Zealand Architectural Publications Trust, 2007). 
p.210

Figure 5.18 Section Diagram

Figure 5.19 Plan Diagram with 
existing context

Figure 5.20 Plan Diagram with 
public square 
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5.4.2 Figure-Ground Studies and Model explorations

Development of the plaza is key to successful integration of the site will 
emphasise the signifi cance of the Mercury, as part of the architecture that shapes 
this space.

Figure 5.20 Figure-Ground sketch of plaza 
layout

Figure 5.21 Figure-Ground sketch of plaza 
layout

Figure 5.22 Figure-Ground sketch of plaza 
layout

Figure 5.23 Sketch development of public plaza
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The model explorations set out to explore the opening up 
of the south facade of the building. It was identifi ed that 
an opportunity to alter the existing roof  structure would 
provide potential for lighting the building and a way of 
experimenting with different methods of fi ltering light 
into the Mercury. The image of the bowed transparent 
planes in fi gure 5.26 are an example of pulling away 
the roof and ceiling lining to expose the timber rafters 
above.

Figure 5.24 Model layout before construction

Figure 5.26 Model of existing roof rafters with removed roofi ng 
material to allow daylight into the building

Figure 5.27 Model facade

Figure 5.25 Two examples of facade 
openings to the Mercury
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Figure 5.29 Entrance point into foyer beneath lifted theatre seating

Figure 5.28 Internal space underneath theatre looking out toward plaza entrance
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Figure 5.30 Cross section diagram of of theatre

5.4.3 Intersecting axes

Additional exploration was embarked on that allowed the theatre to retain more 
of its original layout. A more sensitive approach to the theatre space alters the 
seating through the addition of an extra level, increasing the size of the space 
underneath the theatre. No alterations have been made to the stage height or the 
theatre type as seen in the previous design. The spatial arrangement has increased 
the size of the foyer and intermission spaces, closely approximating the building 
to the 1/3 ratio.71

The link between the Norman Ng building and the public square beyond the 
Mercury still face diffi culties at the crossing of two major axes (North-South 
Norman Ng to Square; West-East Theatre orientation). The intersecting node 
created by the crossing axes is not successfully represented in this design. 
Ongoing exploration of this intersection has resulted in spatial limitations 
reducing the successful merging of the two axes.  

71 Th e thirds ratio system is a basic layout format for theatre design. It stipulates that the Back of 
House, Front of House, and Auditorium space should all be of approximately equal size to successfully 
function. 
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Figure 5.31 Drawing exploration of train station pit entrance to theatre auditorium
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5.4.4 Function Alteration

The previous focus of design was retaining the historical use of the building 
through design alteration and functional improvements; the building remained a 
theatre, part of a larger performance arts complex. However, Auckland currently 
has an abundance of theatres, with new designs evident in the CBD area; the Q 
theatre which was opened this last year, and the newly proposed theatre for the 
viaduct area, two of the latest additions. There is little attention being given to old 
theatres, particularly the Mercury. The question remains, how can we conserve 
the building in a way that preserves the heritage values and attracts attention to 
the site and thus the rejuvenation of the area. 

The previous approach applied to the project adopted numerous conditions of 
conservation that attempted to alter the existing layout of the building to build 
better connections between Karangahape Rd, Mercury Theatre and beyond. The 
project struggled,  largely hindered by the limitation of the theatre space and the 
re-incorporation of the cross axis of the Norman Ng building. The existing axis 
of the theatre was incapable of providing a cross axis that could move around, 
underneath, through, or behind the theatre space without either disturbing and 
altering in an irreversible way the existing theatre design, or in a way that could 
cohesively tie the two axis together along with the complexity of geometries. 
Further alteration of the building has been explored with the understanding that 
the more alteration within the interior auditorium space, the less authenticity the 
space retains.

