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BLACK STONE

Vanuatu is a nation with relatively newfound independence from British and French
colonisation. The unremitting loss of identity and culture in Vanuatu has sparked a
strong desire for the protection of kastom; traditional culture. In Vanuatu’s main urban
centres, there has been a steady influx of internal migration from regional rural and
remote areas resulting in a steady growth in infrastructure and urban development.
This urban shift has led to the formation of informal settlements throughout Vanuatu’s
urban centres, primarily in Port Vila and Santo. Not dissimilar to urban areas in other
countries, these informal settlements have developed and continue to grow. Within
Vanuatu’s informal settlements, loss of culture has become more prominent as urban
restrictions tend to hinder cultural practices.
Ongoing urban development in Port Vila and the introduction of western building
technologies and materials suppresses local, traditional building methods and
the passing of inter-generational construction knowledge. As a result, there is a
fundamental loss of vernacular architecture in its physical form, and in terms of its
legacy.

ABSTRACT

i

This research project builds upon the need and the local desire for a cultural
renaissance in Vanuatu and aims to explore acts of cultural resistance through
architectural intervention. A secondary aim of this research is to investigate the
intrinsic relationship that ni-Vanuatu have with the land, and the ways in which the
land has played a key role in shaping ni-Vanuatu identity. The research focuses on
kava as a highly significant part of ni-Vanuatu culture that strongly connects people
to the land and to cultural traditions. Research methodology involves comprehensive
literature review, field research in Vanuatu and an investigation into kava culture and
the vernacular architecture of Vanuatu.
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Blackbirding
The practice of enslaving people for unpaid or cheap labour, many of who were from Melanesian islands

Kastom
A term that encompasses traditional culture and customs in Vanuatu along with many other Melanesian societies

Kava
A traditional drink made from the roots of Piper Methysticum (kava plant)

Nakamal
Traditional men’s house or gathering

KEY TERMS

Nasara
A clearing typically in front of the nakamal used for dances and gatherings

Ni-Vanuatu
Translates to ‘of-Vanuatu’, and is used to refer to the indigenous population of Vanuatu

Urban nakamal
Informal establishments in urban areas that sell readymade kava, also referred to as kava bars
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1.0 INTRODUCTION
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1.1

NI-VANUATU

KASTOM

FOREIGN INFLUENCE

BACKGROUND

1.2

For generations the land has played a crucial role in underpinning fundamental
aspects of a ni-Vanuatu (indigenous population) lifestyle – it is an identity and
livelihood. Vanuatu and its indigenous people have a deep rooted history of dealing
with injustice and destructive foreign influences, which can often be traced back to
the land – almost always dealing with foreign attempts to take land for territorial and
economic gain. The first Europeans in Vanuatu discovered that the country had vast
green lands that contained profitable natural resources, such as sandalwood, coconut
trees, and bêche-de-mer (sea cucumbers). This initiated a two-century long process
of colonial land grabbing, the exploitation of natural resources and the ni-Vanuatu,
and the suppression of kastom (traditional culture and custom). Overtime, indigenous
movements began to form. These acknowledged the inherent rights and culture of
the ni-Vanuatu people in the face of colonial oppression and acted as a catalyst for
independence. Although Vanuatu gained independence thirty-nine years ago, a sense
of alienation and loss of kastom still remains in the country’s urban centres. This is
especially evident in informal settlements, which are mainly inhabited by people who
have migrated from rural communities in the outer islands. These urban migrants
suffer from a lack of land, resources and finance, and tend to lose their traditional
cultural practices and their cultural identity. In light of this, one might argue that
there is a continued need for cultural resistance. One that specifically acknowledges
the hybridity of urban and rural cultures, and that places the people’s historical
connection to land at the centre of further urban development.

PROJECT OUTLINE

Through an indigenous, ni-Vanuatu lens, the aim is to support an informal settlement
in urban Vanuatu by creating a network of paths and interventions that explore
the relationship between architecture and land. Located in Port Vila, the informal
settlement comprises of three migrant island communities that require integration. By
emphasising the significance kava has to urban and rural cultures, it will be used as a
social glue to link the disconnected communities – through a series of kava gardens,
kava nurseries and an urban nakamal. The project seeks to provide cultural resistance
through traditional building methods and concepts learnt from vernacular architecture
in Vanuatu.

LAND
Land to ni-Vanuatu is what a mother is to a baby.
− Sethy Regenvanu

NI-VANUATU
Figure 1. The underlying fields of research. (By author)
Figure 2. Kastom loss is exacerbated by foreign influence. (By author)
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KASTOM

LAND

FOREIGN INFLUENCE

Excerpt 1. Sethy Regenvanu quote.
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1.3

RESEARCH QUESTION

How can ni-Vanuatu resistance against kastom loss be architecturalised through their inherent connection to the land?

1.4

AIMS & OBJECTIVES

The underlying aim for this project is about giving power back to ni-Vanuatu. As
well as the symbolic notion of giving land back; land that was alienated by European
settlers. It is about emphasising and strengthening the relationship ni-Vanuatu people
have with the land. There is an underlying need for empowerment. Additionally, in
light of the evident loss of kastom, it is a stand of resistance. It aims to advocate for
traditional vernacular and building methods. This research aims to economically
support and unite the communities that make up an informal settlement – the majority
have low incomes or are unemployed. The communities lack land and green spaces
for personal and traditional purposes, such as gardening and raising animals. All in
all, this project aims to create a community intervention within an urban setting in
Vanuatu. It will look at providing a platform mainly for the inhabitants where they are
able to connect, teach and support each other in an urban context.

Key Design Objectives :

5

1.

To investigate traditional Vanuatu architecture

2.

To advocate for culturally and contextually sensitive architecture that
sustains traditional Vanuatu custom

3.

To explore the relationship between architecture and land

4.

To achieve productive and social mixing of the communities within Seaside
settlement

5.

To encourage engagement of the communities within Seaside settlement

1.5

SCOPE & LIMITATIONS

This research focuses on exploring the notion of a Melanesian identity – a community
based on kinship and collectivity. Therefore, it is clear that this will not be a housing
project, rather a community focused project. The architectural intervention aims to
weave together an informal settlement with a population of approximately 1,500
people. Programme-wise, this research looks at providing economic and subsistent
support through acknowledging the significance of agriculture and kava in Vanuatu –
a series of kava gardens, kava nurseries and an urban nakamal.
The urban nakamal and kava nurseries will look at providing income for the many
inhabitants that may have insufficient funds or are unemployed. The project looks at
weaving together three separate communities within an informal settlement, therefore
the area of the settlement is considered the site. This project will not touch the
surrounding private residences.
It is not intended to criticise the Western and urban culture, but to advocate for
hybridity of cultures. In addition, this research will seek to preserve traditional
Vanuatu architecture, without being a replica of the vernacular architecture, such as
the nakamal. It is more so a transferal of traditional building methods and ideas – a
speculation of a hybrid vernacular. This research aims to be contextually sensitive and
have dialogue with the existing informal settlement which will be explored through
the use of local materials and familiar architecture forms.
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1.6

STATE OF KNOWLEDGE

Maori and Indigenous studies professor Brendan Hokowhitu, argues for an ideological
shift in Indigenous Identity and Resistance; a shift from the often restrictive definition
of indigenous identity, and resistance in relation to the oppressor.1 He links identity
and resistance in reference to the common discourses of Indigenous resistance. In
a postcolonial context, indigenous people have a capacity to choose, and should
be in control of the direction of their future. In Weaving Past, Present, and Future,
Hokowhitu highlights the need to focus on self-regeneration and resilience to leave
behind the historical devastation and build towards a better future.
In A New Oceania: Rediscovering Our Sea of Islands, Fijian poet and philosopher
Sudesh Mishra, introduces the notion of ‘celebratory resistance’. In order to turn the
tables, and “alter this relationship in our favour”, he suggests a celebratory resistance,
in order to understand the fundamental reasons for colonial presence.2 The author
explores the notion of creating a focus on one’s own culture and to self-nurture.
Bernard Narokobi, a prominent Papua New Guinean figure affirms the need for
cultural regeneration in his text, The Melanesian Way. He likens the colonial era
to a “tidal wave from the west.”3 Much like a tidal wave, the colonial forces swept
through mercilessly, destroying treasures, “depositing some rich soil, but also leaving
behind much rubbish.”4 Despite the negative and destructive aspects of the ‘tidal
wave’, Narokobi recognises the positive effects. He adds that for many, it has sparked
the ambition for a better future, stating that it “should be used as a living light for
the new future.”5 It is clear the author is asking his people for acknowledgment and
acceptance of the past. He is a clear advocate for indigenous Melanesians. Throughout
his text, the concept of ‘The Melanesian Way’ is heavily emphasised – the idea that
Melanesians are communalistic. He explores the issues that many are facing due
to globalisation, internal migration and a new urban life. He embraces the past and
encourages a focus on the regeneration and protection of the Melanesian people and
culture.

1 Brendan Hokowhitu, Indigenous Identity and Resistance: Researching the Diversity of
Knowledge, (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2011), 255.
2 Brendan Hokowhitu, “Weaving Past, Present, and Future.” Journal of Indigenous Wellbeing 2.
no.1 (2017):3, https://journalindigenouswellbeing.com/journal_articles/weaving-past-present-andfuture/.
3 Bernard Narokobi, The Melanesian Way, (Boroko: Institute of Papua New Guinea Studies,
1983), 4.
4 Narokobi, The Melanesian Way, 4.
5 Narokobi, The Melanesian Way, 4.
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1.7

NI-VANUATU

William F. S. Miles, a political scientist, reviews the political history of the
condominium in Vanuatu and emphasises the country’s discourse of colonial rule by
not one, but two – the British and the French, simultaneously. He discusses the certain
consequences and after effects of colonial presence. In Bridging Mental Boundaries,
he proposes the notion of bridging mental boundaries to facilitate decolonisation
and to initiate healing.6 In light of this, it is clear that there is a fundamental
need to
FOREIGN INFLUENCE
be open-minded in order to progress and understand the issues of decolonisation,
KASTOM
nationalism and identity development.

LAND

METHOD OF RESEARCH

Research through Literature

Research through Design

Through extensive literature research, the relationship ni-Vanuatu have with the
land will be established – the importance of land in Vanuatu. Furthermore, the need
for cultural resistance and preservation will be analysed. Through this foundational
research, a design intent will be developed. The second stage of the literature study is
the design brief informant; studying the importance of kava, and the nakamal.

The design criteria are determined by the literature research, vernacular architecture
and precedent studies, and site specific investigations. Using the design intent,
design process is initiated while simultaneously referring to literature and contextual
requirements. Drawing studies will be used to investigate potential ground
relationships. Drawing through section will be a vital tool to explore the relationship
between the ground and its inhabiting architecture. Drawing through plan view will
follow, visualising the diagrammatic sections and to solve spatial concerns. Again, the
section will be studied through iterative models.

