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ABSTRACT 

Dela ni Yavu is a project that intends to reconnect and strengthen 
the relationship of iTaukei urban communities with their culture. iTaukei 
cultural values and traditions are in danger of disappearing in urban 
areas, impacting the cultural education of future generations of iTaukei. 
This project focuses on celebrating and integrating cultural education by 
providing a Cultural Centre for iTaukei urban communities and all Fijians 
within the capital city, Suva. 

In order to design a Cultural Centre that recognises and promotes 
iTaukei design it was first necessary to understand the iTaukei culture and 
develop a design framework to guide the process. The project effectively 
became two projects. Inspired by the Te Aranga Māori Design Principles a 
preliminary framework, the iTaukei Design Principles, was developed. This 
was then used to inform the design process. 

The research began by investigating and understanding the socio-
cultural challenges iTaukei people face in urban centres, and the reasons 
iTaukei communities struggle to sustain their culture. This led to 
researching and learning more about iTaukei culture and the core values 
that underpin the traditions and customs. Exploratory studies, including 
interviews, were conducted. These confirmed the anxiety around the loss 
of culture and also confirmed some of the cultural values highlighted in 
the literature. These core cultural values informed the development of 
the iTaukei Design Principles. 

The developing iTaukei Design Principles, in turn, informed the design 
of the Cultural Centre. Other cultural centre precedents from the wider 
Oceania region were analysed through drawings and diagrams, and 

architectural techniques observed during this analysis also informed the 
design of the facility.  

The final design, the Dela ni Yavu Cultural Centre, provides spaces for 
urban iTaukei to practice and learn about their culture and embraces the 
concept of consolidating iTaukei identity and heritage in an urban 
environment. 
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PREFACE 

The cultural responsibilities and traditional 'baton' of our forefathers 
have finally reached our hands. My duty as an indigenous iTaukei 
individual is to ensure the baton of knowledge is passed down to my 
children and following generations. It is imperative to ensure that this 
knowledge is not misinterpreted or lost in the constant winds of change.  

This research project focuses on acknowledging iTaukei cultural and 
traditional values in contemporary architecture. 
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Figure 1. Location of Fiji on a world map (Sketch by author, Adapted from Shutterstock). 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Indigenous people around the Pacific have been experiencing a 
gradual erosion of their culture due to globalisation, modernisation, 
urbanisation and associated technological advances. The increase in 
urban migration in the past thirty years has resulted in the adoption of 
many aspects of foreign cultures and in the process indigenous people 
have unintentionally lost their cultural values and norms (figure 2). 
Awareness of this cultural erosion in Fiji, especially in urban centres, has 
fuelled this research project to provide an architectural response in the 
design of a Cultural Centre.  

The research will focus on iTaukei culture, which will lead on to the 
development of a set of design principles. The preliminary iTaukei Design 
Principles will be used to guide the design of a Cultural Centre in Suva, the 
capital of Fiji. A major source of inspiration in developing this preliminary 
iTaukei Design Framework is the Te Aranga Māori Design Principles 
which, founded on core Māori cultural values, provide practical guidance 
for the design of the built environment appropriate to Aotearoa New 
Zealand.  

 

1.1. Aims/ Research Outcome 

The aims of this research project are to: 

• acknowledge and celebrate the importance of the iTaukei culture 
• develop design principles that enables the reintegration of 

iTaukei cultural values in the form of architecture and the built 
environment 

• provide a facility that supports iTaukei cultural education 
 

1.2. Research Objectives 

The objectives of the project are to: 

• trace and identify the cultural values that are unique to the 
iTaukei people 

• explore the influences that have impacted the iTaukei culture and 
tradition over time 

• develop a preliminary iTaukei Design Principles for the building 
industry that acknowledges iTaukei cultural values 

• encourage a better understanding of the iTaukei culture through 
architectural design   

• provide a platform of cultural awareness and education 
throughout Fijian communities and building industries 
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Figure 2. Socio-cultural problems induced by urban migration (Sketch by author). 
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1.3. Research Question 

How can architecture be used as a medium for reconnecting 
iTaukei (indigenous Fijians) with their culture? 

  

Figure 3. Research question (Sketch by author). 
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1.4. Scope and limitations 

The primary scope of this project is to provide an architectural 
response to reconnect iTaukei urban dwellers with their culture, and the 
project outcome is the design of a Cultural Centre in Suva. This facility will 
provide a safe place that embodies cultural and traditional learning for 
the iTaukei people and all Fijians. The Dela ni Yavu Cultural Centre will 
function in partnership with the Fiji Museum, which is in the same 
vicinity. The design of this facility is dependent on the secondary focus of 
the project. 

The secondary focus is developing a set of preliminary iTaukei Design 
Principles derived from the literature, precedent studies, and exploratory 
study. Some of these principles will then be used to guide the design of 
the Cultural Centre. In the future these preliminary principles can provide 
the foundation for further development involving other researchers and 
stakeholders. A number of social and political issues, which would need to 
be addressed if the formulation of a set of iTaukei Design Principles were 
to be further progressed, are outside the scope of this project. These 
issues including democracy for all, and racial and gender equality have 
significant relevance for all Fijians.  
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1.5. State of knowledge in the field 

The idea of architecture acting as a bridging medium between iTaukei 
people and their culture allows the project to focus on the relationships 
developed between architecture, culture, modern society and the iTaukei 
people (figure 4). These four interrelated themes are discussed 
throughout the project.  

The two main texts that discuss key aspects of the culture and the 
iTaukei people are: "Fiji's Chiefly System and Its Pattern of Political Self-
Reliance", by Filipe Bole1  and The Fijian way of Life, by Asesela Ravuvu.2 
The texts might appear to be outdated, however, they hold some of the 
core teachings of iTaukei socio-cultural values that are relevant to date. 
Bole and Ravuvu discuss the importance of understanding oneself within 
the iTaukei social and cultural landscape, and how to see and understand 
things through the lens of an iTaukei person.  

This understanding is important as it guides the design of the Cultural 
Centre. The literature also provides guidance in formulating a set of 
preliminary design principles that would be used to design the Cultural 
Centre – a design that an iTaukei individual can relate to while also 
providing a learning journey for any Fijian.  

Three precedent studies are analysed: the Tjibaou Cultural Centre in 
Noumea, New Caledonia; Uluru Kata Cultural Centre in the Northern 
Territory, Australia; and Te Kura Whare in Taneatua, New Zealand. All 
three precedents are built or designed on the basis of an indigenous 

 
1 Filipe Bole, “Fiji’s Chiefly System and Its Pattern of Political Self-Reliance,” 

in Culture & Democracy in the South Pacific, ed. Ron Crocombe et al. (Suva: 
Institute of Pacific Studies of the University of the South Pacific, 1992), 67–80. 

cultural engagement. These approaches can be used to inform this 
project. 

  

2 Asesela Drekeivalu Ravuvu, The Fijian Way of Life, ed. University of the 
South Pacific. Institute of Pacific Studies (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies of the 
University of the South Pacific, 1983). 
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Figure 4. Associated themes and intended field of research (Sketch by author). 
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1.6. Methods  

The project employs three approaches, (literature review, precedent 
studies, exploratory studies) to gain a better understanding of the impact 
and effects loss of culture have had on urban-dwelling iTaukei people.  

The first approach is through literature review, researching existing 
knowledge on the issues iTaukei urban dwellers encounter when they 
leave their koro and move to towns and cities. The literature review also 
provides a deeper understanding of the iTaukei culture.  

The second approach is through precedent studies, analysing design 
strategies and programs that have been utilised in other cultural centres.  

The final approach is exploratory studies which involves participant 
interviews. This approach allows the project to obtain qualitative data on 
how interviewees perceive the iTaukei culture.  

 

 
3 Kent State University, “Ethical Writing & Reliable Sources | Kent State 

University,” Kent State University, accessed April, 3, 2021, 
https://www.kent.edu/stark/ethical-writing-reliable-sources. 

1.7. Ethics 

Ethical writing acknowledges the origin of source materials 
incorporated into the documentation of the project. It recognises and 
appreciates the various viewpoints of an issue and respectfully includes 
and acknowledges its diversity, this strengthens the integrity of the 
writer’s perspective.3 Unitec Institute of Technology and the researcher 
recognised that the project would involve cultural and sensitive issues of 
the iTaukei people and therefore an approval from the Unitec Research 
Ethics Committee (UREC) was deemed necessary. This was to ensure that 
the “privacy, safety, health, social sensitivities and welfare of such 
participants are adequately protected.”4 

The project ensured that the eight ethical guidelines that were 
provided by UREC were maintained: 

• Respect for rights and confidentiality and preservation of 
anonymity. 

• Minimalisation of harm. 
• Limitation of deception. 
• Informed and voluntary consent. 
• Cultural and social sensitivity. 
• Research design adequacy. 
• Respect for intellectual and cultural property ownership. 
• Avoidance of conflict of interest. 

 

4 “Unitec Human Research Ethics Guidelines,” Unitec Institute of Technology, 
March 2014, https://www.unitec.ac.nz/epress/wp-
content/uploads/2016/09/unitec-human-research-ethics-guidelines.pdf. 
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2. CONTEXT  

This section provides an overview of the Fiji Islands. It will provide an 
understanding of Fiji through discussions on geography and climate, 
history, economy, people, and architecture. 

2.1. Geography and climate 

Geography 
Fiji is located near the equator in the centre of a number of South 

Pacific nations. The islands sit between longitudes 175 degrees East and 
178 degrees West, and latitudes 15 and 22 degrees South. The 180th 
meridian dateline also straddles the Fijian islands of Taveuni and Koro. 
With a total land mass of 18,274km2, Fiji is made up of more than 320 
islands, 100 of which are inhabited. “The islands are of volcanic origin, 
ruggedly mountainous in nature, and with fertile soil for horticulture.”5 

The two largest and most populated islands of Fiji are Viti Levu and 
Vanua Levu, with most people living in coastal areas. The less populated 
island interiors are largely thick rainforest and mountainous. Rotuma, also 
a part of Fiji, is located approximately 500km north of Vanua Levu.  

Fiji's central position in the South Pacific means that it plays an 
essential role in serving as a hub for commercial and transportation 

 
5 Brij V Lal, “Fiji Islands,” in The Pacific Islands : An Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V 

Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2000), 566–69. 
6 Jennifer Taylor and James Conner, Architecture in the South Pacific: The 

Ocean of Islands, ed. Douglas Amrine and Martin Cross (Singapore: Editions 
Didier Millet Pte Ltd, 2014), 122; Steven. Hooper, Fiji: Art and Life in the Pacific, 
ed. Singular Publishing (United Kingdom: Pureprint Group Limited, 2016). 

exchange: Fiji is 800km east of Vanuatu, 300km north-west of Tonga, 
1140km south-west of Samoa.6 

Climate 
Fiji has a tropical and warm climate with temperatures averaging 25 

degrees during the day and 18 degrees at night. There are two seasonal 
climates: the wet season (November to April) and the dry season (May to 
October). Most of the rain falls during the wet season and it is often 
scarce for the rest of the year. Due to the mountainous nature of Viti Levu 
and Vanua Levu, wet and dry zones are evident on the islands. Prevailing 
south-east trade winds create a wet climatic zone on the windward side, 
which is the eastern side of the island. The leeward side, the western side 
of the island, experiences the dry climatic zone.7  

Fiji experiences tropical cyclones during the wet season, on average 
ten to fifteen cyclones every ten years, of which two to four cause severe 
damage.8 In the last five years alone, there have been two category five 
cyclones, Winston and Yasa.  

Climate change has also impacted the communities in coastal areas. 
The rise in sea level has forced these communities to relocate further 
inland.9 

 

7 “The Climate of Fiji,” Fiji Shores & Marinas, 2021, 
https://www.fijimarinas.com/climate-weather-fiji/. 

8 “The Climate of Fiji.” 
9 “Rising Seas and Relocation in Fiji ,” Policy Forum, 2021, accessed 

October 20, 2020, https://www.policyforum.net/rising-seas-and-relocation-in-
fiji/. 
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Figure 5. Map of Fiji (Sketch by author, Adapted from Encyclopedia Britannica). 
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2.2. History 

Migration 
Fiji is on a geographical and cultural junction of regions, the 

Melanesian groups to the east and Polynesian groups to the west. The 
iTaukei people (indigenous people of Fiji) exhibit physical, cultural and 
social organisational traits that have similarities to both regions. The Lau 
group of islands is closer to the Polynesian group and the physical 
attributes of the people closely resemble the Polynesian people, whereas 
iTaukei inhabiting the hinterlands of Vanua Levu and Viti Levu have 
physical attributes that resemble Melanesians.10 

Many scholars believe that the migration of the Austronesian-
speaking migrants through the Pacific 3500 years ago developed the 
regional groups now known as the Melanesian and the Polynesian groups. 
Historian Brij Lal argues that Austronesian-speaking migrants settled 
earlier in the New Guinea region before migrating to Vanuatu, New 
Caledonia and Fiji. The iTaukei people came in the second and third wave 
of migration.11 In 1643 Dutch explorer Abel Tasman charted the Fiji 
Islands and was arguably the first European to make contact with the 
indigenous people.12  

 
10 Lal, “Fiji Islands,” 567. 
11 Lal, "Fiji Islands," 567. 
12 Kate Fortune, “History: Dutch History,” in The Pacific Islands : An 

Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 
Press, 2000), 151; Terry G Birtles, “History: Catography in the Pacific,” in The 
Pacific Islands : An Encyclopedia (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2000), 
127. 