The site analysis and development section of this document proposed for the 
relocation of the CRL station from Pitt Street to Mercury Lane as the project 
began to develop the city square and encourage further development of the area. 
The new design proposal for the site refl ects on this opportunity and proposes the 
intention for the Mercury Theatre and the Norman Ng building to adapt its current 
function to become the new train station for the K’ Rd district.

The function adaption from theatre to train station contributes to the surrounding 
site, integrating the previous considerations of heritage value and site alteration. 
The preceding explorations attempted to ensure all day use of the site by 
introducing an educational programme to the design. However, the alternative 
use as a train station guarantees continuous access to the building instead of 
a function that is determined by fl uctuating interest in theatre, only open to 
the public during performances. Supported by author Fred Scott and architect 
Malcolm Walker, use as a train station gives new life to the building and ensures 
that the building is effectively re-established as a functioning element of the city.

The project has not dismissed associated heritage ‘use’ values of the building 
through this alteration due to similar characteristics that link the new function of 
a train station within a theatre setting. The new design aims to refl ect qualities 
of theatre use, with particular interest in the relationship between the audience 
and the actor, and the effect of lighting used in theatres; playing on the theatrical 
moods and responses stirred by the contrast of light and dark, natural and artifi cial 
lighting and the blurring of roles between the observer and the observed.
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Figure 5.32 Council diagram of Rail Link concept 
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5.5 Programme

In accordance with the Railway Station Usability Principles outlined by the 
Station User Panel and adopted by the Victorian Government (Australia) there are 
seven key contributors to successful station design:

 Accessibility

 Ease of navigation

 Comfort and amenity

 Information

 Safety

 Local area integration

 Community ownership and activity72

Due to the topographical conditions of the site, accessibility and ease of 
navigation is a key factor in the design of the station, also, similar to the central 
focus of this project, local area integration is a necessity. Therefore, the design 
must consider the following features: equitable access for all users, regardless 
of personal circumstances; convenient station location that is close to key local 
activities and destinations; simple station layout that is intuitive and promotes 
72 Victoria Station User Panel, “<Station-User-Panel-Railway-Station-Useability-Principles.pdf>,” 
(2011). pg. 8-9

ease of movement; connection with the surrounding area; contribution to the 
sense of place which improves the liveability of the local area.73

73 Ibid.p. 14-25 

Figure 5.33 Diagram of station connections



 Figure 5.35 Section exploration of station and square

Figure 5.34 Site Plan - 
Mercury Station
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5.6 Design Response to Station Requirements

The section drawing in fi gure 5.31 investigates the transitions between a number 
of different elements in the design. The connection of the Norman Ng to the 
Mercury drops the fl oor level via stepping down to directly connect with the 
lower fl oor of the station; the lower fl oor of the auditorium. The Dome room 
has been incorporated into the entrance from the Norman Ng to the Mercury 
by extracting the existing level and utilising the lower fl oor, increasing the 
vertical spatial proportions of the space. This entrance shares characteristics of 
subway entrances due its lengthy and narrow dimensional layout, once used as 
a technique for creating suspense before entering the Dome room and thus the 
theatre. The same technique is used in this design to channel people into the grand 
and central space of the station. 

The south façade of the Mercury has been opened up to create an internal external 
fl ow between the square and the auditorium. The implications of such a move 
requires a new façade design to be applied. In contrast to the explorations of 
the existing façade on Mercury Lane, this application involves an almost blank-
canvas backdrop to façade additions. 

A pit area has been designed under the previous stall seating to enhance the 
experience upon arrival via the station underground into the grand old theatre. 
This also enables the design to play with lighting and fi ltering of natural light 
down through the escalators, slowly diminishing as the fully enclosed platform 
area is lit by artifi cial lighting; the contrasting light sources distinguishes the new 
underground space from the existing structure above ground. 