Research through Vernacular Architecture and Precedents
An investigation into traditional vernacular is required to get a base understanding
of local building materials and methods. There is limited published literature on
traditional Vanuatu architecture, however Safeguarding Indigenous Architecture
in Vanuatu and Traditional Architecture in Vanuatu will be thoroughly studied.
Furthermore, an analysis of selected precedents that integrate the landscape and
architecture, will aim to explore different grounding conditions – how the architecture
inhabits the land, or vice versa.

NI-VANUATU

Research through Immersion

KASTOM

FOREIGN INFLUENCE

LAND

The cultural and contextual understanding is mostly from personal knowledge and
experience growing up in Vanuatu. Multiple site visits will provide further insight
into the social and cultural dynamics of Port Vila and the selected site. The cultural
significance of kava will be explored through the experience of drinking kava and
understanding its social complexities. Site visits to urban nakamals and a kava farm
will be made to understand the processes involved in kava farming and preparation
of the drink. Site visits to the Seaside settlement will be vital to truly understand
social dynamics, as there is a lack of literature about the site. This research through
immersion will provide an understanding of the project design requirements.

Figure 3. ‘Fortifying’ ni-Vanuatu identity. (By author)

6 William F. S Miles, Bridging Mental Boundaries in a Postcolonial Microcosm Identity and
Development in Vanuatu, (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 1998), 3.
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2.0 LOCATING NEW HEBRIDES

Figure 4. Locating Vanuatu. (By author)
9

VANUATU

10

2.1

BACKGROUND

The Pacific Islands can be divided into three distinct culture sub regions; Melanesia
(melas – ‘black’), Micronesia (mikros – ‘small’) and Polynesia (poly – ‘many’).7
Prior to being known as Vanuatu, James Cook named the archipelago New Hebrides
in 1774. Vanuatu is an archipelago located within the Melanesian sub-region and
comprises of approximately eighty islands. The archipelago is split into six provinces
– Malampa, Penama, Sanma, Shefa, Tafea, and Torba. These names were derived
from the first letters of their constituent islands. The largest islands are Santo,
Malekula and Efate; these islands are inhabited by over half of the total population.8
Ever since declaring independence in the 1980s, the growth of the urban population
has rapidly expanded, currently making up 25.3% of the total population.9 The urban
population primarily inhabits two cities: Port Vila (Efate) and Luganville (Santo).
Efate is considered the main island of Vanuatu as it is where Port Vila (the capital
of Vanuatu and the largest urban centre) is situated. Port Vila is inhabited by a
population of 53,000, which is approximately 18% of the total population.10 Vanuatu
has a multicultural blend of ethnic influence and composition, more vividly seen
in the capital of Port Vila between a traditional ni-Vanuatu, and influences of the
British, French and Australian predominantly, as well as colourful tones from settled
Vietnamese and various Pacific Islanders.

MICRONESIA

2.2

CLIMATE & GEOGRAPHY

The climate in Vanuatu varies from wet-tropical in the northern islands to subtropical
in the southern ones. The north is typically more wet and humid than the south. The
wet season occurs from November to April, and brings a higher temperature (ranging
from 21°C - 33°C), with heavy rains and possible cyclones. Vanuatu experiences its
heaviest rainfalls from January to March. The dry season occurs from May to October,
with a typical temperature ranging from 15°C - 26°C.11 The hot and humid climate is
moderated by south-easterly prevailing winds. Vanuatu’s topography is predominantly
mountainous and steeply undulating, as it is of volcanic origin. 12 Much like the
rest of Oceania, Vanuatu is vulnerable to natural disasters and the effects of climate
change. Vanuatu is also susceptible to the effects of natural and anthropogenic climate
change, and this vulnerability is increased by its location. It sits on the boundary of
the Pacific tectonic plate and the Indo-Australian plate – the subduction zone. This is
where one tectonic plates forces itself over another, consequently causing earthquakes
and volcanic eruptions. 13 Therefore, Vanuatu is prone to earthquakes, tsunamis,
tropical cyclones and volcanic activity. Vanuatu sits on the Pacific Ring of Fire, (a
line of active volcanoes bordering the Pacific Ocean). This line runs directly through
Vanuatu, and is effectively where seismic and volcanic activity is frequent.

MELANESIA

POLYNESIA

Steven Fischer, A History of the Pacific Islands, (Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), xviii.
“Vanuatu,” Encyclopaedia Britannica, accessed July 4, 2019, https://www.britannica.com/place/
Vanuatu.
9 “Vanuatu,” EB.
10
Anne Marie Hacht, Gale Encyclopedia of World History: Governments, (Detroit: Gale Group,
2008).
7
8

Figure 5. The three cultural sub regions in the Pacific Islands. (By author)
11

“Weather in Vanuatu,” My Vanuatu, accessed July 13, 2019, https://www.myvanuatu.com.au/
weather-in-vanuatu/
12
“Volcano Information,” Vanuatu Meteorology and Geohazards Department, accessed July 15,
2019, https://www.vmgd.gov.vu/vmgd/index.php/geohazards/volcano/volcano-info.
13
“Volcano Information,” VMGD.
11
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3.0 LAND IN VANUATU
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3.1

NI-VANUATU LAND

Traditionally, the land was very special in ni-Vanuatu culture and identity. It provided
everything – sustenance, shelter and a bridge to their ancestors. In Histri Blong
Yumi, historians Anna Naupa and Sara Lightner explore the history of agriculture in
Vanuatu, and its place in ni-Vanuatu civilisation. As people began to settle in Vanuatu,
they began to plant and cultivate crops. This practice soon connected the people to
the land they had settled on. The authors claim that, for ni-Vanuatu the land is a way
of identifying with the past, present and future, and state “We are the land; it is where
our ancestors were buried.”14 Sethy Regenvanu, the first Minister of Lands in Vanuatu,
famously stated “Land to ni-Vanuatu is what a mother is to a baby.”15 He further
stated that through the land, one is able to define their identity as well retaining their
spiritual strength.16

3.2

LAND TENURE

Land tenure in Vanuatu holds great meaning to the people of Vanuatu, as it declares
how their land is managed. In The Politics of Land in Vanuatu, historian Howard
Van Trease discusses the vital role land played in the discourse of Vanuatu's
independence. Land was the reason for birth of the Condominium; a hundred years
later, the same alienated land was the reason for its downfall. The author provides an
overview of several traditional systems of land tenure in Vanuatu post-independence,
with all displaying a common quality – the inalienability of land. Although mostly
unwritten, there is an underlying understanding that varies from island to island,
that governs land tenure. Traditionally, social status, livelihood and land rights were
inherited through groups based on common descent and area of residence – family
and kin. This was dependent on whether the group was matrilineal or patrilineal.17
Therefore, as land was passed down within the same family generation to generation,
a connection to the land is inevitable. Van Trease states that the family is the land as
the ancestors were buried in it.18 Land tenure was flexible and honoured by a system
of reciprocity – the landowner held primary rights to the land, however had the moral
obligation to open it to those who may need it.19 According to the newly formed
Constitution after claiming Independence, all alienated land in Vanuatu was formally
returned to the customary landowners. The Constitution stated that foreigners and
citizens of foreign origin were exempt from perpetual ownership of customary lands
– which is roughly 96 percent of all land in Vanuatu.20 It is now understood that the
landholders will always have the rights to the land.

Van Trease, Land in Vanuatu, 3.
Van Trease, Land in Vanuatu, 4.
19
Lightner and Naupa, Histri Blong Yumi Long Vanuatu, 160.
20
John Meadows, “Responsible Land Governance,” (Wollongong: Land Equity International Pty
Ltd, 2017).
17

Sara Lightner and Anna Naupa, Histri Blong Yumi Long Vanuatu: An Educational Resource,
(Port Vila: Vanuatu Cultural Centre, 2005), 159.
15
Howard Van Trease, The Politics of Land in Vanuatu, (Suva: Fiji Times, 1987), xi.
16
Van Trease, Land in Vanuatu, xi.
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Figure 6. The land as an identity and livelihood. (By author)
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3.3

AGRICULTURAL ART

The practice of agriculture became so engrained into the livelihood and culture of niVanuatu people, that the authors of Arts of Vanuatu refer to it as ‘art’. Archaeologist
Matthew Spriggs, explores the sophisticated irrigation systems that were found to
have occurred on several islands. They were typically constructed from large stones
and earth embankments. Terraces often took up whole hillsides which would carry
water from remote streams to the gardens through channels that would have been
skilfully constructed to follow natural contours. When diverting water from streams,
to allow excess water to pass through as to avoid flooding, the dams were constructed
of loose stones.21 It is evident that certain practices were reminiscent of those
practiced in Asia. Pond fields were a method used to water the crops and is the most
common form of irrigation used in Vanuatu, Spriggs compares this with Asian rice
paddies. The author brings up the issue of the decline in taro irrigation in Vanuatu due
to population decline in the 19th and 20th centuries as well as internal migration – ‘a
dying art?’.

3.4

NI-VANUATU LAND & FOREIGN INTRUDERS

When sandalwood was discovered in 1825 (in New Hebrides), the archipelago (as well as the
rest of the Pacific islands) became attractive to foreign commercial interests.22 This began a
rush of sandalwood harvesting to offset a trade shortage with China. The sandalwood trade
peaked in 1846, leading to the dispersal of bislama (Pidgin-english language); the common
ground of communication between ni-Vanuatu and Europeans. Once the sandalwood forests
in Vanuatu were diminished, European traders began to look elsewhere for other forms of
trade. Ethnographer Bonnemaison highlights this exploitation and states, “It was no longer
sandalwood that was carried to Australia, but men.” 23 Plantations and mines in Australia, Fiji,
New Caledonia and Samoa sought cheap labour. This began the indentured labour trade of
‘blackbirding’, in which the indigenous people of New Hebrides were deceptively recruited or
kidnapped for labour.
The labour trade and blackbirding reached its peak in the 1880s, when over half of the adult
male population of New Hebrides was coerced into working abroad. Twenty-eight Australian
ships were involved in recruiting Melanesian workers, especially those from New Hebrides
and the Solomon Islands, as they were regarded as the best providers of labourers. During this
period, foreign settlers, including missionaries, traders and cotton planters began to arrive and
settle on the island. The majority of these settlers were British planters from Australia in search
of land and labour.24 Once the price of cotton began to fall, they switched to alternative crops;
coffee, cocoa, bananas and coconuts. In 1880s French settlers arrived, led by land speculator
John Higginson. They eventually outnumbered the British three to one. In 1906, the British and
French agreed to administer the islands through a joint government – the Condominium. The
French and English could not agree on how to govern, creating problems for ni-Vanuatu. 25
This government was not very effective or successful, and was commonly referred to as “The
Pandemonium”.26 There was a serious lack of cooperation between the two parties, leading
to intense rivalry and separate settlements.27 This lasted until July 1980, when New Hebrides
formally declared independence and became the Republic of Vanuatu (‘Our land forever’ in
many of the native languages).28
Joël Bonnemaison, The Tree and The Canoe: History and Ethnography of Tanna, Translated by PenotDemetry Josée, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1994), 39.
23
Bonnemaison, The Tree and The Canoe, 41.
24
WW, The Tree and The Canoe, 42.
25
William F. S Miles, Bridging Mental Boundaries in a Postcolonial Microcosm Identity and Development in
Vanuatu (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 1998), 29.
26
Margaret Critchlow, Houses Far from Home, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2001), 21.
27
“History in Vanuatu,” Lonely Planet, accessed July 21, 2019, https://www.lonelyplanet.com/vanuatu/
background/history/a/nar/59af944c-e46f-47af-bdba-0be954fb7cd2/362974.
28
Sophie Foster and Ron Adams, “Vanuatu,” Encycloaedia Britannica, Encycloaedia Britannica inc,
accessed July 21, 2019, https://www.britannica.com/place/Vanuatu.
22

Figures 7-8. Taro irrigation and terraces.
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Joël Bonnemaison, Arts of Vanuatu. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1996), 90.