Colonial administration 
Fiji was ceded to the British empire in 1874. One of the main reasons 

Fiji handed herself to the empire was due to the increase in unlawful 
activities brought about by European merchants, trader, sailors and 
migrants. Levuka, the main town on the island of Ovalau, off the coast of 
Viti Levu, became the Pacific port in the nineteenth century, and it 
attracted a lot of unwelcome activities. The iTaukei people were 
exploited, their needs becoming secondary to the interests of foreign 
expansion. For example, European settlers took advantage of the chiefs 
by aiding them with firearms for warfare in exchange for land. 

Ratu Seru Cakobau, a powerful and influential chief who ruled over 
Lomaiviti group and parts of Viti Levu, was declared King of Fiji (Tui Viti) in 
1871. He formed a government for the iTaukei and Europeans but, 
unfortunately, the government was unstable. The Europeans wanted a 
leader they could manipulate and control, while the iTaukei wanted a 
leader who looked after their interests. Aided by his chief secretary, J. B. 
Thurston, Cakobau and a few of the Fiji chiefs ceded Fiji to Britain in 
1874.13 Fiji became a colony of the British empire for almost a century 
from 1874 – 1970.  

The first resident governor, Sir Arthur Gordon, had a different 
approach in governing Fiji, prioritising the interests of iTaukei people by 

13 Kate Fortune, “History:Traditional Rulers-Cakobau,” in The Pacific Islands : 
An Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 
Press, 2000), 143–44; Brij V Lal, “History:Colonial Rule-Deed of Cession,” in The 
Pacific Islands : An Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai’i Press, 2000), 238–39. 
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setting in place policies that would safeguard their land, culture and 
tradition. He implemented British indirect rule to govern Fiji, securing an 
indigenous traditional leadership hierarchy to control the people through 
the Council of Chiefs. For efficient governing, his administration grouped 
the islands together to form the yasana or provinces and matanitu or 
confederacies which still exist today (figures 9 and 10). As land is part of 
these yasana, Gordon ensured that the Council of Chiefs was able to 
devise a concept that legitimised every iTaukei individual's claim to the 
land (discussed in Section 3.7 - Vanua). Land tenure agreement was also 
introduced to allow foreigners to lease land from the landowners.14 

 

 
14 Peter Hempenstall, “History:Colonial Rule - Administrative Styles and 

Practises,” in The Pacific Islands : An Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V Lal and Kate Fortune 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2000), 230; Paul Younger, New Homelands 
Hindu Communities in Mauritius, Guyana, Trinidad, South Africa, Fiji and East 
Africa (New York: Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 2009), 176; Peter 
France, “The Founding of an Orthodoxy: Sir Arthur Gordon and the Doctrine of 
the Fijian Way of Life,” The Journal of the Polynesian Society 77, no. 1 (1968): 10–
15.  

Post-colonial – democracy 
On the 10th of October 1970, Fiji gained independence from the 

British Empire. The first democratic government was led by the Alliance 
Party, most of whom were educated chiefs such as Ratu Sir Kamisese 
Mara, Ratu Sir Penaia Ganilau, Ratu Sir Edward Cakobau, and Ratu Sir 
George Cakobau. The party led Fiji for twenty-seven years until they lost 
in the fifth general election to the National Federation Party-Fiji Labour 
Party coalition in April 1987.15 Fiji’s first coup was a month after the new 
government was elected. It was a modern military coup driven by the 
racial insecurity of iTaukei people and the coup “demanded for a total 
Fijian [iTaukei] political control”.16 An interim government was elected to 
run the nation, however, it appeared that the interim government had 
not lived up to the expectation of the military leader, and a second coup 
was staged in September 1987. Fiji became a republic in October 1987, 
freeing herself from the empire. 17 Indians became victims to this racial 
tension and inequality, and many migrated abroad to find a safe haven. 
The rebuilding of the economy and mending of foreign relationships took 
more than a decade before the country was faced with a third coup in 
2000, and a fourth in 2006. The later coups were also fuelled by racial 

15 Kate Fortune, “Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara,” in The Pacific Islands : An 
Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 
Press, 2000), 285. 

16 Brij V Lal, “Fiji Coups,” in The Pacific Islands : An Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V 
Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2000), 261. 

17 Lal, "Fiji Coups," 261. 
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tension and discrimination, and in the 2013 Constitution all citizens of Fiji 
were declared Fijians and indigenous Fijians were recognised as iTaukei. 18 

2.3. Economy 

Like many Pacific Island countries, Fiji's economy depends on the 
tourism industry.19 The "5-20-year National Development Plan", released 
by the Ministry of Economy in 2017, highlighted that the growth of Fiji's 
economy was based on the following industries: tourism, construction, 
manufacturing, and the finance and transportation sectors.20 

The current global pandemic, COVID 19, has affected most of these 
industries. As a result, the rate of unemployment has increased in Fiji. A 
July, 2020 report in the New Zealand Herald stated that "the economic 
impact of the pandemic has hit harder than the disease itself in Fiji".21 At 
the time of writing there has been a worrying outbreak in Fiji – further 
cutting it off from the rest of the world and exacerbating the financial 
impact on the once-lucrative tourism industry.22  The pandemic has jolted 
most economies around the world and it will take a long time for the Fiji 
economy to recover. 

 
18 Constitution of the Republic of Fiji, Government of Fiji, vol. 14 (Suva, 

198AD), https://www.fiji.gov.fj/getattachment/a3cddc01-dc73-4823-83b8-
f290672ddae0/2013-Constitution-of-The-Republic-of-Fiji.aspx. 

19 Taylor and Conner, Architecture in the South Pacific: The Ocean of Islands, 
16. 

20 “5-Year &amp; 20-Year National Development Plan” (Fiji, 2017), 12, 
accessed May 5,2020, https://www.economy.gov.fj/. 
21 “Fiji’s Covid-Crippled Economy Sees Half Islands out of Work,” New Zealand 
Herald, July 24, 2020, accessed 20 September,2020, 

2.4. The Fijian people 

Fijians comprise the iTaukei people, Indians (descendants of Indian 
indentured labourers), Rotumans, Chinese (descendants of Chinese 
immigrants), Europeans (descendants of European settlers) and other 
Pacific Islanders.  

In the 2017 census Fiji's population was recorded at 884,887. The 
population has increased by 5.7 percent since 2007. The Fiji Bureau of 
Statistics (FBoS) revealed that within ten years (2007–2017) the urban 
population increased by 5.1 percent and the rural population decreased 
by 5.3 percent.23 The rate of urban migration within those ten years 
suggests that people were moving into urban centres for employment, 
educational reasons, and health services. 

Due to no ethnicity data being collected in the 2017 census, it is 
challenging to confirm which ethnicity has mostly migrated to the urban 
centres. According to FBoS during data collection, data on ethnicity was 
unreliable.24 However, despite the lack of statistics to verify it, there is a 
general consensus that more iTaukei people have migrated to urban 
centres. In the 2007 census, the FBoS stated that the decrease in the 
population of the Indian people may have been a result of two factors: Fiji 

https://www.nzherald.co.nz/travel/fijis-covid-crippled-economy-sees-half-
islands-out-of-work/YTCLMNGG2VFQBYHKWXK4K7N7JI/. 

22 “Fiji’s Covid-Crippled Economy Sees Half Islands out of Work.” 
23 FIBoS, “2017 Population and Housing Census: Inforgraphics Release,” Fiji 

Bureau of Statistics, 2018, 1–7, accessed September 3, 2020, 
https://www.statsfiji.gov.fj/index.php/census-2018. 

24 Epeli Waqavonovono, “Statement of Ethincity,” Fiji Bureau of Statistics, 
2018, accessed September 3, 2020, 
https://www.statsfiji.gov.fj/index.php/census-2017/census. 
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Indians migrating overseas due to the continuous racially driven coups 
and the low fertility rate.25 

 

  

 
25 FIBoS, “Census 2007 Results: Population Size, Growth, Structure, and 

Distribution,” Statistical News, 45, no. 45 (2008): 1–2, accessed September 3, 
2020, http://www.statsfiji.gov.fj/Census2007/Release 1 - Population Size.pdf. 

Figure 6. Suva marketplace Figure 7. Fijians cheering for the Fiji Sevens team 
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Figure 8. The 3 matanitu and 14 yasana[s] (Sketch by author). 

iTaukei 
The iTaukei people are the traditional landowners of Fiji, their 

ancestors having arrived in Fiji around 100 BC during the second wave of 
settlers in the Pacific region.26 The 2007 census indicated that the 
population of iTaukei people was 56.8 percent, an increase of six percent 
from the last census survey in 1996.27  

The iTaukei people have their own language, Vosa Vakaviti, and their 
own social structure or the iTovo Vakavanua Vakaviti, which is discussed 
further in Section 3. 

 
26 Rod Ewins, Traditional Fijian Artefacts (Tasmania: Just Pacific Nubeena, 

2014), 7. 
27 FIBoS, 1.2A Census Population of Fiji by Ethnicity, Fiji Bureau of Statistics 

(Suva, Fiji: Fiji Bureau of Statistics, 2012), 3, accessed September 3, 2020, 
http://prdrse4all.spc.int/system/files/1.2a_census_pop_by_ethnicity_0.pdf. 

There are fourteen yasana (figure 8). Each iTaukei individual and family 
belongs to one yasana.28 Vanua Levu has three yasana, Viti Levu has eight 
yasana, and the other three yasana cover the islands groups Lomai Viti, 
Kadavu and Lau. The fourteen yasana are then categorised into three 
separate confederacies, or matanitu: Kubuna, Burebasaga, and Tovata 
(figures 9 and 10). The matanitu[s] and the yasana[s] have ancestral 
relationships and these provide instant bonds between two individuals 
meeting for the first time. 

Note: ethnicity data is taken from the 2007 census as none was provided in 
the 2017 census 

28 Rusiate Nayacakalou, Leadershiip in Fiji (Melbourne: Oxford University 
Press, 1975), 1. 
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Lomai Viti group 
Lau group 

Kadavu 

Vanua Levu 

Viti Levu 
Lomai Viti group 

Lau group 

Kadavu 

Vanua Levu 

Viti Levu 

Figure 10. The three matanitu, Kubuna (blue), Burebasaga (green), Tovata (red(Sketch by 
author, Adapted from Encyclopedia Britannica). 

 

Figure 9. The fourteen yasana of Fiji: three yasana in Vanual Levu, eight 
yasana in Viti Levu, and three yasana are the island groups (Sketch by 
author, Adapted from Encyclopedia Britannica). 
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Rotumans 
Rotuma is an island north of Vanua Levu (figure 5). Even though they 

are part of the Fiji Islands, Rotumans’ language and culture are different 
from the iTaukei people, they are not governed by the iTovo Vakavanua 
Vakaviti or iTaukei social structure. The native language is Rotuma 
faefaegaga.29  

As with the rest of Fiji, Rotuma has volcanic origins. It has a smaller 
land mass, 43km2, with fertile soil to the west but the eastern side is 
covered in stone and boulders, making it difficult to farm.30 In 1881 
Rotuma was ceded to Great Britain by the chiefs and became an enclave 
of Fiji in the process. Over the centuries, Rotumans have migrated to the 
main islands of Vanua Levu and Viti Levu for employment, education, and 
health services. This reflects the fact that many Rotumans have moved 
south to the larger islands in search of better opportunities. 

 

 
29 Alan Howard and Jan Rensel, “Rotuma,” in The Pacific Islands : An 

Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 
Press, 2000), 568. 

30 Howard and Rensel, "Rotuma," 568. 
31 Brij V Lal, “Sugar,” in The Pacific Islands : An Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V Lal 

and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2000), 354. 