The initial design response was to demolish and replace the fl y tower with the 
intention to transofrm the space into offi ce space and services. The current 
concept pertains to its transformation into similar spaces (offi ces, services) with 
architectural interventions that will strengthen the brick façade to seismic loading 
regulations.
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Figure 5.36 Section of terracing and facade 
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A re-evaluation of the plan outlined that equitable access to the station remained 
problematic, and the second level of the auditorium had not received enough 
attention. The previous design layout speculated the prospect of adapting the 
circle area to become a restaurant systematically laid out in a hierarchical manner 
that made use of the stepped seating. However, new design alteration to the 
Mercury Lane façade now dictates that the upper tier transforms to become one of 
two dual entrance points off Mercury Lane.

Figure 5.32 illustrates the conversion of the upper area of the Mercury Lane 
facade; the central three arched windows become an entrance to the station level 
to K’ Rd. This exploration addresses issues of the distinctive separation between 
the lower third of the façade and the upper two thirds. Mercury Lane has been 
levelled off on the station side of the street to enable direct access to the building 
at the same contour level. This provides access for people of all circumstances to 
the building while highlighting the heritage value of the upper area of the façade. 
The lower third remains an entrance which is accessible via the square, Cross 
Street and Mercury Lane (the right-hand side of the lane provides terraced access 
to the square and lower entrance).

Figure 5.37 Section of station location
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Figure 5.39 Section of station location 
underneath fl ytower

Figure 5.38 Axonometric sketch
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Similar diffi culties were encountered with the previous underground track 
location. Direct access to the platform is a priority for equitable access. In order 
to achieve this, the fl y tower will be utilised as a vertical transport route for 
elevator shafts, while the escalators have been orientated to begin and end at the 
same points as the lifts. Movement through and around the existing theatre has 
a metaphoric association with the original use of the building. People can take 
on the role of the observer, like an audience to the play around them watching as 
travellers move up and around the theatre space. It raises the question of who has 
become the performer, and who is the audience.

Figure 5.40 Plan drawing - station and plaza
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6.0 Critical Appraisal of Final Design

The purpose of this project was to investigate how the integration of new 
architectural design with derelict heritage buildings could re-establish a 
connection to the functioning fabric of an urban centre. This is achieved through 
architectural strategies infl uenced by research on existing theoretical approaches 
and contemporary examples of adaptive reuse projects.

6.1 Retaining the theatre

Initially, the focus of investigation dealt with the alteration of building elements 
within the existing theatre to achieve more successful building circulation, 
orientation, and functionality to promote use of the building. However, during 
the exploration process much of the design began to focus on additions to the 
surrounding site and did not effectively resolve the issues apparent in the theatre 
building. The site development became the dominant factor of the design. The 
introduction of the city square, a secondary theatre and retail outlets would 
establish a performance arts complex that would entice pedestrians and passers-
by to occupy the area. Although the development of the surrounding site has 
become crucial to the design, it has been the intention that this would be driven 
by the architectural intervention of the theatre building, and not the reversed 
circumstances.

Critical Appraisal of Final Design6.0
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6.2 Function adaptation

Due to site development and the proposal of the relocation of the train station it 
became apparent that retaining the existing building with its original use was not 
essential to achieve the goals set out in this research project. The exploration of 
the theatre to become the train station for the Karangahape district continues to 
resolve many of the initial problems encountered within the existing structure, 
with the addition of applying a new programme that will enhance and expose the 
architectural heritage spaces of the building. 

6.3 Threshold design

Key to the design is the importance of making railway stations people focused. 
Railway stations are important public spaces that are a gateway between 
communities and the public transport system. Passengers also use stations as 
meeting places, somewhere to socialise or as a way to access local activities.74 
Due to the constant public movement through stations a functional layout is 
essential to successful station integration with the theatre. The relationship 
between the existing and the new design is now determined by the different 
thresholds that the design deals with. There are a number of alternative 
approaches and entry points to the building, the old theatre space becomes the 
heart and central point at which all entrances direct the public towards. Thus, 
the approach is the dictating factor in tempting the public to enter the building. 
Parallel approaches from K’ Rd expose different heritage elements of