Figure 9. Cattle farm and coconut plantation in Port Vila.
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4.0 NI-VANUATU RESISTANCE
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4.1

BEGINNINGS OF NI-VANUATU RESISTANCE

It wasn’t until the 1960s that the indigenous people of Vanuatu began to react to and resist
foreign forces. Nagriamel, an indigenous political movement based in Santo, formed during
the country’s move towards independence. It was created to represent the interests of niVanuatu people, to recognise their customary traditions and their rights to traditional land.
Led by Jimmy Stevens, the movement pushed for independence from colonial influence.29 In
1971, the New Hebrides National Party (NHNP) was founded. It was formed with a similar
motive, however it had the support of the Presbyterian Church of Vanuatu. This led to many
Nagriamel members withdrawing and joining the NHNP. The NHNP later became Vanua’aku
(‘Our Land’). The party was led by Walter Lini, who ultimately became Vanuatu’s first Prime
Minister.30

Ni-Vanuatu Resistance: Malvatumauri
In light of the Independence movement and a clear decline in kastom and
tradition, especially in urban centres, the Malvatumauri was formed; (mal
– ‘superior’, vatu – ‘strong’, mauri – ‘green’). The Malvatumauri are the
National Council of chiefs established to facilitate traditional regeneration
and preservation. They have the role of discussing all matters regarding
custom and tradition, with a focus on the promotion of the diverse niVanuatu culture and languages. The Malvatumauri have the duty to
administrate kastom – giving power back to tradition.36 It is mandated under
the law to ensure that the custom, culture and language is protected. The
council of traditional chiefs develop policies to encourage practical policies
in which people are in a position to revive and practice kastom.37

The John Frum cargo cult was another movement that fought for indigenous rights.31 Although
there is a bit of ambiguity and scepticism surrounding the cargo cult, it shared a common
goal with Nagriamel and the Vanua’aku Party – to give back alienated land to the indigenous
populations.32 In The Tree and the Canoe, Bonnemaison highlights the cultural interaction
between ni-Vanuatu and European traders and missionaries on Tanna island. He reviews the
colonial discourse on Tanna island and states that their story “may well be a living symbol of
resistance for people throughout Oceania.”33
With the arrival and settlement of Christian missionaries, the kastom of Vanuatu was
threatened. The missionaries aimed to convert ni-Vanuatu peoples to Christianity as well as
a western way of living.34 Through this, the majority of Vanuatu kastom and its culture was
suppressed, with some practices and languages being totally erased. In Kago, Kastom, and
Kalja, Marcellin Abong, a ni-Vanuatu Historian, claims most missionaries had the intention
to suppress custom, and to “destroy the lifestyle we had inherited from our ancestors.”35 The
practice of kava drinking was seen as a sin and condemned as the ‘devil’s drink’. However,
these ideas met with much resistance from the ni-Vanuatu.
Edvard Hviding, ed, Made in Oceania: Social Movements, Cultural Heritage and the State in the Pacific,
(Wantage: Sean Kingston Publishing, 2011), 16.
30
Van Trease, Land in Vanuatu, 339.
31
Marc Tabani and Marcellin Abong. Kago, Kastom and Kalja, (Marseilles: Pacific-credo Publications, 2013),
62.
32
Siobhan McDonnell, Matthew G. Allen, and Colin Filer, Kastom, Property, and Ideology Land
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Figure 10. Frankie Stevens, son of Nagriamel founder Jimmy Stevens.

Figure 11. Chiefs Nakamal; used by the Malvatumauri. (By author)
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4.2

LOSS OF KASTOM: DEJA VU

This inherent loss of kastom is further exacerbated by ongoing urban development in
Port Vila, as vernacular architecture and traditional building methods are gradually
disappearing. It is clear that urbanisation in Port Vila is economically driven, as
foreign investors lead the majority of development.38 With the introduction of new
materials and building technology, there has been a decline in traditional architecture.

Vanuatu National Convention Centre
One key example of urban development is the unproductive Vanuatu National
Convention Centre (VNCC), borne out of large expense; it demonstrates how a
significant landmark creates a divide; with significant opportunity cost to the nation.
Constructed in 2016 and costing $28.5 million, the VNCC was funded by the Chinese
Government. In his article, Australia Courts Vanuatu to Tackle China’s Influence,
Andrew Thomas critically analyses recent agreements between China and Vanuatu.
He reports that “Australia sees China’s influence as a potential threat to sovereignty,
independence, stability and even to peace.”39 The building’s monumentality comes
from its very large size, unusual form and use of western building materials, such as
fibre-cement cladding that imitates a wood and cement finishing. With a construction
area of about 6,575m2 and a holding capacity of 2,000 people, the relatively large
building typically sits idle nowadays. Writer Greg Sheridan criticises the building in
his article Beijing Exploits South Pacific Islands Neglect. He states that much like
other Chinese funded buildings, the Convention Centre is a ‘vanity project’ that aims
to “appeal to politicians’ egos.”40 He adds that it doesn’t particularly add value in
terms of development.

Figures 14-17. Saturation of development by foreign investors in Port Vila. (By author)
“Vanuatu: Constitutional Amendments Pass,” The Economist
Intelligence Unit, accessed July 3, 2019, http://country.eiu.com/article.
aspx?articleid=771292061&Country=Vanuatu&topic=Economy&subtopic=Fo_4.
39
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February 14, 2019, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/02/australia-courts-vanuatu-tacklechinas-influence-190214112542589.html.
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Figures 12-13. Vanuatu National Conference Centre. (By author)
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Misinterpretation of Kastom
It is apparent that traditional building and vernacular styles are increasingly becoming
mostly for tourism, and used mainly at resorts, to ‘sell’ the idea of a traditional
Vanuatu experience. Recently, there has been an increase in using cultural elements
and traditional design styles. However, this is typically applied at a surface and
aesthetic level, losing a lot of the original symbolic significance. This can be seen with
the application of sand drawing elements to many new buildings. Sand drawing is a
ni-Vanuatu art form that originated out of the necessity for communication. In many
of his texts, Anthropologist Stephen Zagala explores the history and meaning behind
the practice. He claims that it became a medium of dialogue between different cultural
and language groups, and therefore constituted a universal language.41 As many fear
that sand drawing may be lost, it is now recognised as an element of ‘Intangible
Cultural Heritage’ by UNESCO (The United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organisation).42 Sand drawing is now largely used aesthetically, for example,
for graphic layout in advertising and for tourism purposes.
In Safeguarding Indigenous Architecture in Vanuatu, architect Wendy Christie argues
for the protection of traditional architecture in Vanuatu. Christie states the need to
recognise and protect the nakamal as it stands to play a very important role in the
preservation of kastom.43 In light of this, one may argue that there is a fundamental
need for resistance against foreign influence once again.

Stephen Zagala, “Vanuatu Sand Drawing,” Museum International 56, no. 1-2 (2004): 35.
“Vanuatu Sand Drawings,” UNESCO, accessed July 2, 2019, https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/
vanuatu-sand-drawings-00073.
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Figure 18. Master sand drawer Edgar, at the Vanuatu Cultural Centre. (By author)
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5.0 INTERNAL MIGRATION
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5.1

INTERNAL MIGRATION

In Urban Development in the Pacific, Pamela Thomas, a specialist in women’s and
children’s health in the Pacific, discusses the issue of rapid urbanisation and internal
migration that is common in the Pacific. Thomas claims that in the Pacific, like in
most developing countries, populations are becoming increasingly urbanised. Pacific
Island nations are experiencing social, political and demographic shifts. Professor
John Connell, a specialist in South Pacific migration, further expands on the issue of
Pacific urbanisation and how it has become unprecedented and unplanned. He states
that urban wages, education, hospitals, and a better future for families and children
constitute many peoples’ motives for this shift.44 He then discusses the consequences
of the urban shift, such as informal settlements, land disputes and loss of culture.
Dr. Gerald Haberkorn, a statistical analyst, analyses the inclination for rural to
urban movement. In his text, Port Vila, Transit Station or Final Stop?, he discusses
the ongoing effect of colonisation and recent movement trends of the indigenous
population. Haberkorn suggests that prior to Vanuatu's independence in the 1980s,
migration patterns could be described as circular. After independence however,
migratory patterns have gradually become long-term or permanent. He emphasises
that Port Vila is now seen as a permanent destination for ni-Vanuatu, rather than a
transit stop.45 Consequently, housing shortages plague urban areas and have forced
many into sprawling and informal settlements.46 Another consequence of this urban
shift is the fragmentation of identity and culture of the indigenous people.47 People
migrating away from rural islands often leave behind a traditional subsistence
agricultural lifestyle in hopes of attaining a ‘better’ lifestyle and future. This leads to a
huge shift of the indigenous population from their rural islands to the urban centres of
Vanuatu – a trend that is prevalent in the Pacific Islands.