Indians 
Fiji-born Indians are descendants of the indentured labourers who 

arrived in Fiji from India between 1879 and 1916 when Gordon set about 
establishing a sugar industry, to financially support the colonial empire.  
The sugar industry became the backbone of Fiji's economy until the late 
twentieth century.31 A key part of Gordon’s plan was bringing in Indian 
indentured labourers.  There was a five-year contract for Indian labourers 
to farm sugarcane on land that belonged to the iTaukei people.32 Their 
contract stated these labourers would be considered free after serving 
their five-year term and would be entitled to a free passage back to India. 
As an alternative the colonial administration offered the Indians the 
option of living and building a life in Fiji. A land tenure act was in place to 
allow Indians to lease land to farm sugarcane. After their five-year 
contract, 40 percent of the 60,000 Indians who had arrived during that 
37-year period returned to India.33 

Since their arrival in Fiji the Indians have been able to maintain their 
religious and cultural beliefs and their language, Hindi. Author of New 
Homelands Paul Younger argued that this could be a result of the 
segregation policy implemented by Gordon for the duration of the 
labourers’ initial contracts. Many Indians have made Fiji their home and 
have contributed to the rise of the economy but others have migrated 
abroad as discussed in Section 2.2.   

32 Younger, New Homelands Hindu Communities in Mauritius, Guyana, 
Trinidad, South Africa, Fiji and East Africa, 169. 

33 “The Arrival of Indians to Fiji during the Indenture System,” New 
Girmit.org, 2020, accessed January 8, 2021, http://girmitiya.girmit.org/new/. 
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Figure 14. Rotuman ful or lei (garland) 

Figure 12. Loading cane onto train cart Figure 11. Indentured labourers 

  

Figure 13. Rotumans performing a cultural dance, tautoga 
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Chinese 
The Chinese are one of the minority races in Fiji, and the 2007 census 

indicated they made up 0.6 percent of Fiji's population.34 Fiji-born 
Chinese are descendants of Chinese visitors, travellers and seamen who 
travelled to the Pacific in the mid-1800s in search of valuable resources 
such as sandalwood (figure 15) and bêche-de-mer, a sea cucumber (figure 
14). The China trade became a lucrative occupation for Chinese and other 
merchants, many of whom were drawn to the Pacific over this period.35 

Moy Bak Ling was among the Chinese people who left China in search 
of work opportunities. He found work in the mines of Australia and, due 
to terrible work conditions, he left for Fiji in 1855. He became the first 
Chinese immigrant to set up business in the town of Levuka (figure 17).36 

The Chinese Revolution in 1911 and the invasion of the Japanese in 
1937 changed the trajectory for temporary Chinese immigrants. Unable 
to return to their homeland, they established themselves in Fiji 
permanently and have become part of Fiji's diverse cultural community. 
In September 2018 the Chinese community celebrated their 163rd 
anniversary since their arrival in Fiji.37  

  

 
34 FIBoS, 1.2A Census Population of Fiji by Ethnicity. 
35 Marion Diamond, “China Trade,” in The Pacific Islands : An Encyclopedia, 

ed. Brij V Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2000), 208. 
36 “Chinese Community,” The Fiji Museum, 2020, accessed January 8, 2021, 

http://virtual.fijimuseum.org.fj/index.php?view=objects&id=29#. 

37 Wati Talebula, “Fiji’s Chinese Community Celebrates 163 Years Here,” Fiji 
Sun, August 24, 2018, accessed January 8, 2021, 
https://fijisun.com.fj/2018/09/24/fijis-chinese-community-celebrates-163-years-
here/. 
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Figure 16. Sandalwood 

Figure 15. Beche-de-mer 

Figure 17. Moy Bak Ling and family 
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Europeans 
Europeans are also a minority race in Fiji, in 2007 they represented 

1.7 percent of the population. 

Between 1602 and 1647 the Dutch East India Company deployed 
merchant ships to the Pacific in search of natural resources such as gold, 
timber and silver. 38 Explorers, missionaries, whalers and merchants 
began travelling through the Pacific searching for resources and 
opportunities to prosper. Some travelled under the governance of the 
empire to claim and conquer new territories and claim their resources.  

In the early nineteenth century Fiji became one of the hubs for the 
European community in the Pacific. Levuka, the main town on the island 
of Ovalau off the coast of Viti Levu, became the European capital of Fiji. 
The town became an important Pacific port for labour recruiters and 
traders attracting opportunists, merchants, sailors, and criminals.39 

European settlers who came during the nineteenth century 
established themselves in Fiji, acquiring land and resources either 
through proper dealings with the iTaukei chiefs or through manipulation 
and greed (See Section 2.2). In some parts of Fiji, acres of land still belong 
to the descendants of these settlers. Some settlers began businesses that 
still exist today; Morris Hedstrom (figure 19) and William & Goslings, for 
instance, have become brands that have spread throughout the Pacific.40  

 
38 Fortune, “History: Dutch History,” 151; Birtles, “History: Catography in the 

Pacific,” 127. 
39 Kate Fortune, “History: Beach Communities-Levuka,” in The Pacific 

Islands : An Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai’i Press, 2000), 207; Caroline Ralston, “History: Beach Communities,” in The 

Apart from European descendants who have settled in Fiji, there are 
Europeans who travel to Fiji as expatriates working for government and 
non-profit organisations. 

 

 

  

Pacific Islands : An Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai’i Press, 2000), 206. 

40 Jacqueline Leckie and Clive Moore, “Trade and Labour,” in The Pacific 
Islands : An Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai’i Press, 2000), 218–20. 
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Figure 18. Levuka hospital in 1943 Figure 19. Morris Hedstrom Limited 1912 in Suva 
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Figure 20. Typical layout of a koro (Sketch by author). 

2.5. Architecture 

This section briefly discusses and identifies some of the architectural 
styles that Fijian people are familiar with although the majority of Fijian 
people live in houses that conform to modern building standards. 

iTaukei vernacular architecture 
The bure is the archetypal vernacular building of the iTaukei people. 

These rectangular, timber-structured buildings with enclosed walls and 
steep hipped roofs sit on a raised earth foundation known as the yavu. 
The yavu has a raised perimeter stone wall known as tavutavu (figure 21). 
The enclosing walls are made of thick grass thatching or bamboo cladding 
strapped to vertical reeds and the roof is made from layers of grass 
thatching strapped onto the timber structure at an angle of fifty to sixty 
degrees.41 

One of the significant components of the bure is the yavu. It 
represents the legitimacy of one's position, family lineage, and identity in 
a koro or village. This representation illustrates the close relationship 
iTaukei people have with vanua or the land.42 According to academics 
Asesela Ravuvu and Ilaitia Tuwere, the yavu’s physical attributes and 
placement within a koro is significant to iTaukei people. Ravuvu explains 
that the physical height of the foundation and building structure reflects 
the social status of the people within the village.43 Churches, community 
halls and chiefs’ houses are considerable larger than other houses. 

 
41 Ravuvu, The Fijian Way of Life, 15. 
42 Daryl Tarte, Turaga : The Life and Times and Chiefly Authority of Ratu Sir 

Penaia Ganilau (Suva: Fiji Times Ltd, 2013), 61. 

 

  

43 Ravuvu, The Fijian Way of Life, 15. 
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Tuwere adds that the arrangement of yavu represents individual 
itokatoka, which is a cluster of yavu.44 Many families build their houses in 
the same area.  

Another significant aspect of the indigenous built environment is the 
placement of a rara or green space within a koro. A rara is an area used 
for the cultural and traditional functions of the koro (a communal green 
space for activities). It is a sacred space in a village and is usually located 
close to the centre of the village. The yavu or houses closest to the rara 
belong to the highest-ranking family such as the chief, and to churches. 
When one approaches the rara, one can clearly distinguish the houses 
that belong to the chiefs, as these are always the largest in the koro 
(figure 20).45 The chiefs’ houses would often have outdoor roofed spaces 
to cater for kava ceremonies.  

Most iTaukei people have moved away from traditional housing to 
modern building designs and the bure form [s] is now mostly found within 
the tourism industry where it provides an impression of the iTaukei 
culture through its form and aesthetics. The designs, however, now 
integrate modern construction techniques and building materials.46 

Symbolic buildings also capture the form and attributes of a bure. The 
Great Council of Chiefs’ building and the former Parliament House of Fiji 
(figure 22 and 23) express a visual connection between culture and 
modern interventions. The aspects of the bure that are evident in these 
buildings are the roof structure and the yavu. 

  

 
44 Ilaitia Tuwere, Vanua: Towards a Fiji Theology of Place, Fijian Views of Th 

Land (Suva: Insitute of Pacific Studies of the University of the South Pacific, 
2002), 33. 

45 Ravuvu, The Fijian Way of Life, 77. 
46 Taylor and Conner, Architecture in the South Pacific: The Ocean of Islands, 

308. 
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Figure 21. Structural components of a typical Fijian Bure (Sketch by author). 
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Figure 23. Former Parliament House of Fiji Figure 22. Great Council of Chief building built and opened in 2009. Destroyed by a fire on 
the 11th of December, 2019 
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Indian architecture 
In 1879 Indians who arrived on the indentured labour system 

struggled with the barrack living conditions provided by the Colonial 
Sugar Refining Company (CSR). The barracks or coolie lanes (figure 24) 
were rectangular wooden buildings with six to eight poorly ventilated 
rooms that had no floor, and rooms that served as a multipurpose space 
for dining, sleeping, etc.47 Indians of different caste and religious 
background were forced to live together in the coolie lanes, breaking 
down the barrier of the caste system. After serving their contracts, 
Indians who chose to remain in Fiji leased farmland and built bure-style 
houses or shanties to live in.48 They borrowed existing vernacular 
architectural techniques and building materials for dwellings (figure 25) 
but looked back to their Indian roots for their religious buildings. 

 In modern-day Fiji there is not a profound difference between the 
houses that all Fijians live in, regardless of ethnicity, but Indian religious 
buildings are more representative of their differences (figure 26 and 27). 

 

  

 
47 Totaram Sanadhya, My 21 Years in the Fiji Islands, ed. J.D Kelly and U.K 

Singh (Suva: Fiji Museum, 1991), 328–29. 
48 Sanadhya, My 21 Yeas in the Fiji Islands, 401. 

Figure 24. Rectangular buildings for labourers called coolie lanes 

Figure 25. Indian cane farmer’s home in 1885  
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Figure 26. Indian Hindu temple in Nadi Figure 27. Muslim Mosque 
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Figure 29. Gate in the heart of Suva 

Chinese architecture 
Forms of Chinese architecture can be found in most urban centres, 

especially in Suva. Architectural insertions such as the Gateway (figure 29) 
mark the local and foreign relations Fiji has with the Chinese community. 
The Chinese community emulates architectural styles that remind them 
of their heritage. For instance, in 1936 the community opened a Chinese 
school in Suva. The school was built for the purpose of educating Chinese 
descendants about their culture and heritage.49 Now the school, renamed 
Yat Sen (figure 28), is open to the public and has been recognised as one 
of the highest-performing secondary schools in the country.

 
49 Johnson Yuen and Nitisha Lal, “Yat Sen Secondary School History,” Yat Sen 

Secondary, 2002, accessed May 5, 2021, 
http://www.yatsen.school.fj/home.html. 

Chinese public buildings in Fiji are expressive compared to the dwellings 
of Chinese people. The Chinese people live in modern residential housing 
just like everyone else. 

  

Figure 28. Entry gate to Yat Sen 
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Colonial architecture 
Most of the important buildings in Fiji, government buildings, banks, 

schools, and hotels, have colonial architectural roots. Colonial 
administrators introduced Victorian-style architecture integrated with 
Queenslander wrap-around verandahs.50 Many of these buildings are now 
classified as heritage buildings. In April 2013, UNESCO World Heritage 
Centre announced Levuka town, with its verandahed street frontages, as 
one of its World Heritage Sites and classified it as a Cultural Site.51  

 
50 Mere Naulumatua, “Fijian History - Architecture,” The University of the 

South Pacific, 2018, accessed February 15, 2021, 
https://fijianhistory.com/architecture; Robbin Chatan, “The Governor’s ‘Vale 
Levu’: Architecture and Hybridity at Nasova House, Levuka, Fiji Islands,” 

It is worth noting that this verandahed architecture is quite different to 
that found in an iTaukei village where big, open but roofed spaces, are 
provided. The fact that the important buildings in Fiji are colonial is a 
problem when wanting to take a fresh look at how the built environment 
is created – looking at it through an iTaukei lens. 

  

International Journal of Historical Archaeology 7, no. 4 (May 14, 2003): 267–92, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20853036. 

51 “Levuka Historical Port Town - UNESCO World Heritage Centre,” accessed 
May 4, 2021, https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1399/. 