74 Ibid. p.10-11

 the building: the Mercury approach allows the pedestrian to pass through the 
historical façade with a view through to the central atrium space; The Norman Ng 
allows travellers to experience the lengthened building as it had been intended, 
suspense building before spilling into the Dome room and atrium (theatre) 
space beyond. Approach from the square offers pedestrians an entirely different 
experience. Emerging from Cross Streets upbeat cafe and retail atmosphere the 
public spills into the plaza and looks upon the new façade that shapes the entrance 
and views through to the atrium. Lastly, the threshold between the underground 
and above ground structures plays on the contrast of lighting, from enclosed 
darkness lit by a display of dramatic lighting train users emerge into the grand 
theatre, spoilt with the fi ltering of natural sunlight.
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7.0 Conclusion

As a city evolves and functional requirements change, it is not uncommon  for  
once important and notable buildings to become disused and derelict. At the same 
time new opportunities for the building’s future can arise. This project set out 
to investigate how architectural design which encourages and contributes to the 
functioning fabric of an urban centre while preserving its historic heritage can 
be applied to such buildings and surroundings. Nineteenth and twentieth century 
theories of conservation and cultural heritage were reviewed to consider the 
impact of each approach on the fi eld of  conservation, restoration and adaptive 
re-use architecture. A number of practical examples designed by contemporary 
architects  were described. These were selected to highlight the different 
techniques that are applicable when dealing with the integration of new design 
with existing buildings. They demonstrate alternative architectural approaches 
that deal with buildings of heritage value.

Throughout the research and exploration of this project, the architectural design 
challenge has pertained to the merging of new architectural intervention within, 
around, and alongside the heritage elements of the existing building. The fi nal 
exploration demonstrates an approach that incorporates elements of design 
infl uenced by a number of authors, but is not subject to applying all principles 
described by each. The underlying theme throughout the project is the necessity 
to tie the building functionally back into the city, much like the Herzog and du 
Meuron transformation of the Caixa Forum from an empty PowerStation into a 
functional and exemplary piece of architecture. 

Conclusion7.0
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Extensive analysis of both the building and site was conducted to properly 
acknowledge all known aspects of history that have affected the site and could 
become drivers for the new design. Reviewing the city’s future planning for 
the area provided  a unique opportunity to consider the intersection that the 
planned underground rail link might have with the site. The analysis displayed 
the opportunities and restraints of the site which became the parameters for 
the design proposal. Throughout the project the focus of the design has been 
motivated by the intention to expose the architectural heritage of the Mercury and 
Norman Ng building as living pieces of cultural identity. By re-establishing these 
historic buildings as living and functioning architecture, not only does this benefi t 
the urban fabric through historical integration, growth through existing structures, 
and binding together of the cities diverse cultural character, the project also unites 
itself with the incremental and evolutionary process that makes our cities the 
heart of our society.

Critical analysis of the site and building and potential future prospects  has 
enabled design decisions to be made with as much understanding as possible to 
acknowledge the implications of each outcome to the existing. The project has not 
applied any one single technique to the site. It has developed through successive 
explorations and responses a single outcome that ties each new element, 
alteration and adaptation with the heritage values of the site: historical, social and 
architectural. 

In conclusion, this research project has demonstrated that pre-defi ned design 
solutions have a role to play but are not suffi cient to fully address the heritage and 
adaptive re-use requirements of buildings. A project such as this is defi ned by the 
building’s unique relationship to society, history, and context; a building must be 
given the chance to speak for itself.
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Figure 5.41 Cross Section A
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Figure 5.42 Axonometric
Figure 5.43 View up into theatre 

Figure 5.44 View from Mercur square 
towards main entrance
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Figure 5.45 Cross Section B
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Figure 5.47 Site Plan
Figure 5.46 Floor Plan
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Figure 5.48 View from stage to  old stall 
seating
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The model has been constructed in two 

halves. The larger of the two shows 
the interior space of the theatre and the 
exterior plaza that connects to Mercury 

Lane and Cross Street. The smaller model 
is a sectional model that depicts the 

rejuvination of the Norman Ng building.
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