John Connell. “The Urban Pacific: A Tale of New Cities.” Urban Development in the Pacific 1,
no.
78 (August 2017): 5, http://www.anu.edu.au/.
45
Gerald Haberkorn, Port Vila, Transit Station or Final Stop?: Recent Developments in NiVanuatu Population Mobility (Canberra: National Centre for Development Studies, Research
School of Pacific Studies, Australian National University, 1989), 1.
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Interpress Service, June 11, 2014.
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Margaret Rodman, Houses Far from Home: British Colonial Space in New Hebrides (Honolulu:
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Figure 19. Cargo to Port Vila.
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Figure 20. Urban centres of Vanuatu. (By author)
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5.2

INFORMAL SETTLEMENTS

In Urban Tannese: Local Perspectives on Settlement Life in Port Vila, anthropologist
Lamont Lindstrom, emphasises the impact of urban migration through migrant
perspectives in urban villages across Port Vila. Lindstrom discusses prominent byproducts of the urban shift and how these have affected urban migrants’ lifestyles,
focusing on the informal settlements developed as a consequence of urban migration.
These unplanned settlements are the main form of urbanisation and display villagelike features in their spatial arrangement, management and way of life.48 The informal
settlements in Port Vila are typically described as having poor living conditions as
there is a lack of services (water supply and electricity), poor housing standards
(self-built), and a lack of hygiene awareness and sanitation systems. Many families
experience difficulty in meeting their basic needs to survive because of their low
incomes or unemployment. 49 The author highlights an underlying dislike of urban
life and brings in the notion of village nostalgia. Lamont states, “nostalgia for the
village also shapes people’s imagination of their futures.” He adds that many of his
interviewees had the ambition of returning to their homes islands.50 Internal migration
and urban growth in Vanuatu has played an intrinsic role in the development of the
urban form and has seen the rise in urban informal settlements. To exacerbate this
growth of informal settlements in Port Vila, the government hasn’t been able to
purchase and subdivide additional land for residential development.51

EFATE

Figure 22. Typical urban settlement housing. (By author)
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PORT VILA
Figure 21. Informal settlements in Port Vila, Vanuatu. (By author)
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6.0 KAVA IN VANUATU
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6.1

KAVA AS IDENTITY

Kava has an intrinsic social value in most Pacific Island societies, this chapter seeks
to highlight kava’s significance in Vanuatu. There is a deep-rooted kava culture in
Vanuatu’s rural and urban context that extends to religious, political and economic
life.52 The ritualistic aspect of kava in many Pacific Island societies forged an intimate
relationship between man and kava. Additionally, the inherent and intensive practice
of growing kava fundamentally connected the people to the land.
The kava plant (Piper methysticum) is a traditional crop that is used to make a
drink, kava, which is prepared mostly from the roots. Kava is often described by
many drinkers as looking and smelling like ‘muddy water’ or like ‘dirt’, with its
taste not being too far off. However, kava is rarely consumed for its taste or smell
– instead, most people drink it for the dazed sensation and calming atmosphere it
produces. Because it is a relaxant, it induces feelings of peace and harmony as well
as facilitating sociability.53 Universally, it is symbolic of peace and bringing people
together. Furthermore, kava is believed to facilitate dialogue with ancestral spirits,
“kava is the link between the world of humans.”54
Among avid kava drinkers, Vanuatu kava is considered the most potent kava when
compared to those from Fiji, Samoa and Tonga. The differing potency of kava from
different regions can be explained in the manner in which kava from their respective
regions are consumed. For example, it is said that most Fijians and Tongans prefer
a weaker kava (often dried kava mixed with a lot of water), as they like longer,
more social sessions. These sessions usually follow certain proceedings with formal
protocol. The ni-Vanuatu drink is a more potent kava made from freshly ground root
mixed with a little water, which creates a more reverent atmosphere, that is not ideal
for long conversations. In such an atmosphere, one begins to quietly “listen” to the
kava and experience its mellowing effects.55
Kava root contains a considerable amount of kavalactones, a psychoactive chemical
that is a natural relaxant. It calms the brain and relaxes the muscles, often resulting in
a drowsy peacefulness.56 According to kava specialist Vincent Lebot, kava drinking is
culturally significant everywhere in Vanuatu. Referring to the significance of kava to
Vincent Lebot, Mark Merlin, and Lamont Lindstrom, Kava - The Pacific Elixir: The Definitive
Guide to Its Ethnobotany, History, and Chemistry (Rochester: Healing Arts Press, 1997), 1.
53
Lebot, Merlin and Lindstrom, Kava - The Pacific Elixir, 3.
54
Lebot, Merlin and Lindstrom, Kava - The Pacific Elixir, 5.
55
John Lynch, “Kava-drinking in Southern Vanuatu: Melanesian Drinkers,” The Journal of
Polynesian Society 105, no.1 (1996): 30.
56
Jasmine Tompkins, “Kava,” How to Vanuatu, February 10, 2019, Accessed June 13, 2019,
https://howtovanuatu.com/kava/.
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Figure 23. Making kava. (By author)
35

Vanuatu’s culture, anthropologist Jean-Marc Philibert states “being a root, it forms the
perfect organic metaphor for soil, land, and place.” 57
It is understood that kava holds an intangible importance to Pacific culture, therefore
abusive habits are not very common within the Oceania. Kava abuse was common
once exported out of Vanuatu’s cultural and ritualistic context. In the 1980s, kava
consumption reached Aboriginal communities in Australia, acting as an alternative
to alcohol. This resulted in “all-night binges and illicit mixing of alcohol and kava”,
and a subsequent ban in the Northern territory.58 Additionally, the medicinal and
calming effects of kava were soon realised, and extracted and pressed into pills. This
initiated an export boom in the 1980s, with pharmaceutical companies distributing the
supplements worldwide. However, cases of liver cancer were linked to excessive kava
supplement consumption, resulting in a ban in multiple countries.59
Kava researcher and specialist Apo Aporosa, argues that such regulations and bans
disregard the significance of kava drinking in Pacific Island communities, and states
that it “represents an ingestible manifestation of culture and identity.”60
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6.2

HISTORY OF KAVA

Piper Methisticum is said to have been domesticated for medicinal and cultural
purposes by the original settlers of Vanuatu – the Lapita people. In Kava - The
Pacific Elixir, Lebot states that Vanuatu is historically seen as Piper Methysticum’s
centre of origin and that this is evident in the degree of species diversification in the
region.61 The kava plant is believed to be less than 3,000 years old and is considered
relatively young compared to other indigenous plants. Kava only grows in Oceania
and is believed to have originated in northern Vanuatu. From northern Vanuatu, kava
varieties spread throughout the Pacific Islands. This suggests that Vanuatu is the
ancestral home of kava – and rightfully so, as kava is and has been an intrinsic aspect
of Vanuatu’s rural and urban culture.
The arrival and settlement of the Christian Missionaries in 1868 affected the kastom
and culture of Vanuatu. The missionaries felt they had the moral duty to “civilise” the
ni-Vanuatu people and convert them to Christianity.62 Because of this, the majority
of Vanuatu kastom and culture was threatened, with some practices and languages
being totally erased. Marcellin Abong states in Kago, Kastom, and Kalja, that most
missionaries had the intention to suppress local customs, and “to destroy the lifestyle
we [ni-Vanuatu] had inherited from our [their] ancestors.”63 The practice of kava
drinking was seen as a sin and kava was known as the devil’s drink and therefore
prohibited on many islands in Vanuatu. The missionaries knew that kava drinking
was a form of spiritual communication and feared that a different god was being
glorified.64 This meant kava and kava drinking had to be eliminated in order for
Christianity to be successfully preached.
Settlers had mostly occupied the coast since the period of sandalwood-trade. In many
islands, this caused a distinct rift, with the settlers occupying the coast and ni-Vanuatu
inhabiting much of the inland bushes. With prohibition on many islands, kava became
very difficult to transport between communities and soon became a symbol of
resistance.65
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Figure 24. Geographical distribution of kava. (By author)
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Figure 25. Kava distribution in Vanuatu. (By author)
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6.3

KAVA CULTURE

Rural Kava Culture
Traditionally, kava drinking was regulated by the chiefs and had either a sacred or ceremonial meaning
attached to it. Only chiefly men were allowed to participate in kava-related practices following initiation
into manhood. Rurally, kava was an important item of ceremonial trade between villages and clans. Kava
was very much a social glue as it created and sustained close and distant social relations. Kava gifting
facilitated a sense of kinship, and fostered good relations.66 In rural villages, kava typically played a
mediating role. When meetings and discussions concluded, kava was often served as a peace offering
and signified resolution. It almost represents a ‘seal of approval’ or a morally binding agreement between
parties. As stated in Kava: The Drink of the Gods, kava’s position in rural society was vital as “no friendship
can be formed, no visitor welcomed, no decision made without kava.”67

Urban Kava Culture
With increased internal migration following Independence, the kava began to follow this movement and
gradually made its way into urban Vanuatu. Although it was a slightly different type of kava culture that
moved into the urban realm, it still maintained a social binding role. However, rather than being ceremonial,
it has become quite informal and socially fuelled. Once introduced into the urban context, kava drinking
became a social norm and is even considered a national pastime. Today in the urban centres of Vanuatu, the
urban nakamals (kava bars) are primarily where kava is purchased and consumed. Given the social nature
of the urban nakamal, it is now accepted that women are allowed to drink kava too.
Kava is relatively cheap, as a shell (one serving) would cost 50 vatu, which is roughly around 60 NZ cents.
In Kava in Vanuatu: The Advent of a Cash Crop, Lebot analyses the crop’s cultural significance, while also
highlighting its commercial importance in Vanuatu’s economic development. Vanuatu is the largest producer
and exporter of kava in the Pacific.68 Kava is typically sourced from the outer islands and transported by
ship or air freight to urban areas. The market for kava is divided into the domestic and foreign consumption
markets, and the pharmaceutical industry. As kava is now considered a cash crop, the commercialisation
often conflicts with its “traditional social meanings and functions.”69
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History, and Chemistry, (Rochester: Healing Arts Press, 1997), 42.
67
“Kava Documentary - The Drink of the Gods,” filmed 1998, YouTube Video, 1:29:23, posted by “Narien,” May 2016,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5z1K4wMBhZ4.
68
Lebot, Merlin, and Lindstrom, Kava - The Pacific Elixir, 175.
69
Lebot, Merlin, and Lindstrom, Kava - The Pacific Elixir, 175.
66

Figure 26. Kava. (By author)
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7.0 VERNACULAR ARCHITECTURE: NAKAMAL
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7.1

RURAL NAKAMAL

What is a Nakamal?
Traditionally, the nakamal (‘the house of men’) is a meeting place for Chiefs.70
Nakamals are considered the social and political foci of the rural villages, with village
planning often centred around it. A nakamal is not always an enclosed space or
building. Nakamals typically sit in the centre of the village, on the nasara (traditional
dance square). The nakamal is an intrinsic element of the social fabric in a rural
village. Rural villages or hamlets have one or multiple chiefs who are responsible
for the overall functioning of the tribe and the wellbeing of the people. The nakamal
facilitates different kinds of occasions ranging from conflict to celebration. Ultimately,
the nakamal is where all of the governing decisions within a community are made.
Different regions and villages have their own protocols regarding who may enter a
nakamal, although typically everyone is welcome (while women and children were
once prohibited from entering the nakamal, this has gradually changed over time.)71
The nakamal represents a safe place, a refuge within a village, much like a police
station does in Western cities.

The Role of Kava in the Nakamal
Kava and nakamals are highly dependent on each other and can be said to have a
reciprocal relationship. Kava and the nakamal are deeply ingrained into the rural and
urban culture. A nakamal can be best described as a meeting place. In Tanna, clearings
or banyan trees were used as nakamals where men of the village would congregate
and drink kava. Kava is of great importance in the nakamal, and the two are highly
reliant on each other. Kava is typically consumed at the end of any proceeding that
occurs in the nakamal. It acts as the conclusive gesture of agreement after a discussion
or meeting symbolising peace and creating a sense of resolution – an unwritten
protocol.

Christian Coiffier, Traditional Architecture in Vanuatu, (Suva: University of the South Pacific,
1988), 28.
71
Margaret Critchlow, Houses Far from Home, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2001), 6.
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Figure 27. Rural nakamal.
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7.2

Vanuatu is regarded as one of the most culturally diverse countries on earth, therefore
it can be difficult to generalise or pinpoint a distinctive vernacular architecture. A
clear lack of local historical recordings or research, exacerbates this and creates
reliance on the drawings and texts of European settlers. This has resulted in an
obvious fragmentation of information regarding the vast range of architecture styles
in Vanuatu: there may be extensive documentation about one island, with a severe
lack of information regarding another. According to historian Christian Coiffier,
architecture in Vanuatu can be classified in three region-based categories: northern,
central and southern islands. The following analysis of nakamals in these regions will
help pinpoint crucial elements in each respective region.