Figure 30. Government building in Suva designed in art deco style by architect 
Walter Fredrick Hedges in 1939. It is now used as the Parliament of Fiji Figure 31. Presence of colonial architecture in Suva 
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Figure 32. Tappoo city commercial high-rise building Figure 33. Suvavou house, high-rise government office building 

Modern architecture 
 Modern building designs and infrastructure in Suva illustrate the rate 

of expansion in this urban centre. High-rise office buildings and 
apartments have emerged, mirroring metropolitan cities in first-world 
countries, taking advantage of modern materials and building techniques. 
The city is evolving rapidly so that the iTaukei voice and culture is 
drowned by the noise of innovation and technological advancements. 
Currently high-rise building designs and urban planning do not reflect an 
indigenous iTaukei voice. This project attempts to address this by 

considering the iTaukei point of view when working with the built 
environment in Fiji. 
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3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The review of relevant literature begins with rationalising the 
relationship between architecture and culture in the Pacific, before 
focusing on the socio-cultural challenges of the iTaukei people. The 
influence of globalisation, urbanisation and modernisation has tipped the 
cultural balance in the South Pacific, as indigenous cultures have adopted 
twentieth century Western cultures. iTaukei people who dwell in urban 
centres have encountered a gradual erosion of their cultural and 
traditional knowledge. While acknowledging the implications of the 
gradual loss of culture within the urban centres, the literature review will 
briefly highlight the significant cultural values of the iTaukei people, 
hoping to identify the role architecture can play in facilitating and 
advocating cultural learning within urban centres.  

 
52 Adam Sharr, “Introduction,” in Reading Architecture and Culture : 

Researching Buildings, Spaces, and Documents, ed. Adam Sharr (London; New 
York: Routledge, 2012). 

3.1. Architecture and culture in the Pacific 

Culture manifests itself in the form of art, mannerisms, dance and 
song, clothing and architecture which has a strong association to culture 
and history. Architecture informs and illustrates the socio-cultural and 
economic status of people in a given time and place. Adam Sharr, 
architect and author of Reading architecture and culture, points out that 
"buildings are evidence of the cultures that made them". He further 
discusses that buildings are artefacts that tell a story of the ideologies and 
technologies that were present during a particular period.52 This may be 
true for developing countries, as their vernacular buildings tell a story of 
the people and their culture. 

Architectural historian and author of the Atlas of Vernacular 
Architecture of the World Marcel Vellinga claims that the influence of 
modernisation, urbanisation and globalisation that occurred in the 
second half of the twentieth century forced local indigenous cultures to 
adopt the internationalisation of architectural standards. He asserts that 
in this process, indigenous people are slowly losing their traditional 
knowledge and techniques in constructing vernacular buildings. He also 
cautions that the survival of vernacular traditions in many parts of the 
world is threatened.53 Architect and author of "Pacific Island 
Architecture" Mike Austin concurs with Vellinga, arguing that these 
influences have come too quickly to developing countries in the Pacific. 
He is concerned how much these modern influences have distanced 
indigenous people from their traditions and cultures. As a result, people 

53 Marcel Vellinga, Atlas of Vernacular Architecture of the World, ed. Paul 
Oliver and Alexander Bridge (New York: Routledge, 2007), xiii. 
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have acculturated to the newfound values which are foreign to their 
traditional culture.54   

Vellinga, however, believes that all is not lost in the fight towards the 
revival of vernacular traditions. He draws on the importance of vernacular 
traditions playing a pivotal role in the "cultural identity and pride" of 
indigenous people, as is evident in the tourism industry in most 
developing countries. The romantic appeal of indigenous culture to 
tourists is exemplified in vernacular buildings.55 The tourism industry has 
taken advantage of this opportunity and in most developing countries in 
the South Pacific, where tourism is the backbone of the economy,56 
vernacular designs have been modified and refined to suit the climatic 
conditions through the integration of modern construction techniques 
and new materials. The integration of vernacular buildings within the 
tourism industry strengthens and informs both tourists and locals of the 
cultural background of the indigenous community. For example, the 
vernacular building of the iTaukei people, the bure, is different in 
structure and form from the Tongan vernacular building, the fale. The 
stories and history behind the two buildings reflect the cultural 
differences between the two indigenous races. 

Even though tourism supports the economic welfare of developing 
countries, Austin expresses his disappointment in witnessing vernacular 
buildings present only within the tourism industry. He states that "the 
majority of the environment they [tourists] find consists of copies of 

 
54 Mike Austin, “Pacific Island Architecture,” Fabrications 11, no. 2 

(September 6, 2001): 13–19. 
55 Vellinga, Atlas of Vernacular Architecture of the World, xiv. 
56 Ngaire Douglas, “Tourism,” in The Pacific Islands : An Encyclopedia, ed. Brij 

V Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2000), 399. 

European architecture", and he further elaborates that traditional 
architecture is difficult to find within the communities.57 Architects and 
authors of Architecture in the South Pacific Jennifer Taylor and James 
Connor also express their concern at the lack of representation of 
vernacular buildings within the local communities. They agree with 
Vellinga in arguing that the introduction of modern materials and 
technologies has displaced the skills and traditional knowledge of the 
indigenous people.58 It may seem that modern construction methods and 
approaches to architectural design have replaced centuries of cultural 
knowledge, however, some architects believe that there is an opportunity 
to reconcile the two. Italian architect Renzo Piano utilises both modern 
technology and cultural understanding in his design of the Tjibao Cultural 
Centre in New Caledonia. His approach was to use modern technology 
and materials to embody and celebrate the cultural values of the 
indigenous Kanak people. He argues that the Cultural Centre acts as a 
medium for bridging past traditions and the future (figure 34).59 

 

  

57 Austin, “Pacific Island Architecture,” 16. 
58 Taylor and Conner, Architecture in the South Pacific: The Ocean of Islands, 

17. 
59 Renzo Piano, The Renzo Piano Logbook (London: Thames and Hudson, 

1997), 174–80. 
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Figure 34. An interpretation of Piano's vision of a facility that bridges culture, time and technology (Sketch by author). 
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3.2. Socio-cultural challenges in an urban centre 

As Vellinga elaborates, global society has been transformed during 
the late twentieth century through globalisation, urbanisation, and 
modernisation.60 Victoria Lockwood, author of "The Global Imperative 
and Pacific Societies", points out that globalisation has, to some extent, 
improved the standard of living within the developing countries in the 
Pacific Islands. She argues that globalisation has improved economic, 
education and health services, and employment opportunities within 
these island countries. She also points out that accessibility to technology, 
media and telecommunications has contributed to the rapid change of 
culture, communities and identities as people become exposed to other 
lifestyles.61 

In contrast to Lockwood, John Lea and John Connel believe that some 
of these influences compromise individuals’ cultural and social beliefs. 
Their argument addresses some of the challenges which urbanisation 
presents for indigenous communities. In their article, "Urban Dilemmas", 
they argue that more work opportunities, education and health care in 
urban centres attract rural dwellers, especially indigenous people. This 
unfortunately results in overpopulation within these centres and 
employment becomes an issue as there are simply not enough jobs. This 
often leads to individuals committing crimes in order to cater for their 

 
60 Vellinga, Atlas of Vernacular Architecture of the World, xiii. 
61 Victoria Lockwood, “The Global Imperative and Pacific Island Societies,” in 

Globalization and Culture Change in the Pacific Islands (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: 
Pearson Education, 2004), 1–34. 

62 John Connel and John Lea, “Urban Dilemmas,” in The Pacific Islands : 
Environment & Society, ed. Moshe Rapaport (Honolulu, Hawai’i: Bess Press, 
1999), 325. 

families. Increases in population within urban centres increases crime and 
poverty.62 

Loss of cultural learning and knowledge is also impacted by urban 
migration. Indigenous people raised in urban centres are experiencing a 
gradual loss of their cultural values and traditions. According to Elise 
Huffer, author of "Cultural Rights in the Pacific," children are the first to 
experience loss of culture due to their exposure to Western teachings and 
influence. A primary concern for Huffer is the loss of vernacular language. 
She argues that this loss leads to children not fitting into communities 
and families outside of urban centres.63 This concern is also shared by 
Tongan politician and academic Ana Taufe'uluganki, who believes that the 
government should play a significant role in the development of 
vernacular language in primary schools, arguing that this would assist a 
child's cognitive development in understanding and learning any other 
language. In her address to the Pacific Forum Secretariat, "Language and 
culture in the Pacific region", she points out that students learn more 
efficiently when they are taught in their mother tongue.64 

63 Elise Huffer, “Cultural Rights in the Pacific-What They Mean for Children” 
(UNICEF - Pacific Island Countries, 2006), 13, accessed August 6, 2019, 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.460.1494&rep=rep1
&type=pdf. 

64 Ana Taufe‘ulungaki, “Language and Culture in the Pacific Region: Issues, 
Practices and Alternatives,” Journal of Educational Studies 27, no. 1 (2005): 39. 
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3.3. Socio-cultural challenges – iTaukei culture 

Pacific Island countries were greatly influenced by the arrival of the 
Europeans in the seventeenth century. Many indigenous cultures were 
challenged by the pressure of foreign influence and most had to either 
adopt new ways of living or adapt to living alongside introduced cultures. 
The concern of loss of culture is recognised and understood within the 
Pacific community, and finding a way of restoring, revitalising or 
conserving cultural values for posterity has proven to be challenging.  

According to Ravuvu, Fiji is one of many Pacific countries experiencing 
this dilemma. He explains that the continuing existence of the social, 
economic and political system put in place during the colonial period 
impedes the work of re-identifying and conserving the culture: "this effort 
[re-activating some aspects of lost traditions and culture] was not, and 
has not been smooth and easy, not only because of changes in 
technology and democracy but also due to the continuing existence of 
social, economic and political systems established during the colonial 
era"65. Arguably, the iTaukei worldview did not align entirely with the 
principles and policies of the colonial administration which have now 
become embedded into the iTaukei culture (as discussed in Section 1).  

The departure of colonial governance from Fiji left a distorted iTaukei 
social structure in its wake. The race to independence and keeping on par 
with the western world has had an unforeseen impact on the iTaukei 

 
65 Asesela Ravuvu, “Culture and Traditions: Implications for Modern Nation 

Building,” in Culture & Democracy in the South Pacific, ed. Ron Crocombe et al. 
(Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies of the University of the South Pacific, 1992), 57. 

66 Asesela. Ravuvu, Development or Dependence: The Pattern of Change in a 
Fijian Village (Suva, Fiji: University of the South Pacific, 1988), 171. 

culture. Politics and democracy are some of the factors that conflict with 
the traditional hierarchy that governs the iTaukei people. Ravuvu clearly 
points out how the political system affects the social structure, stating 
"the new political system emphasizes opportunities and individual rights 
which diminish the status and authority of chiefs."66 The iTaukei people 
have a communal-based culture, and the idea of democracy and politics 
clashes with the existing iTaukei social structure. Former Fijian diplomat 
Isikeli Mataitoga defines the iTaukei social structure as "a system that by 
a process of socialization discourages individual assertion of rights, in 
favour of community rights".67 Perhaps the dilemma that the iTaukei 
people face is the disconnection they experience when they are placed 
between two systems of governance, democracy and the iTaukei social 
structure, and this impacts their livelihood and culture. 

67 Isikeli Mataitoga, “Westminister Style Democracy and Cultural Diversity: A 
Critique of the Fijian Experience,” in Culture & Democracy in the South Pacific, ed. 
Ron Crocombe et al. (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies of the University of the 
South Pacific, 1992), 84. 
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3.4. iTaukei oral traditions 

History and cultural etiquettes are passed down from generation to 
generation through oral tradition. Cultural etiquette and knowledge such 
as protocols, medicinal knowledge and art are often taught within 
individual households or through education within the communities at 
village level. Academic and author of Akono'anga Maori = Cook Islands 
culture Gil Vai'mene discusses the importance of learning and teaching 
cultural etiquette and traditional customs to children as it strengthens 
their identity and heritage. Va'imene mentions that these teachings are 
often taught by grandparents to grandchildren, through traditional 
activities such as weaving techniques, storytelling of ancestral guardians, 
songs and dances, and carving.68 Similarly, the iTaukei people have 
parallel methods of educating the younger generation. Academic and 
author Unaisi Nabobo-Baba notes that a child is not only taught by their 
parents but by the vanua (the people – relatives). In her book, Knowing 
and Learning: the Fijian approach, she explains that in ceremonies 
"children are made to sit, look and learn until the child is called on by the 
elders to actually carry out the ceremonies".69 Practical learning is 
emphasised in the iTaukei culture, it is an effective way of instilling 
traditional values in the lives of the younger generation. These 
methodologies of oral tradition help an individual indigenous person 
embrace who they are. It develops the sense of belonging to place and 
society. These teachings (oral traditions) are still intact and practised in 
the rural communities. 

 
68 Gill Vai’mene, “Culture in Education,” in Akono’anga Maori = Cook Islands 

Culture. = Cook Islands Culture, ed. R G Crocombe and Marjorie Tuainekore 
Crocombe (Suva, Fiji: arotonga: Institute of Pacific Studies in Association with the 
Cook Islands Extension Centre, 2003), 175. 