Traditional Building
Traditionally, building is often done communally – everyone participates in the build.
Coiffier states that whether it is for a family or the community, the construction
requires the participation and agreement of the whole community.72 There is often a
master builder who leads the build, while mentoring the younger men. Women and
children also have their roles. The women would weave and begin to construct the
thatch roof, while the children would be the little messengers and helpers. In some
communities kastom singing and ceremonies play a huge role in the building process.
The kastom singing supports the builders in transporting heavier materials, “If we feel
the wood is too heavy, the song leads us in shifting it...”73

ANALYSIS

NORTHERN ISLANDS

CENTRAL ISLANDS

SOUTHERN ISLANDS

Analysing Rural Nakamals
72
73
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Coiffier, Traditional Architecture in Vanuatu, xiii.
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Figure 28. Traditional building.

Fig. 29. Vanuatu split into three architectural regions. (By author)
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TORRES ISLANDS

Northern Islands
The majority of nakamals in the northern islands had raised thresholds or low
fences that kept the pigs out. The floor was divided into zones that allocated the
men according to rank. The roofs extended very close to the ground, with walls only
being about 50- 60cm high. These nakamals made prominent use of volcanic and
coral stone. Building in Gaua often used stones. Coiffier notes this in stating “there
were kilometres of small stone walls all over the island,” as well as the nakamals
having stone platforms.74 Nakamals in Maewo were also built on stone platforms, and
supported by a wall of coral blocks. Use of volcanic rock was prominent in Ambae as
there is evidence of volcanic rock platforms and walls. In Santo, the nakamals were
typically the centre of the village and parallel to the sea or river.75 They too were built
on stone platforms, with their roofs extending to the ground. Unlike many nakamals
in Vanuatu, nakamals in the Torres Islands were said to have a trench-like interior.
This allowed village men to retreat to the ‘trenches’ when attacked.76

MAEWO

The nakamals in the northern islands can be summarised as:
-

Low gable roofs, that extend almost to ground

-

Open gables

-

Very low walls, or lack of walls altogether

-

Stone building – for platforms and walls

-

Woven partitions to divide interior space

Torres Islands

Coiffier, Traditional Architecture in Vanuatu, 23.
Coiffier, Traditional Architecture in Vanuatu, 43.
76
Coiffier, Traditional Architecture in Vanuatu, 3.
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Fig. 30. Northern islands.

Maewo

Figure 31. Typical nakamal in Torres Islands. (Adapted by author)
Figure 32. Typical nakamal in Maewo. (Adapted by author)
48

Central Islands
Speiser illustrates a particular village in Ambrym where two nakamals are situated
on opposite ends of a villages dance square. The two nakamals interestingly seem
to guard a the large village.77 Ceremonial dancing is significant, therefore tam tams
(traditional wooden drums), and sculptures are plentiful. Paths are a significant
aspect of villages in Malekula, Coiffier states that the buildings and homes were
“interconnected by paths used mostly by women.”78 The roofs of the nakamal in
Malekula extends very low, and typically had a curve towards the ridge. Some had a
rounded apse roof on one or both ends. Architecture in Tongoa begins to highlight the
Polynesian influence in the archipelago as the nakamal resembles an inverted boat. It
has a ribbed construction, with the structural members being bent towards the ridge.
As the nakamal is thickly thatched, this allows the building to remain cool while
filtering excess humidity. They typically only have one large opening on one side.
Muchlike Tongoa, the nakamals on Efate are covered in thatch and shaped like an
inverted boat with a single opening on the side.
The architecture and nakamals in the central islands can be summarised as:
-

Polynesian influenced – curved roofs, inverted boat, thickly thatched

-

Round and oblong shaped

-

Sharply sloped roofs, that extend almost to ground

-

Not much stone use

-

Rounded apse on either end, where thresholds are

-

Finessed building style compared to northern islands

-

Hurricane shelter

MALEKULA

TONGOA

Malekula

77
78
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Coiffier, Traditional Architecture in Vanuatu, 64.
Coiffier, Traditional Architecture in Vanuatu, 78.

Figure 33. Central islands. (By author)

Tongoa

Figure 34. Typical nakamal in Malekula. (Adapted by author)
Figure 35. Typical nakamal in Tongoa. (Adapted by author)
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Southern Islands
Again, the nakamals in Erromango resembled an inverted boat similar to that of
the central islands. It is apparent that the roof work was intricate.79 In Tanna, small
hamlets were scattered along paths and instead of being a large shelter, the nakamal
was often just a clearing or space under a banyan tree.80 It is clear that the southern
islands are very ceremonial, with villages often planned around large clearings or
dance squares lined with drums and sculptures.
The architecture and nakamals in the southern islands can be summarised as:
-

Oblong shaped with rounded roofs that go all the way to the ground

-

Often used as hurricane shelter

-

Ribbed structure

-

Use of coral and volcanic rock

-

Very ceremonial with dance squares lined with drums and sculptures

-

Clearing under a tree

ERROMANGO

Erromango

Tanna

TANNA

79
80
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Figure 36. Southern islands. (By author)

Figure 37. Typical nakamal in Erromango. (Adapted by author)
Figure 38. Typical nakamal in Tanna. (Adapted by author)
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7.3

SUMMARY

1
2

3

4
1. TORRES ISLANDS

2. MAEWO

3. MALEKULA

4. TONGOA

5. ERROMANGO

6. TANNA

5
6
Figure 39. Nakamal analysis overview. (By author)
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7.4

URBAN NAKAMAL

Analysing Urban Nakamals
Once kava was introduced to the urban centres of Vanuatu, the urban nakamals were
established and continued the tradition of drinking kava. Kava drinking quickly
became a social activity rather than a formal practice. The urban nakamals are
informal establishments that sell readymade kava, and are often referred to as kava
bars. In Kava in Vanuatu: The Advent of a Cash Crop, the author describes urban
nakamals as “low cost, labour intensive businesses using local inputs.”81 Although
they are typically low cost operations, they have the potential to make high returns.
They typically comprise of a main area that serves kava, an area where they drink
kava, and an area for the drinkers to rest. These resting spaces are usually a cluster
of small pavilion-like structures, however it may just be a clearing lined with resting
benches – this is dependent on the establishment. They are open spaces with dispersed
basic shelter, typically constructed with timber and corrugated iron. A single light
bulb or lamp at an entrance typically signifies an urban nakamal. It was reported that
in 1985, shortly after Independence, there was over sixty nakamals in Port Vila and
Luganville, which had a 20,000 population combined. There are now over 300 urban
nakamals in Port Vila.82 Through the following analysis, urban nakamals in Port Vila
will be studied for their spatial organisation of resting and drinking spaces.

Lamboll, Kava in Vanuatu: The Advent of a Cash Crop, (Port Vila: Vanuatu Government
Department of Agriculture, 1988), 1.
82
Netani Rika, “Vanuatu’s kava exports,” The Fiji Times, July 6, 2019.
81
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Figure 40. Man serving kava at nakamal window. (By author)
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REST
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REST

REST
REST

REST
REST

PARKING

FOOD

KAVA
REST

PUBLIC

Light - nakamals typically have a
single light bulb to indicate kava
service.

PRIVATE

Trellised walkway - the undercover walkway creates a semiprivate 'corridor' that leads to 'private' resting areas through the
use of creepers and immense greenery.

Semi-public resting - these resting spaces are considered semi-public as they are
informal socialising spaces that are relatively open.

SPITTING TROUGH

1

FOOD STALL

2

3

KITCHEN
KAVA WINDOW

EL MANARO NAKAMAL
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RESTROOMS

1

GET KAVA

2

DRINK & SPIT

3

REST, REPEAT

Figure 41. El Manaro floor plan. (By author)
Figure 42. Spatial organisation study. (By author)
Figure 43. Privacy study. (By author)

Sheltered resting - these resting pavilions are considered private
as they are formal socialising spaces since they are isolated.

Kava window and spitting trough - this space is
considered the 'heart' of the site as it is where kava
is purchased and drunk.

Figures 44-49. Walking through El Manaro nakamal. (By author)
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KAVA PROCESS

REST

FOOD STALL
RESTROOMS

PUBLIC

KAVA WINDOW

PRIVATE

3

Banyan tree - the banyan tree naturally shelters
the site and creates a visual focal point.

Kava and washemout window - although separated, the two windows work in tandem, with
the drinker moving between the windows for kava and food.

Kava prep - the kava is prepared
onsite for grinding offsite.
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2
SPITTING TROUGH
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LAST FLAET NAKAMAL
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1

GET KAVA

2

DRINK & SPIT

3

GET WASHEMOUT (SNACKS)

4

REST, REPEAT

Figure 50. Last Flaet floor plan. (By author)
Figure 51. Spatial organisation study. (By author)
Figure 52. Privacy study. (By author)

Semi private resting - the low roof height makes it hard to look into
the spaces; creating a visual barrier.

Spitting trough - although spitting troughs are typically
semi-private, this trough is public which makes it
uncomfortable for some drinkers who prefer privacy.

Figures 53-59. Walking through Last flaet. (By author)
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7.5

SUMMARY

It is apparent that the texts analysed concern the gradual loss of traditional
architecture, and addresses the need to revive and sustain traditional building. In his
text, Christian Coiffier states that traditional architecture “is disappearing with the
growth of a general standardisation”, while acknowledging colonial and Christian
influences.83 Wendy Christie further emphasises this in Safeguarding Indigenous
Architecture, and reiterates the need for a traditional building regeneration, suggesting
for a hybrid between traditional and western styles. Christie suggests “a new set
of building guidelines for dwellings in Vanuatu,” that improves construction with
imported materials, “while at the same time encourages the continuation of the
kastom building tradition.”84 As this project aims to reinstate and celebrate kastom,
vernacular presence is fundamental in this architecture. Through design led research,
the key vernacular elements have been derived and are outlined below.
•
•

•
•
•
•

83
84
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A strong sense of communal and kinship support is evident in both the rural
and urban nakamal. The overarching purpose of the rural nakamal is to be
welcoming to all and to serve the community
The rural nakamal highlights a special relationship with the ground as
evident in the way many nakamals leave the ground bare and untreated.
Furthermore, the roof of most nakamals extend down to the ground, often
embedded into the ground
An emphasis on social relations and interactions as evident in the urban
nakamal, through a network of paths and social spaces
The use of local building materials and traditional methods
Open plan buildings that are relatively flexible and environmentally passive
The roof as a driving architectural element of the rural nakamal

Coiffier, Traditional Architecture in Vanuatu, ix.
Coiffier, Traditional Architecture in Vanuatu, 12.

8.0 ARCHITECTURALISING LAND & RESISTANCE
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8.1

IMPLANTATION

Ethnographer Joël Bonnemaison dedicated a large part of his career to studying the
indigenous Vanuatu culture, highlighting ni-Vanuatu’s close relationship to land. In
his work, Bonnemaison emphasises the notion of grounding and placemaking. He
often compares man to a tree, whose roots thrust deep into the earth. Bonnemaison
states that “the definition of Melanesian identity is not mobility or journeys, but
rootedness…” which further emphasizes Melanesian places as metaphorically having
more depth than width. Bonnemaison stresses that implantation is a fundamental
Melanesian principle. Therefore, the architectural manipulation of land and the
ground plane will serve as a key metaphor for ni-Vanuatu identity. The effect of
manipulating the land is to root the architecture in the ground, blurring the boundaries
between architecture and land. As the land plays an underlying importance in this
research, it is crucial to investigate how architecture will emphasise the connection to
the ground and express a sense of being ‘implanted’.

Figure 60. Architectural implantation. (By author)
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8.2

NAKAMAL

8.3

An analysis of vernacular architecture in Vanuatu, and the nakamal in particular,
reveals that architecture in Vanuatu has an integral relationship with the land. Firstly,
the roof acknowledges the land by extending very low, or extending directly into the
ground. The nakamal, seemingly embeds itself into the ground and becomes one with
the land. The nakamal treats the ground with a sense of respect, as the ground is often
left bare and untouched. In addition, the structural members are embedded directly
into the ground and are fixed in place by compacting the earth around it. In doing
so, the height of the roof and interior space decreases, becoming extremely relatable
to the human scale. The nakamal does not have any functioning doors, therefore the
openness represents a universal welcome to all. Nakamals use large apertures and
subtle thresholds to signify an entrance. The openness of the nakamal represents a
sense of welcome. Additionally, nakamals tend to reference the human scale in size
and are relatively small, which contributes to its welcoming quality as it becomes
easy to approach.

PRECEDENT STUDIES

To further explore the relationship between
architecture and land, the following architectural
precedents analyse the synthesis of architecture
and the ground. The precedents will examine
different ways that architecture can interact with
the ground.

Figure 61. Grounding condition of the nakamal. (By author)
66

Pachacamac House

Where the River Runs

Pachacamac, Peru, Longhi Architects, 2008

Wuchan, China, Penda Architects, 2015

The architectural intent for the Pachacamac house was to create dialogue between
architecture and the landscape. The architect does this by referencing Peruvian
culture’s tendency to look for a god or ‘protector’ (‘Anu’) in the surroundings.85
These protectors are spirits of the mountains, rocks and caves – they protect the local
highland people.86 Pachacamac house does this by disguising the building as the
mountain, and by providing multiple viewing shafts through the building’s exterior.
The interior spaces emphasise this desire to capture views through a variety of
material, extrusions and apertures.

This pavilion by Chinese firm Penda Architects, was designed for the 2015
International Garden Expo in Wuchan, China.87 The driving concept was the
importance of water, so the architects clearly take inspiration from the form of a river,
fluidly guiding the public through its paths and routes.88 Visitors are left to wander
into a series of open, sheltered and green space that are informed by the architecture.
The architect uses artificial landscape to create experiential spaces – effectively
lifting the ground plane and manipulating it into an undulating form. The scheme
incorporates different experiences into its artificial ‘landscape’ landscape, using height
changes, spatial contractions and expansion. Through these different experiential
spaces, the architect manages to blur the boundaries between exterior and interior
spaces.

The materiality of Pachacamac house emphasises the relationship between the
building and landscape, as the stone walls are sunk into the ground, seemingly
becoming extrusions of the ground. Additionally, the stone walls and reinforced
concrete represent a strong sense of protection. The building is well integrated into
the landscape, almost blurring the boundary between interior and exterior. The
building also has a sculptural element, making it appear as if it were carved out of the
mountain, or an extension of the existing ground.

The ‘high narrow cliff’ is a relatively narrow pathway with enclosing walls. The
building recreates very specific landscape features, and plays with the idea of
isolation, creating an intimate experience in an otherwise public space. The ‘low wide
riverbed’ consists of a break in the path that opens into a larger, more public space
creating opportunity to interact and socialise with others. The riverbed landscape
is low, making it easier for the users to make visual contact with each other. The
‘overhead landscape/cave’ creates an enclosed private and isolated space.

Strategies:
1.

Disguising buildings as part of landscape

2.

Materiality emphasises connection to land

3.

Integrating architectural elements into ground

Nico Saieh, “Pachacamac House / Longhi Architects” ArchDaily, April 21, 2009, accessed
September 2, 2019, https://www.archdaily.com/20118/pachacamac-house-longhi-architects.
86
Paul Steele, Handbook of Inca Mythology, (Santa Barbara: ABC Clio, 2004), 213.
85
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Strategies:
1.

Figures 62-63. Pachacamac House.
Figure 65. Section study: materiality and sunken ground. (By author)
Figure 66. Where the River Runs.
Figure 67. Section study: experiential spaces. (By author)

Building recreates landscape formations to provide different experiences of
space

Katie Watkins, “Penda Designs River-Inspired Landscape Pavilion for China’s Garden Expo,”
ArchDaily, Nov 3, 2015, accessed September 2, 2019, https://www.archdaily.com/776474/pendadesigns-river-inspired-landscape-pavilion-for-chinas-garden-expo.
88
Watkins, “Penda Designs River-Inspired Landscape Pavilion for China’s Garden Expo.”
87
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Flying House

Wenchuan Earthquake Memorial Museum

Incheon, Korea, IROJE KHM Architects, 2017

Sichuan, China, Cai Yongjie, 2013

In creating a home for a pilot and his family, the architects wanted to formally explore
what it means to fly and create a building that conveys the sensation of flying. The
architects incorporated traditional Korean architectural elements such as a courtyard
and gardens.89 They manage to do this by manipulating the ground plane, wrapping it
around and over the house – extending the green courtyard in doing so. The building
challenges the traditional expectations of the relationship between architecture and
ground. The ground serves as the roof, while playing with the idea of still being on the
ground. Although confined within walls, it still manages to create an extension of the
land. Interior spaces with low and steeply inclined roofs are typically wasted, however
the Flying House uses this as opportunity for the variation of light and height for its
respective interior spaces. For example, an interior space with a steeply inclined roof
was given relief with glazing, and low ceiling spaces were allocated as a child’s study
and bedroom.

The Wenchuan Memorial and Museum serves as a memorial to the victims of
the 2008 Sichuan earthquake, the 18th deadliest earthquake of all time, which
killed 80,000 people, injured 375,000 and left 5 million homeless. The site of
the memorial marks the epicentre of the earthquake. The architect’s aim was to
design a memorial that was not a dominant building out of respect. Therefore, the
architect subtly integrated the building into a manmade landscape that suited its
immediate landscape.90 Visually, the architectural landscape looks like a fractured
landscape, alluding to seismic activity. In plan view, the scheme represents the idea
of fragmentation – with the paths symbolising cracks in the land. An open courtyard
welcomes the public, and guides sunken corridors. Because the building is sunken, the
landscape the landscape becomes the roof of the scheme and majority of the building
acts as an extension of the landscape. Additionally, the architecture intentionally
minimises social interaction. Access on the grassed areas is minimised, this means
there is no viewing down into these reflection spaces, therefore the architect puts an
emphasis on privacy.

Strategies:
1.

Inverting relationship of architecture and ground

Strategies:

2.

Allowing the ground to have other roles – ie. roof

1.

Symbolic; architectural, constructed representation of land

2.

Integrated in to land – sunken

“IROJE KHM builds ‘flying house’ for a pilot in Incheon,” Designboom, March 1, 2017, accessed
September 3, 2019, https://www.designboom.com/architecture/iroje-khm-architects-flying-housepilot-incheon-airport-south-korea-02-28-2017/.
89
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Figure 68. Flying House.
Figure 69. Section study: inversion of relationship. (By author)

Eduard Koegel, “Earthquake Memorial in Sichuan - Earthquake Memorial in Sichuan.”
World Architects, Dec 13, 2015, accessed Sep 5, 2019, https://www.world-architects.com/en/
architecture-news/reviews/earthquake-memorial-in-sichuan-1.
90

Figure 70. Wenchuan Earthquake Memorial Museum.
Figure 71. Section study: Integration into land. (By author)
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8.4

SUMMARY

Through the analysis of the selected precedents, the following
key strategies have been identified.

1. INTEGRATED IN LAND

Integrate - this strategy highlights the
connection between architecture and the
ground. It will be useful in blurring boundaries
between interior and exterior

2. DISGUISED AS LANDSCAPE

Disguise - this strategy prioritises the aesthetic
values of the intervention to fit in with its
surroundings

3. EXPERIENTIAL SPACE

Experiential - this strategy recreates
landscape formations to provide different
spatial experiences. This allows the spaces to
inform the atmosphere and the experience

4. INVERT RELATIONSHIP

Inversion - this strategy explores the condition
and roles the ground can play. It looks at the
inversion of architectural roles between the land
and architecture

5. SYMBOLIC

Symbolism - this strategy looks at imparting a
symbolic meaning through the land, whether it
be through form or a deeper meaning

Figure 72. Design tools. (By author)
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8.5

ARCHITECTURALISING NI-VANUATU RESISTANCE

With the increasing need for cultural and architectural resistance, it has become
apparent that through the work of Grace Mera Molisa, ni-Vanuatu resistance can be
formally architecturalised. Ni-Vanuatu poet, Grace Mera Molisa, was an advocate
for ni-Vanuatu rights as well as being a voice of local empowerment in post-colonial
Vanuatu. She was instrumental in constructing a ni-Vanuatu identity.
In Five Pacific Women Writers, the author analyses the life and poetry of ni-Vanuatu
poet, Grace Mera Molisa. Grace Mera Molisa was a very significant figure during the
fight for the independence of Vanuatu. Dr Selina Tusitala Marsh, a Pacific islander
poet, makes significant connections between Molisa’s poetry and ni-Vaunatu identity.
Marsh analyses one of Molisa’s most significant poems, Black Stone. Black Stone
is a key metaphor in her work as a poet and politician. The poem acknowledges
indigenous struggle, and represents a sense of empowerment. The poem clearly
alludes to Vanuatu’s volcanic origin, but is also symbolic of its indigenous people.
Marsh states that the poem can be seen as a reclamation of racial identity, an identity
that was the reason for colonial racism.91 The author further explains that Black Stone
“celebrates that primary Melanesian signifier – blackness.”92 Thus, the use of volcanic
stone building will impart a symbol of resistance. In light of this, Mera’s poem will
play an important role in this research and the concept of resistance will be further
explored in the design process.

Selina Tusitala Marsh, “Ancient Banyans, Flying Foxes and White Ginger”: Five Pacific Women
Writers, (Auckland: Auckland University, 2004), 255.
92
Marsh, “Ancient Banyans, Flying Foxes and White Ginger”: Five Pacific Women Writers, 255.
91

Figure 73. Land as a manifestation of the past, present and future. (By author)
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Black Stone
Molten lava
solidified.
Solid
jagged forms
starkly
awe inspiring.
Black Stone
flowing free
from depths
unknown
a viscous form
coagulated.
Jet black
sleeping fortress
weather rock
come wind or shine.
Black Stone
hard
and obstinate
indelible
solidity.