It is important to note that oral traditions can be misinterpreted over 
time, so capturing or collating this information is important for future 
generations. Fiji is fortunate to have institutions that facilitate the 
collection of various oral traditions from within the country. 
Anthropologist and archaeologist Sagale Buadromo and Jotika Singh 
Ramos identify some of these institutions in Fiji: the Fiji Museum, Native 
Lands Commission (governmental organisation), Institute of Language 
and Culture (governmental organisation), Institute of Pacific Studies (part 
of the University of the South Pacific), Republic of Fiji Military Force and 
the Methodist Church. According to Sagale and Ramos, the Native Lands 
Commission (NLC) plays an important role in the affairs of the iTaukei 
people. In their article, “The Role of the Fiji Museum in Collecting Oral 
Tradition”, they discuss how the NLC acts as an arbitrator that addresses 
matters concerning the iTaukei people. The institution primarily uses 

69 Unaisi Nabobo-Baba, Knowing and Learning: And Indigenous Fijian 
Approach, ed. University of the South Pacific. Institute of Pacific Studies, Knowing 
and Learning: And Indigenous Fijian Approach (Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies of 
the University of the South Pacific, 2006), 112. 

Figure 35. Oral tradition (dance-meke) (Sketch by author). 
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recorded oral traditions to assist them in settling iTaukei issues such as 
land entitlement, rightful owners of land, and rightful leadership positions 
within social units.70 

The preservation of oral traditions, in this instance, assists in 
maintaining cultural history, customs and tradition, and recording the 
lineage of the iTaukei people. Oral traditions arguably consolidate the 
iTaukei people and their social structure or system and providing a place 
for this to happen, will be an important role for the proposed Cultural 
Centre. 

  

 
70 Sagale Buadromo and Joytika Ramos Singh, “The Role of the Fiji (National) 

Museum in Collecting Oral Tradition,” Domodomo 13, no. 1 (2001): 26–30. 
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3.5. iTaukei social structure (iTovo Vakavanua Vakaviti) 

The iTaukei social structure remains an integral part of the iTaukei 
culture. Bole and Ravuvu believe it is the foundation that validates 
cultural identity, customary rights to land, and social status within the 
community71. This structure can be observed unfolding from micro to 
macro level. This means that the social units begin from the extended 
family, to the sub-clans, to the clan, and then to the tribe. Bole explains 
these levels in iTaukei terms: itokatoka (extended family), mataqali (sub-
clan-groups of itokatoka or land-owning units), yavusa (clan – several 
mataqali), vanua (tribe – number of yavusa). He believes that the strength 
of this system is grounded in the relationships the iTaukei people have 
with each group. 72 Within each mataqali, there are seven traditional roles 
that each iTaukei family member falls into:  

• Na mataqali Turaga (chiefly sub-clan) 
• Na mataqali Sauturaga (second in line to the chiefly sub-clan) 
• Na mataqali Matanivanua (chief's spokesmen sub-clan) 
• Na mataqali Bati (warrior sub-clan) 
• Na mataqali Mataisau (carpenters and craftsmen sub-clan) 
• Na mataqali Gonedau (seafarers and fishers sub-clan) 
• Na mataqali Bete (priestly sub-clan) 

 The iTaukei social structure identifies the position of an iTaukei 
individual within his or her itokatoka, mataqali, yavusa and vanua. The 
individual is born to this role and has responsibilities to fulfill on behalf of 
his or her tokatoka, mataqali and yavusa. Emphasising this point, Baba 

 
71 Bole, “Fiji’s Chiefly System and Its Pattern of Political Self-Reliance,” 73; 

Ravuvu, The Fijian Way of Life, 7. 

states that "this individual takes responsibility for the clan [yavusa] and is 
concerned about its reputation and gains a lot of support and pride from 
belonging to it and vice-versa.”73 Communal responsibility is entrusted to 
every individual in the clan in addition to the individual roles and 
responsibilities each has to fulfill. It is expected that every individual will 
uphold this obligation as they carry the name of their yavusa, mataqali 
and iTokatoka.  

72 Bole, “Fiji’s Chiefly System and Its Pattern of Political Self-Reliance,” 73–
76. 

73 Nabobo-Baba, Knowing Learn. Indig. Fijian Approach, 41. 

Figure 36. iTovo Vakavanua Vakaviti (Sketch by author). 
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Figure 37. Typical roles within the mataqali (Sketch by author). 

 

The traditional chiefs play an important role within the iTaukei social 
structure. Bole argues that iTaukei social structure is centred around the 
chiefs, and he elaborates, stating, "the loyalty of the Fijian [iTaukei] 
people….is based on their belief that the position of chiefs in their own 
itokatoka, mataqali, yavusa and vanua provides leadership, respect, 
dignity, cohesion and protection to their own group".74 Ratu Penaia 
Ganilau, the first President of Fiji, believes that the chiefs resonate with 
mana (the power to affect) and an aura of sacredness in which they are 
the focal point of respect. The chiefs are well versed in customary 
protocols and the iTaukei iTovo Vakavanua (iTaukei cultural etiquettes).75  

The iTovo Vakavanua Vakaviti or iTaukei social structure can be 
understood as an organisational chart in which the chief is sitting at the 
top of the hierarchical order, as illustrated in figure 37. Arguably one can 
also assert that the chief's duties and responsibilities are to carry the 
weight of the vanua on his or her shoulders (figure 38). Baba highlights 
this significant aspect through discussions with her participants who 
elaborate on the importance of having a respectable chief or Turaga for 
the mataqali or yavusa or vanua, who puts the welfare and well-being of 
his vanua first. She emphasises that the chief will be honoured and 
respected as his or her actions are always for the vanua76.  

 Bole believes that the structure is the "heart of the Fijian [iTaukei] 
political and socio-economic systems."77 Former President of Fiji, Ratu Sir, 
Kamisese Mara believes that there is stability and strength within the 
iTaukei social structure the iTovo Vakavanua Vakaviti. In his book, The 

 
74 Bole, “Fiji’s Chiefly System and Its Pattern of Political Self-Reliance,” 76. 
75 Tarte, Turaga : The Life and Times and Chiefly Authority of Ratu Sir Penaia 

Ganilau, 12. 
76 Nabobo-Baba, Knowing Learn. Indig. Fijian Approach, 84. 

Pacific Way; A Memoir, he states "the Fijian [iTaukei] chiefly system – that 
centuries-old order and social organisation was intact and that within it, 
lay strength and stability. The whole nation could draw on this for the 
process of reconstruction and renewal."78 

  

77 Bole, “Fiji’s Chiefly System and Its Pattern of Political Self-Reliance,” 72. 
78 Mara Kamisese, A Pacific Way: A Memoir (Honolulu, Hawai’i: University of 

Hawai’i Press, 1997), 215. 
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Figure 38. Social hierarchy organisation chart and the inverted organisational structure that highlights the chief’s responsibilities (Sketch by author). 
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3.6. iTaukei cultural etiquettes (Veiqaraqaravi 
vakavanua) 

There is no concrete definition of cultural etiquette, however, the 
concept that resonates is that the behavioural manner should echo the 
values of respect and integrity. Some of the cultural etiquettes practised 
in the iTaukei culture are derived from the wakatu or identity, veiwekani 
or kinship relationship, solesolevaki or events or functions as a 
community, and the act of respect.  

According to the monolingual dictionary, wakatu is described as the 
core or heart of the iTaukei life. This is interpreted as the identity of an 
iTaukei individual.79 An iTaukei person is identified by their social status 
and their role within the vanua as explained in 3.5. They are also 
identified as a vanua through their culturally associated resources such as 
their bird, tree, fish, vanua or land, and folk tales that are unique to them 
and the vanua. An iTaukei individual carries these cultural identifiers with 
them, and this strengthens who they are and where they belong (figure 
39). 

iTaukei people are a communal race. Events and functions are always 
done as an itokatoka or mataqali or yavusa or vanua if it is a communal 
event or annual event.80 This is known as solesolevaki and it encourages 
the life of a community and strengthens the aspect of veiwekani or 
kinship and relationships. One inherits the traditional links to the 
veiwekani, which are the relationships formed between the itokatoka, 

 
79 Asesela. Ravuvu et al., Na IVolavosa VakaViti (Suva, Fiji: Quality Print 

Limited, 2014). 
80 Nabobo-Baba, Knowing Learn. Indig. Fijian Approach, 89. 

mataqali, yavusa and the vanua. A person is grounded when they know 
their veiwekani in the vanua. The veiwekani of yavusa forms the vanua. 

Respect is a moral virtue that guides the cultural values of an iTaukei 
individual. The individual ensures that their actions are respectful and in 
accordance with the standards of the vanua. According to Ravuvu, the 
iTaukei vocabulary for the word respect is vakaturaga (appropriate 
manners in the presence of the chief). Vakaturaga includes "veidokai 
(respect), vakarokoroko (deference), vakarorogo (attentive and 
complying), yalomalua (humble)".81 He argues that the iTaukei individual 
who displays these characteristics, treating everyone with respect, is one 
who knows their place in society, performs and carries out their 
traditional obligations and responsibilities without question.82  

Bole discusses the importance of recognising and embracing the 
intangible values and etiquettes of a culture including customs, attitudes 
and behavioural values, and how they are difficult to transfer from one 
culture to another. On the other hand, the tangible aspects of culture 
such as pottery, woven mats, and traditional crafts can change and be 
adopted by other cultures. The intangible aspects affect people, their 
identities, and their race.83 It seems that to ensure conservation of an 
indigenous culture, these intangible aspects require continuous use by 
the people to sustain them for posterity. 

 

81 Ravuvu, The Fijian Way of Life, 103. 
82 Ravuvu, The Fijian Way of Life, 103. 
83 Bole, “Fiji’s Chiefly System and Its Pattern of Political Self-Reliance,” 67. 
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Figure 39. Illustration of wakatu (Sketch by author). 
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3.7. iTaukei - Vanua (Land or tribe or chiefdom) 

Vanua is an important aspect of the iTaukei people. Stephen Hooper, 
author of Fiji: Arts in the Pacific, discusses the use of vanua in three 
different contexts. The first context is the literal translation of the word 
vanua, which means land or a piece of land. The second context is 
associated with the social units, which is the vanua as a tribe. The third 
context is the use of vanua as a chiefdom, the boundaries of land owned 
by a chief.84 Each iTaukei individual born into a vanua has the traditional 
rights to farm and cultivate the land. The land for farming is divided 
among the yavusa; within the yavusa it is divided amongst the mataqali; 
and within the mataqali it is shared amongst the itokatoka. The land is 
known as na i kanakana. Each vanua belongs to a chiefdom or yasana, 
which is governed by a provincial chief.  

Bole highlights that land is the other binding factor that consolidates 
the iTaukei's identity and is independent of the iTaukei social structure. 
He argues that iTaukei people are identified through land: its people, its 
soil, its forest, its sea.85 This may suggest that a sense of belonging to 
place is evident for the iTaukei people. Ganilau believes that the iTaukei 
social and cultural structure can never be separated from land. The land 
or vanua is where an individual derives their sustenance and livelihood. 
Ganilau refers to vanua as the "the nucleus of the Fijian [iTaukei] way of 
life."86 The vanua is the foundation of an iTaukei person's existence. The 

 
84 Hooper, Fiji: Art and Life in the Pacific, 85. 
85 Bole, “Fiji’s Chiefly System and Its Pattern of Political Self-Reliance,” 76. 
86 Tarte, Turaga : The Life and Times and Chiefly Authority of Ratu Sir Penaia 

Ganilau, 60. 
87 Tarte, Turaga: The Life and Times and Chiefly Authority of Ratu Sir Penaia 

Ganilau,  60. 

vanua or the social units have rights on the vanua – land, and this is 
customarily passed down to their descendants who will own units of the 
land.87 It appears that the relationship of land and people cannot be 
estranged with the iTaukei iTovo Vakavanua Vakaviti (social structure or 
system) as land belongs to the vanua and the vanua belongs to the social 
structure. 

3.8. Dilemmas in modern society for an iTaukei 

The iTaukei social structure is not a democratic system that allows 
any individual to move up in rank through merit and hard work. An 
iTaukei is born into the role and his or her family takes up the 
responsibility bestowed upon them by the vanua.88 It is therefore 
reasonable to ask how the iTaukei social structure can work in 
contemporary society. Can an individual succeed outside of the social 
structure? According to Lal, democracy has provided equal rights and 
opportunities for iTaukei people to move away from the grips of tradition 
and has allowed them to succeed in life. As a result, chiefs can find 
themselves as a figure for ceremonial purposes without power or 
influence over their people.89 Nayacakalou believes that due to rapid 
social change, economic progress and modern principles of organisation, 
people abandon the old traditions in favour of the new.90 In his book, 
Leadership in Fiji, published in 1975, Nayacakalou suggests that the 
iTaukei culture is vulnerable. Ravuvu and Nayacakalou have foreseen that 

88 Nabobo-Baba, Knowing Learn. Indig. Fijian Approach, 41. 
89 Brij Lal, “Rhetoric and Reality: The Dilemmas of Contemporary Fijian 

Politics,” in Culture & Democracy in the South Pacific, ed. Ron Crocombe et al. 
(Suva, Fiji: Institute of Pacific Studies, University of the South Pacific, 1992), 170–
71. 