Black Stone
bird of wealth
solid bedrock
dwelling of death.
Eternal essence
of immortal soul’s
steadfast fixture
founding Man’s
physical cosmos.
Threshold
of the spirits
transfixed
to the stable
equilibrium
of constancy
and permanence.
Black Stone
immovable
immobile
Black Stone

Excerpt 2. Black Stone poem.
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9.0 DESIGN PROCESS
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9.1

SITE SELECTION

In light of the unprecedented internal migration and urban development in Vanuatu,
it is clear that this research is suited for urban Vanuatu. Therefore, this narrowed site
selection to Vanuatu’s capital and largest city, Port Vila. The key factor for selecting a
site was the driving aim to support those that are most vulnerable because of the urban
shift – informal settlements. Not only do these communities lack the infrastructure
and sanitation support, but it is apparent that there is a neglect of tradition and culture
amongst the younger generation. Initially, the main informal settlements in Port Vila
were mapped out, and from here two potential sites were chosen: Seaside settlement
and Blacksands settlement.

BLACKSANDS

Seaside Settlement

SEASIDE

Figure 74. Site selection: Blacksands and Seaside settlement. (By author)
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Ultimately the Seaside settlement was selected for a number of reasons. Firstly, for
its centrality and location next to important green spaces. Additionally, compared
to other settlements in Port Vila, it is evident that there is a sense of being the most
distant from their home culture and tradition. This is largely due to the urbanised
location and land-use restrictions. As it is so central and more urbanised than other
settlements, there is a lack of land for traditional purposes such as gardening and
raising animals. As highlighted by Port Vila Social Mapping, there is a clear decline
in the “access to, and the amount and quality of natural resources” for many in Port
Vila.93 The settlement also has an interesting settlement agreement, as it is made up of
three different rural island communities inhabiting the same site – there is an existing
social dynamic.

Darryn McEvoy, Naomi de Ville, Aimee Komugabe-Dixson, and Alexei Trundle, Greater Port
Vila: Social Mapping and Analysis of Ecosystem Use, (RMIT, Apia: SREP, 2017), 38.
93

Figure 75. Seaside settlement dwelling. (By author)
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9.2

SITE BACKGROUND

The settlement is made up of three separate communities defined by home island –
Futuna, Tongoa and Paama. The communities were allocated land by the government.
The date of establishment is unknown; however, it can be assumed that it is roughly
40-60 years old as population censuses date back to 1979 – with a total population of
929. The settlement is often described as overcrowded, with a current total population
of 1500 people. In The Emergence of Pacific Urban Villages, urban planner Paul
Jones highlights the population density, stating in 2008 the settlement had roughly
31,000 persons per km2.94 Majority of the settlement is made up of temporary,
makeshift housing structures as most residents don’t own their land. Majority of the
housing in the settlement conforms to municipal standards. Many inhabitants are
either employed within the informal sector or unemployed. There is a clear lack of
financial security. Additionally, the community voiced the need for training, mostly to
“improve urban agricultural methods.”95

Water Management
Rainfall in Vanuatu is typically quite high, with an average of 211 rain days each year.
During its wet season from November to April, rainfall is particularly heavy. The
average rainfall per year is roughly 2360mm. Despite this, water in Port Vila is often
mismanaged due to the lack of infrastructure. Storm water drainage is a major urban
concern, with the city suffering from localised flooding during heavy rain. The lack of
road infrastructure and drainage exacerbates flooding. Sanitation systems are mainly
decentralised, with majority being private and commercially managed septic systems.
Sanitation systems are a major issue in informal settlements, with many communities
lacking in developed services. With little to no drainage systems in and around
Seaside settlement, flooding on differing scales is inevitable. In addition, although
there is a heavy rainfall, little is done to collect and store the rainwater, adding to the
issue of flooding.

During an initial site visit, it was reported that there was a clear social barrier between
the communities, thus the fundamental need for unity. The communities “identify
themselves in terms of the place they come from,” therefore they tend to stay within
their own island community, leading to an unintentional separation of groups.96
Additionally, as stated by the authors of Urban Informal Settlements in Vanuatu,
they avoid mixing with other communities as they have a “concern for the somewhat
derogatory reputation of their community.”97

Troughs
In light of the mentioned issues, rainwater and stormwater diversion and collection
will play vital roles in this design proposal. Spitting is an essential step in the kava
drinking process – to get rid of the bitterness. Therefore, spitting troughs in urban
nakamals are essential components. These typically are a simple basin or wide gutter
with a water source that flushes waste out. Troughs will be implemented to mediate
stormwater, which will be reused to water the kava gardens and kava nurseries.

PAAMA
TONGOA

Paul Jones, The Emergence of Pacific Urban Villages: Urbanization Trends in the Pacific
Islands, Mandaluyong City, Metro Manila, Philippines: Asian Development Bank, 2016.
95
McEvoy et al., Greater Port Vila: Social Mapping and Analysis of Ecosystem Use, 44.
96
Joël Bonnemaison, Arts of Vanuatu. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1996), 117
97
Margaret Chung and David Hill, Urban Informal Settlements in Vanuatu: Challenge for
Equitable Development, 2002, 12.
94

Figure 76. Water management.
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Figure 77. Seaside settlement internal migration. (By author)

FUTUNA
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9.3

SITE ANALYSIS

Site Overview
The settlement is situated in between private
residential housing. There is a clear lack of
infrastructure, with majority of the dwellings
being make-shift; using recycled materials and
unconventional building methods. Sanitation is a
big issue as majority of the dwellings have detached
kitchens. Recently, each community in the settlement
was given an ablution block which they may use
for a monthly fee. There are toilets and showers in
the blocks. The separate communities tend to live
separately and socialise within their own groups.

1. SEASIDE FUTUNA
2. SEASIDE TONGOA

SEASIDE SCHOOL

3. SEASIDE PAAMA

PRIVATE RESIDENCE

Figure 78. Site overview. (By author)
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Figures 79-81. Housing conditions in the settlement. (By author)
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Green Space
Millennium Park is a large greenspace typically
used for field sports. However, its main use is for
the annual celebration of Vanuatu Independence day.
Vanuatu celebrates Independence day on July 30th –
it is regarded as one of the major public holidays in
Vanuatu. For a couple days, most fields (greenspace)
in Port Vila are most likely occupied by the
festivities. The fields are lined with temporary stalls
that sell food and drink.
In contrast to other settlements in Port Vila, it is
clear the Seaside settlement don’t have access to
much land and its natural resources. It is reported
that compared to the other settlements in Port Vila,
Seaside has the least access to home gardens – a
quarter of the community has no access to a garden.98
The existing tree in Seaside Tongoa currently plays
a large role in the functioning of the community as
gatherings and activity naturally occur under the tree.

SEASIDE TONGOA TREE

MILLENNIUM PARK

Darryn McEvoy, Naomi de Ville, Aimee KomugabeDixson, and Alexei Trundle, Greater
Port Vila: Social Mapping and Analysis of Ecosystem Use,
(RMIT, Apia: SREP, 2017), 20.
98
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Figure 82. Green and open space available. (By author)

Figures 83-86. The scarce greenspace available to the communities are not well planned. (By author)
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Movement: Roads & Paths
There are existing laneways and pathways through
the settlement. As there is a lack of open space,
the roads are currently the main way of informally
congregating. Vehicles tend to naturally slow down
or avoid the roads altogether as it is known the roads
may be occupied with groups of people.

VEHICULAR ROADS
PEDESTRIAN PATHS
HOTSPOTS
Figure 87. Movement: Roads & paths. (By author)
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Figures 88. Movement tends to funnel out onto the roads. (By author)
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9.4

DESIGN BRIEF & APPROACH

Design goals and objectives:

1. CULTURAL RESISTANCE

2. CONNECTION TO LAND

3. UNITY

1. Unite the three separate communities of Seaside settlement
2. To socially and productively mix the communities
3. Provide cultural and economic support
4. To emphasise relationship to land and agricultural beginnings, by incorporating
kava (nurseries and gardens)
5. To create cultural resistance; a sense of fortification

According to the site and brief requirements, the following programs have been
identified:
1. Nakamal

Entrenchment - the act of cultural
fortification and entrenchment to 'fight'
the loss of kastom. Similar to the trenched
nakamals of Torres islands

Implantation - Bonnemaison's theory of
a ni-Vanuatu identity will be investigated
through the act of 'rooting', and implanting
the architecture into the land

Nakamal - the nakamal holds a
universality and is easily recognisable
amongst locals and plays a large role in
bringing people together

2. Kava nursery
3. Open meeting space - nasara
4. Green space - kava gardens
In response to the design brief and site requirements, the following design tools were
established to formalise a design approach.

Black Stone - as established, volcanic
rock and the act of building with it will
not only symbolise ni-Vanuatu identity,
but a ni-Vanuatu resistance

Kava & Agriculture - the
significance of kava and agricultural
beginnings is embraced through
small scale agriculture

Pathways - the disconnected
settlement communities will be linked
through a network of social spaces and
pathways
Figure 92. Design approach. (By author)
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9.5

CULTURAL RESISTANCE

Entrenchment
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Entrenchment

Black Stone

Cultural entrenchment is the underlying purpose of this research. This act of ‘cultural
fortification’ symbolises ni-Vanuatu resistance against foreign influences that may
disrupt or suppress traditional practices and knowledge. Architecturally, entrenchment
will be demonstrated through the manipulation of ground on differing levels. This
creates a mix of spaces that vary in spatial experiences and privacy; something
that is very important in an urban nakamal. In addition to physical entrenchment, a
metaphorical fortification will be apparent through the use of vernacular styles and
materials.

As established, ‘Black Stone’ is a driving metaphor for this research. It represents
ni-Vanuatu identity and ni-Vanuatu resistance. Vanuatu is naturally volcanic land, with
an abundance of volcanic rock. Building with volcanic rock will not only symbolise
cultural resistance but it will also strengthen the inherent relationship the ni-Vanuatu
have with the land.

Black Stone
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9.6

CONNECTION TO LAND

Implantation

Kava & Agriculture

The ‘implantation’ of the architecture will further the notion that Melanesians have
an affinity for the land. The spaces can potentially be sunken or integrated into the
ground; becoming one with the land. This will create architectural implications for
interior spaces such as lower ceilings and restrictions for outside viewing.

This strategy plays an important role in emphasising an existing relationship to
the land. Not only does it acknowledge agricultural beginnings in Vanuatu, but
also kava’s significance in the archipelago. This design strategy clearly points to
certain programmatic functions such as an urban nakamal. Through kava nurseries,
small scale kava gardens and a nakamal, the settlement communities will have the
opportunity to benefit economically and socially.

“People of Melanesian islands don’t look up to the sky; they plunge their view into the ground”99
– J. Bonnemaison

Implantation

Kava & Agriculture

99
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Joël Bonnemaison, Arts of Vanuatu. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1996), 117
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9.7

UNITY

Nakamal
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Nakamal

Pathways

Vanuatu is known as a culturally diverse archipelago as it is made up of over one
hundred different indigenous cultures and languages. Despite this, the nakamal plays
the same role and holds a significance throughout Vanuatu. The nakamal is often
symbolic of unity as it is where traditional communities gather and host meetings. The
nakamal holds a universality amongst different culture groups. This notion of creating
a universal space where anyone is welcomed is important in this project as the brief
specifies the social mixing of three culture groups that are typically disconnected.