90 Nayacakalou, Leadershiip in Fiji, 4. 
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Figure 40. The definition of Vanua - land, a tribe or mataqali, a province or yasana (Sketch by 
author). 

an iTaukei individual would struggle in preserving their identity or 
changing their lives to suit the modern society.91 

This project acknowledges that there are cultural concerns that 
surround the conversation between cultural tradition and contemporary 
society. It is not intended to attempt a solution but rather to continue the 
conversation within the medium of architecture. 

   

 
91 Nayacakalou, 112; Lal, “Rhetoric and Reality: The Dilemmas of 

Contemporary Fijian Politics,” 135. 
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3.9. Knowledge gap 

The literature highlights the implication globalisation, modernisation 
and urbanisation have had on indigenous cultures. The literature 
discusses the socio-cultural challenges that iTaukei people are facing in 
urban centres, such as identity and a sense of belonging that second or 
third generation iTaukei urban dwellers encounter. Oral tradition, 
language and knowledge of iTaukei iTovo Vakavanua Vakaviti are some of 
the areas as having knowledge gaps within the iTaukei urban community. 
The sharing of cultural knowledge, whether it is literature or practical 
learning, is one of the gaps identified in this project. Providing a facility 
that caters for the learning and sharing of iTaukei cultural knowledge will 
benefit iTaukei urban families.  
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4. Cultural Design Principles 

Recognition of the gradual erosion of culture in the Pacific has 
prompted Pacific communities to act to protect and revitalise cultural 
knowledge and practices. Academics have adopted some of these cultural 
practices and have implemented them within their research 
methodology. For example: in Tonga, the Kakala Research Framework; in 
Fiji, the Fijian Vanua Research Framework; in New Zealand, the Kaupapa 
Māori. These frameworks are designed to revive proper protocols and 
methods of acquiring data. 

In architecture and the built environment, there are a number of 
cultural design frameworks that exist in Aotearoa, namely: the Te Aranga 
Māori Design Principles, the Māori Urban Design Principles, and the 
Mauri model (a decision-making framework). The Living Building 
Challenge 92(LBC), while not specifically a cultural design framework, has 
been used by the architects and clients, Jasmax and the people of Tūhoe, 
for one of the precedent studies, Te Kura Whare (see Section 5.3). This 
relationship profoundly speaks of a cultural connection. 

This section focuses on the Te Aranga Māori Design Principles and the 
underpinning values that inform them. This will influence the 
development of the preliminary iTaukei Design Principles to be discussed 
in Section 7. 

 
92 “Te Kura Whare | Living-Future.Org,” International Living Future 

Institution, 2021, accessed March 11, 2021, https://living-future.org/lbc/case-
studies/te-kura-whare/. 
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4.1. Te Aranga Māori Design Principles 

The Te Aranga Māori Design Principles (TAMDP) are a set of outcome-
based principles that guide design processes and encourage project 
teams to engage with Mana Whenua, the indigenous people. Guided and 
underpinned by Māori cultural values (table 1), the principles aspire to 
ensure the presence of Mana Whenua in the design of the built urban 
environment.93 

The design principles were developed in response to the absence of 
Māori voices and cultural input in the publication of the New Zealand 
Urban Design Protocol in 2005. Māori professionals from across various 
disciplines of design and engineering collaborated in 2006 to strategise 
and formulate a protocol that reflected Māori interests and aspirations. 
The result of these collaborations was the formulation of the Te Aranga 
Māori Cultural Landscape Strategy and TAMDP evolved from this strategy 
(see figure 41).94 

Designer and researcher Jacqueline Paul discusses how TAMDP have 
provided a platform that encourages Māori participation in decision-
making processes in the designs that affect their communities. She 
iterates the importance of the Māori voice and how TAMDP mean that 
Māori identity, wellbeing, sense of belonging and spiritual connection is 
respected.95  

 
93 “In Practice: Te Aranga Māori Design Principles,” ArchitectureNow, 2018, 

accessed March 11, 2021, https://architecturenow.co.nz/articles/in-practice-te-
aranga-design-principles/. 

94 “Te Aranga Principles,” Auckland Design Manual, 2021, accessed April 2, 
2021, http://www.aucklanddesignmanual.co.nz/design-subjects/maori-
design/te_aranga_principles. 

95 Jacqueline Paul, “Exploring Te Aranga Design Principles in Tāmaki,” 
National Science Challenges, 2017, 
https://www.buildingbetter.nz/publications/urban_wellbeing/Paul_2017_explori
ng_te_aranga_design_principles.pdf. 

Sources: Data from “Te Aranga Principles,” Auckland Design Manual, 2021 
Table 1. Māori core values (table by author) 
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Figure 41. Underlying Māori core values support the Te Aranga Māori Design Principles (Graph by 
Jacqueline Paul, Adapted from Exploring Te Aranga Design Principles, National Science Challenges) 

The incorporation of TAMDP in the Auckland Design Manual by 
Auckland Council has changed the dynamics of design within the building 
industry in the Auckland region. The principles, reflecting Māori cultural 
values, strengthen the relationship between the Mana Whenua and the 
design team. According to Paul, TAMDP provide a framework for 
developers and designers to engage with Mana Whenua and therefore to 
integrate aspects of Māori culture within their design projects.96  

In 2019 the City Rail Link (CRL) project won an international 
architecture award for Cultural Identity at the World Architecture 
Festival. The project involved a Mana Whenua forum that included 
architectural firms Jasmax, Grimshaw, and designTribe, and the eight 
auckland-based iwi.97 According to Rau Hoskins, principal Māori architect 
of designTRIBE, establishing the relationship between Mana Whenua and 
CRL was important; “you can’t have a good process unless that first 
principle, that Mana principle has been handled”.98 Informed by the 
principle Tohu, the project also embodied Māori cultural values and 
narratives expressed as artwork, which transformed the perception of 
public architecture. 

TAMDP provide a safe space for cultural collaboration. They allow a 
different design approach to the urban fabric. As Hoskins asserts “instead 
of pursuing a generic internationalism, New Zealand architecture should 

 
96 Paul, "Exploring Te Aranga Design Principles in Tamaki.” 
97 “CRL Wins International Architecture Prize for Station Design — City Rail 

Link,” City Rail Link, 2020, https://www.cityraillink.co.nz/news-september-
2019/crl-wins-international-architecture-prize-for-station-design. 

98 Anthony Byrt, “How Maori Principles Shaped the City Rail Link’s Award-
Winning Design,” Metro, December 20, 2019, accessed April 20, 2021, 

find its distinctiveness in a meaningful enagagement with Māori forms 
and values.”99  

  

https://www.metromag.co.nz/city-life/city-life-urban-design/how-mori-design-
principles-shaped-the-city-rail-links-award-winning-design. 

99 Byrt, "How Maori Principles Shaped the City Rail Link's Award Winning 
Design.” 
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Table 2. Te Aranga Design Principles (table by author)  

  Sources: Data from “Te Aranga Principles,” Auckland Design Manual, 2021 
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Outcome 
This section highlights how a set of cultural design principles can 

shape and contribute to the design process. TAMDP provide a platform 
on which designers and developers can learn about the intrinsic qualities 
of Māori culture and apply this in their design process. The principles add 
a cultural layer, allowing a project to embody a sense of belonging and 
identity specific to place. The first principle, Mana, is vital in this process; 
engagement with Mana Whenua is key to shaping a Māori presence in 
the urban fabric. 

In terms of this research project, TAMDP are an important precedent 
for the development of the iTaukei Design Principles. 
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Figure 42. Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Centre 

5. PRECEDENT STUDIES 

The research project draws inspiration from precedent studies that 
align with the project's vision. Three architectural precedents will be 
discussed in this section. 

5.1. Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Centre 

Description: The Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Centre was dedicated to the 
late Jean-Marie Tjibaou, an influential French politician and leader of the 
Kanak independence movement. Known for his active involvement in the 
promotion of indigenous Kanak culture, the centre was named in his 
honour. He was assassinated in 1989.100The Cultural Centre is a facility 
that acknowledges and celebrates the culture of the Kanak people. 

Architect: Renzo Piano   

Location: Noumea, New Caledonia 

Classification: Cultural Centre 

Completion: 1998 

Renzo Piano designed the Cultural Centre in collaboration with the 
Kanak people. He began his journey in explaining that "it[the design] 
meant taking off the mental clothes of the European architect and 
steeping myself in the world of the people of the Pacific". 101 He 
acknowledged the culture and traditions of the Kanak people and 
believed that the facility would be a symbol of Kanak civilisation to 
foreigners and also a "memory to their grandchildren".

 
100 Piano, The Renzo Piano Logbook, 174. 
101 Piano, The Renzo Piano Logbook, 180. 

The inspiration for the vertical ribs was from the abstract form of the 
vernacular huts of the Kanaka people. His approach to the design was 
bringing his skill set, "I didn't bring my own cutlery. All I brought were my 
skills and those of the Building Workshop…. My proposal had made the 
effort to be born there thinking Kanak."102 His aim was for the design to 
evolve as if it had been born in Noumea into the Kanak culture. 

 

  

102 Piano, 180; Werner Blaser, Renzo Piano : Centre Kanak, Centre Kanak 
(Basel: Birkhäuser, 2001). 
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Figure 43. Piano's visual philosophy (Sketch by author). 

The following segment covers a summary of the facility, followed by 
three architectural approaches or techniques identified in Piano's design 
for the Cultural Centre: 

• circulation 
• tectonics 
• light 
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Tjibaou Cultural Centre Facility  
The Cultural Centre is seated on the ridge of the Tina Peninsula 

on an eight-hectare site between a mangrove lagoon of the South 
Pacific and the Bay of Magenta. The orientation of the centre takes 
advantage of the south-east trade winds and through technical design 
ventilates the building. The centre faces inwards towards the city of 
Noumea. 

The selection of the site was out of respect for Tjibaou, who 
wanted a Cultural Centre near the capital for urban Kanaks. His vision 
was for urban Kanaks to rediscover themselves and for non-Kanaks to 
discover "what is universal in Kanak culture”.103 

The centre has three sub-villages made up of ten cases (circular 
buildings). The three cases towards the west have a learning centre 
(classrooms and lecture rooms), the three cases in the middle of the 
centre are multi-media spaces, and the four cases towards the east 
are exhibition spaces and cafeteria (figure 45). 

The cases have vertical laminated ribs as shown in the section 
(figure 46) and elevation (figure 47), which are designed to naturally 
ventilate the centre using a convectional method or Venturi effect. 
The three large cases are 28m tall and 13.5m wide, the three medium 
size case are 22m tall and 11m in diameter, and the four small cases 
are 18m tall and 9m in diameter. 

The spaces opposite the cases are flat-roofed areas that cater for 
gallery spaces and administration offices. An auditorium sits adjacent 
to the entry of the centre. 

 
103 Piano, The Renzo Piano Logbook, 174. 

. 

  

Figure 44-Tjibao Cultural Centre site plan (Sketch by Author, Adapter from Piano, 
The Renzo Piano Logbook, 174) 
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Figure 45-Tjibaou Cultural Centre floor plan (Sketch by author) 
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Figure 46. Typical section (Sketch by Author, Adapter from Blaser, Renzo Piano: Kanak Centre, 40) 

Figure 47- Typical elevation (Sketch by Author, Adapter from Blaser, Renzo Piano: Kanak Centre, 41) 
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Figure 48. External view of lecture room (Sketch by Author, Adapter from Blaser, 
Renzo Piano: Kanak Centre,) 

Figure 49. View of exterior buildings with tectonic ribs (Sketch by Author, Adapter from Blaser, 
Renzo Piano: Kanak Centre,) 
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Circulation 
The approach to the centre is significant as one gets to experience the 

journey of the Kanak people. Visitors begin their journey from the foot of 
the hill at the drop-off zone (figure 50). The footpath leads down towards 
the lagoon before climbing up through dense vegetation towards the 
centre. The building becomes part of the vegetation with its vertical 
timber ribs reaching up towards the sky, similar to the native pine trees 
(figure 51 and 52). Arriving at the entry ramp to the building, visitors are 
captivated by the architectural form and expression of the centre before 
entering (figure 53). 