Through a network of connecting pathways and spaces, it is intended that a social
mixing and interaction between separate communities occurs. This network of
paths is evident in rural villages which played a huge role in facilitating interactions
between villages and tribes. Furthermore, the importance of pathways is displayed
in urban nakamals as a mix of public and private spaces are interlinked by paths. By
encouraging movement along the paths, this also creates chance encounters which
further unites the disconnected communities.

Pathways

96

KAVA PROCESSES

GROWING
Much like most traditional Pacific crops, kava
plants are propagated vegatively and cannot be
grown from seed. Therefore, the propagation of
the plant is relatively intensive. Kava can be a
monocrop; however, it is reported that it responds
better among trees and other crops, such as taro.
According to Vincent Lebot, it is argued that
women should be integrated into the growing
process as the kava handling requires a ‘softer’,
more careful touch.

1

2

Step one – Cuttings of the kava stem Step two – The cuttings are placed into planter bags
are placed in germination bed (for
filled with seedling mix (well drained) in a shaded area
up to four weeks) to initiate root
(should show growth within 3 weeks)
growth

3

Step three – The plants are watered occasionally
(several times per week)

4

Step four – Once the plant is developed enough (at least
one year of growth), it can be transplanted into ground

5

6

Step five – The kava plant is tended to, watering and
weeding occasionally

Step six – Once mature enough (at least four years
of growth), the kava plant is harvested

Figure 93. Process of kava propagation and farming. (By author)
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MAKING
Kava preparation in urban nakamals is
suited for mass production and efficiency,
therefore the laborious task of manually
grinding the kava is swapped for a meat
mincer. Traditionally, kava was masticated
(in certain areas) in order to break the
root apart, for the squeezing and straining
process.

1

Step one – Fresh kava root is roughly
peeled, cleaned and cut into chips

2

Step two – Dried kava chips are then ground, either by
hand (with limestone) or by machine (meat mincer)

3

Steph three – The ground kava is squeezed through
a straining cloth (muslin cloth or coconut bark)

4

Step four – The strained kava liquid is diluted with
water

5

6

Step five – The kava mixture is poured through the
straining cloth, and squeezed once again

Step six – Serve fresh or store in
bucket

Figure 94. Process of kava making. (By author)
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DRINKING

1

2

3

4

Step three – The group moves to the trough at own pace and drinks kava

Steph four – Bitterness is
spat out (optional)

5

6

Kava is hardly ever consumed alone – there is always a sense of
camaraderie. Spitting is a significant process of the kava drinking in
Vanuatu. Due to the potency and bitterness of the kava in Vanuatu,
spitting is a vital step in the consumption routine. The resting is vital
as this is when the drinkers ‘quietly socialise’ and begin to feel the
effects.

Step one – Group of drinkers congregate

Step two – Kava is served into shells or cups and is
distributed among drinkers. Typically, one drinker
pays for a round of kava

Step five – Once shells are returned
the group to the resting spot

Step six – The group rest for 5-10 minutes before
repeating

Figure 95. Process of kava drinking. (By author)
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9.8

INITIAL DESIGN INVESTIGATION

The initial site strategy iterations focused on the surrounding greenspaces. Therefore,
initial strategies prioritised movement toward a vacant site adjacent to the settlement
– there is potential to create an agricultural and subsistent lifestyle.
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The vacant site is primarily used as farm land for the settlement communities. They
will be able learn how to grow and harvest their own produce at this cooperative
garden/farm. The kava bar and nursery are located at the waterfront to signify the
end of a journey – much like how kava is used as a conclusive gesture. The market
buildings were situated at the heart of the settlement where they’re able to sell
produce and handicraft.

A path that moved through the settlements was able to link all three separate
communities to the vacant land. Apart from a cooperative garden/kava farm, the land
would also contain the main community building – the nakamal. The nakamal would
house a kava bar and a flexible space that would function like a typical rural nakamal.
As a main road intersects through the settlement, this creates a disconnect between
the communities. Placing buildings at this junction was done in hopes of encouraging
movement across the road. These buildings act as multi-purpose shelters that could
be used for vending (produce and handicraft markets) and skills-building purposes
(workshops).

A disconnect between Seaside Futuna and Seaside Tongoa is evident although they
are located side by side. Therefore, a threshold is introduced along the determined
path.

Figure 96. Site strategy iterations. (By author)
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DESIGNING THROUGH SECTION
An important aspect while drinking kava at
an urban nakamal are the visual connections.
The relaxed and serene sensations of kava
drinking is often complimented and heightened
by the atmosphere created by the viewing
opportunities. These certain viewing conditions
explore the different ways in which kava is
enjoyed.

BARE WALL

GREENERY

HARBOUR VIEW

NIGHT SKY

WATERSIDE

Figure 97. Section exploration of viewing. (By author)
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This investigative section explores how the
vacant land adjacent to the site can be used to
maximise the amount of viewing opportunities.

Figure 98. Section exploration of viewing. (By author)
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9.9

FURTHER DESIGN INVESTIGATION

The initial idea to prioritise movement towards the vacant site was reconsidered.
Staying within the confines of the settlement began to make more sense with the
narrative of the design brief – directing movement away from the communities
defeats the purpose. Additionally, it made sense to use their allocated land rather than
using land that isn’t technically theirs – creates a disconnection.

The path starts off at Seaside Futuna and moves through Seaside Tongoa – diverted
with a threshold. From here the path leads to the heart of the scheme where the
main buildings are located; the meeting nakamal, a kava bar and a kava nursery. The
nursery marks a junction in the paths where it is divided into two separate paths that
lead to Millennium Park.

Figure 99. Further site strategy iterations. (By author)
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As nakamals and its surrounding spaces
require a sense of privacy, there will need
to be a demarcation of private and public
space. Through the following explorations,
manipulation of the ground will aim to create
such space.

By sinking the ground, a demarcation of
different spaces arises. The height of the
wall makes it difficult to look both inward
and outward.

Drinking and spitting is typically an
isolated activity. By placing the trough
on the opposite side of the public space,
this forces the drinker to turn his back
to create privacy. Privacy is further
emphasised by sinking the space,
separating the drinker away from the
public area.

The drinking space created is semiprivate by extending the barrier past
the average height of a person, which
ensures no viewing into the space. The
drinker is able to slightly view into the
public space.

Figure 100. Further exploration through section. (By author)
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PUBLIC

SEMI PRIVATE

The slant in the boundary
allows viewers from above to
look below

The width of the path allows
more people to move through,
creating a lively thoroughfare

PRIVATE

Through different configurations of the sections,
different experiential spaces are created.

The partition creates a visual
boundary

The height of the boundary
exggerates the privacy

width of trough pushes the
drinker back, so neither are
able to see each other

Figures 101-103. Exploring privacy through section. (By author)
Figures 104-105. Configuring spaces. (By author)
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A pathway through the site was established based on natural circulation through the
site. The pathway weaves through all three communities of the informal settlement
which aims to create interaction between the communities. Three interventions have
been located along the pathway; the nasara, a nakamal and a kava nursery. These
programmes specifically highlight the importance of kava in Vanuatu. The pathways
and interventions will seemingly extrude out or be embedded into the ground. They
will be constructed mainly out of volcanic rock (apart from the roof structures), which
symbolises ni-Vanuatu resistance. There is no defined starting point or destination so
that the occupants are free to wander.

1
2

3

INDICATIVE MASTERPLAN

1. NASARA
2. NAKAMAL
3. NURSERY

Figure 106. Indicative masterplan. (By author)
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The nasara is considered the heart of the proposal. This
space will play the role a traditional nasara plays; a
clearing or dance square used for performances, dances
and rituals. A main design intent for the nasara is to
create dialogue with the existing tree. This space will
act as the formal congregational space for all three
communities; discussions, meetings and workshops. In
addition, the open space also caters to those wanting to
sell items such as handicraft or kava. Muchlike a rural
nakamal, this space is open to all and acts as a social
glue.

1. NASARA
Figures 107-108. Nasara concept. (By author)
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The nakamal will function as an urban nakamal would;
where people drink kava socially. The kava will be
prepared and made by members of the settlement
and will provide economical support. Public and
private spaces are crucial to urban nakamals. This is
established through the manipulation of the ground. In
addition to creating barriers, the ground will facilitate
the required components of an urban nakamal; spitting
trough, resting spaces and the kava window.

2. NAKAMAL
Figures 109-110. Nakamal concept.
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As large scale kava farming is not suitable for the site,
kava nurseries are a way to involve the settlement
communities in the process of kava cultivation.
Much like other traditional root crops, kava cannot
be propagated by seed. It is a relatively intensive yet
delicate work to propagate and maintain kava plants.
The nurseries are also a way of introducing women and
children into the kava making process as it is typically
masculine. It is located relatively close to the school so
that it creates interaction with the school kids. It will be
a space where they learn about the significance, history
and growing of kava. It will nurture a love and respect
as well as the knowledge to care and grow the plant.

3. KAVA NURSERY
Figures 111-112. Kava nursery concept. (By author)
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10.1

CONCLUDING STATEMENT

This research project investigated the role that architecture might play in resisting loss
of kastom in urban Vanuatu. In doing this, the project has linked ni-Vanuatu with the
land and kava custom in order to: create a cultural ecosystem, allowing ni-Vanuatu to
reconnect with traditions through well-recognised custom and relink urban migrants
in a sense of a gathered kinship and community. Ultimately, the project hands power
back to ni-Vanuatu people, giving them the opportunity to learn new skills and foster
relationships within their wider communities.
Bonnemaison and Molisa’s metaphorical theories played a large role in allowing
speculation into what an architectural resistance might look like. This led to an
exploration of the relationship between architecture and land. The research was
further informed by an investigation of kava and the nakamal in Vanuatu, in which
it became apparent that the two are dependent upon each other, and should not
be separated. An analysis of urban and rural nakamals revealed key architectural
elements and ideas, allowing a hybrid mix of traditional and western elements, while
maintaining the essence of Vanuatu’s vernacular architecture.

10 CONCLUSION

This research uses a speculative approach to cultural regeneration that looks at
nurturing and growing an existing fondness for the traditional way of doing things.
This is essential, especially in a developing country such as Vanuatu, where western
ideologies and methods are the increasingly seen as the ‘right way’.
In light of this research and the outcomes achieved, it is hoped that a resurgence
of kastom practices and the fortification of cultural barriers that protect kastom
will follow. One can imagine that, eventually a similar expression of architectural
resistance might manifest in the wider urban context and into other urban settlements
or areas of Port Vila. This research has the potential to direct attention to a muchneeded architectural and cultural resistance, not only in Vanuatu, but in other Pacific
islands that are dealing with similar issues.
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Bonnemaison, Joël. Arts of Vanuatu. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1996.
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Fig. 99. Further site strategy iterations. By Author
Fig. 100. Experiential exploration through section. By Author
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