The Cultural Centre allows a person to appreciate the architectural 
design from afar; the approach intentionally captivates users’ interest in 
wanting to see more of the building. The route to the entry is not direct, 
however, it takes the user around the building to allow them to take in 
the experience of viewing the building from different perspectives. 

Figure 50. Site plan circulation (Sketch by Author, Adapter from Piano, The Renzo Piano 
Logbook, 174) 
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Figure 51. Approaching the main entry through the vegetation (Sketch by Author, Adapter from 
Piano, The Renzo Piano Logbook, 174-182) 

Figure 52-Path climbing up towards the cultural centre (Sketch by Author, Adapter from 
Piano, The Renzo Piano Logbook, 174-182) 
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Figure 53-Entry into the Cultural Centre (Sketch by Author, Adapter from Piano, The Renzo Piano Logbook, 174-182) 
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Figure 54. Linear circulation within the building (Sketch by author) 
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Tectonics 
Timber is used expressively in this project. The vertical ribs and 

framings have become an eloquent component of the cases. Piano uses 
Iroko laminated timber for this project as it is a hardwood. Steel members 
are used for fastening junctions and Piano also uses these as expressive 
elements. The structural joints (figure 55 and 56) are exposed members 
on the building. The expression of these exterior structural members does 
suggest that it is a call for unity to the cause Jean Marie Tjibaou stood for, 
which is unity in fighting for the rights of the Kanak people and their 
culture. The arrangement of the circular buildings and the uniformity of 
the shell displays this strength. 

 

  

Figure 55. The appreciation of tectonics -Exposed timber structure and its pin joint junction (Sketch by author) 
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Figure 56-Exposed timber ribs reaching out vertically (Sketch by Author, Adapter from Blaser, 
Renzo Piano: Kanak Centre,) 
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Light 
The use of full-height windows and small pockets of patio allows light 

into the spaces. The circulation passages in the facility mostly have full-
height windows. The ten cases also have full-height mechanical windows 
which are used to control ventilation into the building. 

The green spaces are patios that open to the sky. Most of these 
spaces are small courtyards filled with plants (figure 58). The patios allow 
light into the spaces and improves ventilation within the facility.  

The play of heights also adds a different layer of experiencing light 
within a space. Double-height and full-height windows within a space 
allow more light in and make the space feel bigger.  

  

Figure 57- Playing with heights and full height glazing windows (Sketch by 
author 

Figure 58- Floor plan pocket of green spaces 
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Figure 59. Full height glazing windows opening to the circulation (Sketch by Author, Adapter from 
Blaser, Renzo Piano: Kanak Centre) 

Figure 60. Entry and exit to the circular building looking out to the green spaces (Sketch 
by Author, Adapter from Blaser, Renzo Piano: Kanak Centre) 
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Figure 61. Different ceiling heights opens the spaces to vertical dimension and that plays with lighting conditions (Sketch by Author, Adapter from Blaser, 
Renzo Piano: Kanak Centre) 
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Figure 62. Double height within space (Sketch by Author, Adapter from Blaser, Renzo Piano: Kanak Centre) 
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Figure 64. Building roof form mimicking organic serpent form 

5.2. Uluru Kata Cultural Centre 

Description: In 1995 the Uluru-Kata Tjuta Cultural Centre was opened to 
commemorate the tenth year of Uluru-Kata Tjuta being given back to the 
traditional landowners, the Anangu. The park is now jointly managed by 
Parks Australia and the Anangu. 

In 1990 architect Gregory Burgess was commissioned to produce a design 
brief for the Cultural Centre. He worked in collaboration with the 
community of traditional owners of the Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park 
known as Anangu. The community of Anangu is called Mutitjulu.104 

Architect: Gregory Burgess 

Location: Uluru New South Wales, Australia 

Classification: Cultural Centre 

Completion: 1995 

In collaboration with Mutitjulu and the Australian Nature 
Conservation Agency (ANTA), Burgess designed the facility in accordance 
with the Tjukurpa (foundation of Anangu culture). The design is based on 
the ancestors Kuniya and Liru, the woma python – southern building and 
the poisonous snake – northern building.105 The principle, Mahi Toi, from 
the TAMDP can be applied in this design process – design based on the 
narrative of Kuniya and Liru.  

The development of the design brief was conducted on site with 
Mutitjulu elders planning preliminary layouts on the ground (Mana from 

 
104 Park Australia, “Cultural Centre Building,” parkaustralia.gov.au, 2019, 

accessed September 14, 2019, https://parksaustralia.gov.au/uluru/do/cultural-
centre/building/. 

105 Park Australia, "Cultural Centre Building.” 

Figure 63. Uluru Kata Cultural Centre 
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Figure 65. Visual translation of the thought process (Sketch by author) 

TAMDP – involving Mutitjulu in the design process). They walked around 
the site explaining the journey and experience of an Anangu following the 
path of Tjukurpa.106 Burgess's acknowledgment of Tjukupa provides an 
insight into an architect's approach to understanding his clients. The 
principles, Mana and Mahi Toi, from the TAMDP can be applied to the 
design process. 

The following covers a summary of the facility, and three architectural 
characteristics identified in Burgess's design for the Cultural Centre: 

• circulation 
• tectonics 
• biomimicry 

 

 

 
106 Park Australia; Gregory Burgess, “Uluru Kata-Tjuta Cultural Centre,” 

Gregory Burgess Architects, accessed July 21, 2021, 
http://www.gbarch.com.au/projects/1995/uluru-kata-tjuta-cultural-centre/. 
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Figure 66. Uluru Kata Centre site plan (Sketch by author Adapted from 
Burgess, Gregory Burgess Architects) 

Uluru Kata Cultural Centre Facility 
The facility is based on the battle of two ancestral beings, Liru and Kuniya. 
Kuniya avenged the death of her nephew who was killed by a group of 
Liru or poisonous brown snakes.107 Indentation of the battle is still 
present on Ayers Rock (Uluru), and deep cracks in its wall are evidence of 
blows during the battle. 

The entrance to the facility is from the southern building Kuniya (figure 
67). One enters through the passage and learns about the Tjukurpa from 
the artwork on the wall and the floor. Exiting the passage, two enclosed 
spaces sit opposite each other, the Maruku Arts & Craft Gallery and the 
joint management room. The Maruku Arts & Craft Gallery displays and 
sells handcrafts from over sixteen Anangu communities. The different 
aspects of the park are explained in the joint management room. Maruku 
Wiltja is a yard that Anangu use to make handcrafts. 

Liru caters for an exhibition, performance and meeting place. A café and 
kiosk are located in this building to encourage people to purchase any 
items before they exit the facility. The Inma dancing ground is for outdoor 
performances.  

In between the buildings are open spaces, the Inma dancing ground, the 
dead desert oak courtyard, and an open space enclosing the facility to the 
north. These clearings are intended to be shaded by vines and brush 
shades.  

 
107 “The Kuniya and Liru Story | Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park,” Parks 

Australia, 2021, accessed September 14, 2019, 
https://parksaustralia.gov.au/uluru/discover/culture/stories/kuniya-liru-story/. 
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Figure 67. Floor Plan – circulation (Sketch by author Adapted from Burgess, Gregory Burgess Architects) 
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Figure 68. Sections illustrate organic shape of the building (Sketch by author Adapted from Burgess, Gregory Burgess Architects) 
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Circulation – approach 
The journey towards the facility begins at the parking lots for private 

cars and tour buses. The path towards the facility allows visitors to 
appreciate the natural landscape that surrounds them, particularly the 
backdrop views of Uluru or Ayers Rock. With its organic roof form, the 
facility appears to be part of the natural landscape.  

The spaces in the two buildings are organised in a cluster (figure 69). 
The organisation of the programme relates to the Tjukurpa and its 
functionality. Most of the areas are covered and some are enclosed by 
full-height or half-height walls. 

The path throughout the building is organic and free flowing except 
the entrance that guides you in a specific direction (figure 70). The path 
always goes through a space before it allows you to venture around the 
facility freely. 

  

Figure 69. Site plan that illustrates the path of circulation (Sketch by author 
Adapted from Burgess, Gregory Burgess Architects) 
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Figure 70. The outdoor experience as one follows the footpath leading to the Cultural Centre (Sketch by author) 
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Figure 71. Clustered organisation of spaces, enclosed spaces in green (Sketch by author Adapted from Burgess, Gregory Burgess Architects). 
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Figure 72. The design of the spaces guides the user through a cultural experience (Sketch by author). 
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Figure 73. Uluru Kata Cultural Centre (Sketch by author Adapted from Burgess, Gregory Burgess Architects). 

Tectonics 
Burgess uses different materials within the facility to visually capture 

the narration of the two-serpent story. Within both buildings timber and 
mudbricks are predominantly used. Timber structures are evident in the 
primary structures of the buildings. The use of different roof materials 

also captures the visual aesthetics that depict the form or skin of the 
serpents. 
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Figure 74. The use of different materials on the walls, a combination of mudbrick and timber wall (Sketch by author). 

Mudbricks were made on site by the local Aboriginal people using 
local soil. The material textures stimulate human senses visually and 
through touch, and the artwork on the mudbrick walls gives a sense of 
belonging to the Anangu people which can be appreciated by visitors as 
well (figure 74).  
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Figure 75. Structural primary member mimicking tree trunks (Sketch by author Adapted from Burgess, Gregory Burgess Architects). 

Biomimicry   
The primary structure of the building mimics tree trunks and ferns. It 

is very expressive in its natural form and provides the spatial experience 
of being under the shade of a tree. The form of the roofs is organic and 
mimics the shape of the serpents Kinuya and Liku. The design technique 
of biomimicry allows people to relate to the space and its occupants. The 
engagement and design collaboration with the Mutitjulu provides a new 
perception into how the indigenous landowners want to tell their story. 
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Figure 76. Internal elevation exposed structures (Sketch by author Adapted 
from Burgess, Gregory Burgess Architects). 

Figure 77. Exposed structures allowing light (Sketch by author Adapted from 
Burgess, Gregory Burgess Architects). 
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5.3. Te Kura Whare 

Description: Te Kura Whare was built for the Tūhoe people. It is one of 
the fifteen buildings in the world to have been certified as a Living 
Building, a part of the Living Building Challenge programme.108 This is an 
international sustainable building certification that promotes the 
measurement of sustainable approaches to the built environment. The 
project became a success in meeting the criteria of the Living Building 
Challenge. The building is an administration and events facility that caters 
for urban and rural iwi festivals. 

Architect: Jasmax   

Location: Tūhoe, Tāneatua, New Zealand 

Classification: Cultural Administration 

Completion: 2014 

As the facility belongs to the people of Tūhoe, Te Kura Whare echoes 
cultural, social and economic values that empower visitors and locals to 
move forward towards the future. The employment of the Living Building 
Challenge (LBC) principles facilitates in embodying these values set by the 
community through the engagement of the seven performance areas 
(petals): place, water, energy, health and happiness, materials, equity, 
and beauty. A brief summary of the facility and three architectural 
approaches identified in Te Kura Whare follows: 

o Circulation 
o Tectonics 
o Light 

 
108 “Te Kura Whare | Living-Future.Org.” 

 

  

Figure 78. Te Kura Whare main cultural ground 

Figure 79. The approach towards the Whare 



 
 

 104 Figure 80. Te Kura Whare site plan (Sketch by author). 

Te Kura Whare 
Te Kura Whare is located at the entrance of Taneatua town. The site 

was chosen for the purpose of welcoming visitors and locals to the town 
of Taneatua and to let them know that they have now arrived at rohe 
Tūhoe. 
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Figure 82. Passing the tree line Te Kura Whare comes into view (Sketch by author). 

Circulation 
The drive to visit Te Kura Whare is an experience by itself. The 

agricultural land on both sides of the road driving towards Taneatua is flat 
and has no trees except for the treeline that appears as one gets closer to 
the town (figure 81). As soon as one drives past the treeline, Te Kura 
Whare opens up, expressing a sense of welcome to visitors and locals to 
the region (figure 82) 

   

Figure 81. Approach into Taneatua (Sketch by author). 
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Figure 83. Close view of Te Kura Whare from the roadside (Sketch by author). 

Figure 84. Entrance into the site (Sketch by author). 

The design of the landscape around the site is intriguing with 
mounds providing a screen between the road and the building. On 
the roadside the mounds open mid-way into the site, welcoming 
people coming in for ceremonial events (figure 83). The main 
driveway comes in from the rear (figure 84.)   
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Figure 85. Exposed structural components of building (Sketch by author). 

Tectonics 
The facility displays the strength of the people of Tūhoe through the 

nature of its structure. Exposed laminated structural timber elements 
working together in a long-span facility illustrate the notion of unity 
present within the community of Tūhoe (figure 85). These structures are 
proud and bold creating a sense of belonging to the facility. 

The open spaces created by the structure allow more daylight and cross 
ventilation into the space (figure 86 and 87). 
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Figure 86. Exposed structural components of building, design incorporates high glazed windows (Sketch by author). 

  

Figure 87. Analytical section structure 
(Sketch by author). 
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Figure 88. Entry space into the facility (Sketch by author). 

Light  
Orientation of the building on site has been instrumental, as the 

planning intended to maximise passive design components such as 
ventilation, heating, and daylight harvesting to fulfill one of the criteria of 
the LBC. The location of glazing and associated shading to the north 
allows direct solar gain during the cooler seasons and shading in the 
warmer months. 

The double-height ceiling space and full height windows within the 
facility, especially in the entry and office area, provide a well-lit area for 
guests, employees, and members of the community. The design 
maximises opportunities for daylight within the building (figure 88). 
Although Te Kura Whare was built on the principles of LBC, it can be 
argued that the principle of Mauri Tu from TAMDP can also be applied to 
the design process. 
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5.4. Precedent outcome 

The precedent studies share common themes. They are all for 
indigenous communities and provide cultural spaces for them – although 
Uluru and Tjibaou are also designed as tourist destinations. They also 
draw on indigenous cultural approaches and apply these in the design 
process. Although not used in any of the precedents, principles similar to 
those in the TAMDP are evident in the projects. For instance, the 
principle, Mana, can be seen in all the precedents, the architects ensured 
that they collaborated and allowed the indigenous communities to 
engage and co-design the facilities. 

The precedents employ other techniques which will be explored in 
the design of the iTaukei Cultural Centre: 

• circulation – 
o  allowing the users to appreciate the building form and 

aesthetics from afar before entering the building 
o the project could explore the strengths in linear and 

cluster organisation of spaces, providing circulation axes 
to cater for the purpose of the design 

• tectonics –  
o allowing the structure to be proud and play an important 

role in the building 
o using the structure of the building to open spaces to 

allow cross ventilation and daylighting 
• light – utilising some of the techniques discussed in the 

precedents 
• biomimicry – exploring forms through biomimicry.  

The programs outlined in the precedents are also useful as they are 
all centred around the theme of educating locals and visitors about 
culture. The three projects have provided spaces for these purposes: 

• Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Centre – auditorium, library, multi-
media room, and exhibition room 

• Uluru Tjuta-Kata Cultural Centre -exhibition and art spaces, 
outdoor activity space 

• Te Kura Whare – meeting spaces where learning takes place, 
outdoor activity space. 

Similar spaces will be provided for Dela ni Yavu but they will relate 
specifically to programmes related to the iTaukei culture.  
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6 - EXPLORATORY 

STUDY - iTaukei Culture  
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6. Exploratory Study 

This section is an overview of the key themes collated from five 
interviews conducted for this project. Ethics application was approved, 
and participants’ consents were received prior to the interviews.  

A survey trip to Fiji was not possible due to the global pandemic of 
COVID-19, and this led to interviews being carried out via zoom. A 
purposive approach was adopted in identifying research participants. 
Participants were selected based on their knowledge of iTaukei culture 
and, in the case of two of the participants, their experience working in 
building and design in Fiji. Pseudonyms have been assigned to the 
participants except where they have given express permission for their 
names to be used. 

The interviews were important as they drew upon individual 
knowledge and experience of the iTaukei culture. Participants drew on 
their personal experiences, and their comments are used in this study to 
contribute to understanding of iTaukei culture, which is then drawn upon 
to inform the formulation of a preliminary set of iTaukei design principles.  

Six questions were prepared to facilitate the qualitative survey: 

• What do you think makes the iTaukei culture unique? 
• What are some of the core values that you think are significant to 

the iTaukei culture? 

 
109 Jodi Aronson, “A Pragmatic View of Thematic Analysis,” The Qualitative 

Report 2, no. 1 (April 1, 1995), https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/1995.2069. 

• Do you think the iTaukei culture and tradition has evolved over 
time? And is it still evolving? 

o In your experience what are some of the changes you 
have observed? 

o Do you think some of the core or important values have 
been lost in the process? 

o Do you think all of the traditional core values and roles 
are still relevant for modern multicultural Fiji? 

o Do you think these values may change over time? 
• How do you think the iTaukei culture and traditional knowledge 

can be sustained in the future? 
• Do you have concerns regarding the iTaukei culture? And if so, 

what are they? 
• What are your views on iTaukei values manifesting in 

architecture? 

Analysis to identify key themes from the interview data was 
undertaken guided by Aronson’s approach to thematic analysis. 109 See 
Appendix 2 for the summary of the interviews. 
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The following provides a summary of the key themes that emerged 
from the interview data. These key themes are identified to inform the 
project and the development of the Design Principles (see Section 7). 

iTaukei core values 
iTaukei core values are intangible values that define an iTaukei 

individual. These values cascade into the tokatoka, mataqali, yavusa and 
the vanua. Some of the values identified by participants include:  

• respect – veirokovi, vakarokoroko, veidokai 
• communality – solesolevaki 
• identity – wakatu  
• spirituality – vakayalo 
• land or chiefdom – vanua 
• kinship or relationship – veiwekani 
• consultation – veirogorogoci 
• humility – veivakaliuci 
• reciprocity – veisolisoli 
• love – veilomani 

Respect was identified as an emerging core value discussed by most 
participants. Participants talked about respect in the contexts of 
respecting your elders, respecting the village and vanua, respecting the 
iTaukei Tovo Vakavanua Vakaviti (iTaukei Social Structure) and its 
protocols, and respecting the law. In the context of an iTaukei village, 
customary laws are followed to show respect to the Turaga and the 
koro.110 When visiting a koro, protocols are adhered to, for example, 
Participant D said, “When we are visiting a koro, we seek their blessings 

 
110 Nabobo-Baba, Knowing Learn. Indig. Fijian Approach, 61. 

before we go about doing our work, you still have that respect for 
protocol.” 

Some of the participants also believed that respect is beginning to 
lose its place within the iTaukei people, the belief that knowledge 
acquired elsewhere overpowers traditional and cultural protocols. 
Participant D highlighted this, saying, “Nowadays people think they are 
more educated than the chiefs, they know better than the chiefs.” 

Loss of culture 
Loss of iTaukei culture is another theme that has been identified 

in the interviews. Participants were concerned that the next generation of 
the iTaukei people would lose their culture because of lack of cultural 
knowledge and practices. Each participant had similar and relatable 
testimonies of children and families not knowing cultural etiquette or 
protocols or language. Most participants agreed that some of the core 
iTaukei values have been lost in the process of adopting Western culture. 
Participant C commented, “We have evolved as people, but indigenously 
and culturally we have diminished ourselves.” The participant continued, 
saying, “We have evolved, embracing modern and Western education, 
speaking in English, but in the process, we have fragmented our 
collectiveness, our collective thinking and collective structure.” All the 
participants understood that traditional and cultural core values may 
change over time, but they believed that these values could still define 
the iTaukei people in a modern, multicultural Fiji. 
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Cultural revitalisation 
The threat of these values being lost over time is a reality and most of 

the participants believed that cultural revitalisation is necessary. Practical 
and theoretical learning is the key to sustaining the knowledge of iTaukei 
people. Participant B highlighted this, stating, “All of these intangible 
teachings such as core values have to be pushed from primary school 
level.” Some of the participants believed that iTaukei values could be 
embedded or incorporated into design strategies or principles and this 
approach could encourage cultural learning in Fiji.  

Outcome 
This section identifies three themes that emerged from the 

interviews: 

• iTaukei core values – Participants discussed the underlying core 
values of the iTaukei culture and people 

• loss of culture – Participants recognised the deterioration of cultural 
knowledge 

• cultural revitalisation – Participants recognised that there is a need to 
revive iTaukei values within the community. 

The two latter themes consolidate the purpose of this project, the 
need for culture revitalisation due to loss of culture, while the first theme 
identifies cultural values that are unique to the iTaukei people. In Section 
7, the theme of iTaukei core values will be layered together with the 
literature review to inform and shape the preliminary iTaukei design 
principles. 
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Table 3. Direct translation of the principles from TAMDP to iTaukei (table by author) 

7. iTAUKEI DESIGN PRINCIPLES 

This section outlines the process of formulating a set of preliminary 
iTaukei Design Principles and includes ideas and themes gathered from 
the literature and exploratory study.  

Process 
In the beginning of the project, the TAMDP were directly translated to 

Vosa Vakaviti (table 3). This approach was taken because the TAMDP is an 
established and recognised framework practised in Auckland which has 
had positive outcomes for all Aucklanders. The idea was to investigate if 
there were similarities and if this translation could be adopted as the 
iTaukei Design Principles. This attempt was unsuccessful as the core 
values of the iTaukei culture had not been researched. It was evident that 
iTaukei core values were necessary before design principles could be 
developed. This propelled the project into the research discussed in 
Section 3 and 6. 

The outcome of that research facilitated the formulation of the iTaukei 
core values.  Using the TAMDP as a template, the core values were then 
used to develop the iTaukei Design Principles (figure 89. 

 



 
 

 121 Figure 89. Development of the iTaukei Design Principles (Graph by author) 
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The following provides the root definitions for each of the terms used 
in the iTaukei Design Principles and the core values associated with them. 

• iSevusevu – a presentation of yaqona root in a ceremony of 
introduction or greeting by a visitor.111 Associated core values 
are Veirokorokovi, wakatu, veivakaliuci, veirogorogoci, 
veisolisoli 

• Yavutu – ancestral village of a tribe, where the tribe was 
formed. 112 Associated core values – wakatu, veiwekani, 
solesolevaki 

• Mareqeti ni yau vakavanua – acknowledgement of iTaukei 
cultural landmark and sacred site (translated). Associated 
core values – vanua, veilomani, veirokorokovi,  

• Maroroi ni veikabula – protection and enhancement of the 
natural environment (translated). Associated core values – 
vanua, veiwekani,veirokorokovi 

• Nabu – a gift brought to a teller of tales.113 Associated core 
values – wakatu, vanua, veisolisoli 

• Veivakaturagataki – To have the status of vakaturaga. 
Associated core values – Veirokorokovi, wakatu, veivakaliuci, 
veilomani, vanua. 

 
111 Ronald Gatty, Fijian-English Dictionary with Notes on Fijian Culture and 

Natural History, Igarss 2014 (Suva, Fiji: R. Gatty, 2009), 227. 
112 Gatty, Fijian-English Dictionary with Notes on Fijian Culture and Natural 

History, 333. 

Outcome 
Figure 89 illustrates the process leading to the formulation of the iTaukei 
Design Principles. The core values are embedded in the tangible and 
intangible characteristics of the iTaukei people and are an intrinsic 
component of the iTaukei race. The iTaukei Design Principles (Table 4) 
reflect these values but are architecturally oriented, they are intended to 
inform the design process and outcome. This is a preliminary set of design 
principles which can be further developed in the future.  

  

113 Gatty, Fijian-English Dictionary with Notes on Fijian Culture and Natural 
History, 178. 



 
 

 123 

Table 4. Description of iTaukei Design Principles (table by author) 
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Lomai Viti group 
Lau group 

Kadavu 

Vanua Levu 

Viti Levu 

Suva 
Deuba 

Nadi 

Lautoka 

Figure 90. Map of Fiji highlighting the locations of Cultural Centres, proposed Cultural Centre in 
red (Sketch by author). 

8. DESIGN  

In this section the architectural design process of the proposed Dela 
ni Yavu Cultural Centre in Suva will be discussed. The design process will 
be guided by the preliminary iTaukei Design Principles formulated in 
Section 7. In addition, the design techniques identified in the precedent 
studies (see Section 5) will be employed to assist in the design process.  

8.1. Site 

Site selection 
It was determined from the beginning of the project that the Cultural 

Centre had to be located within an urban centre. The facility would 
provide cultural and traditional education to urban communities and all 
Fijians and visitors, but particularly to the iTaukei people in urban areas. 
Suva, one of the largest cities in the South Pacific and the capital of Fiji, is 
the obvious location, currently it has no iTaukei cultural centre. 

 There are only a handful of cultural centres in Fiji: Girmit Cultural 
Centre in Lautoka, Vou Hub in Nadi, and the Pacific Harbour Arts Centre in 
Deuba (figure 90). The Girmit Cultural Centre focuses on teaching music, 
dance, and vocals to the children of Indian descendants from the city of 
Lautoka. The Vou Hub and Pacific Harbour Centre are tourism-oriented 
facilities, providing a tourist-centric version of iTaukei history, culture, 
and traditions.. 

 
114 Deryck Scarr, “History: Colonial Rule-Sir John Thurston,” in The Pacific 

Islands : An Encyclopedia, ed. Brij V Lal and Kate Fortune (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai’i Press, 2000), 241. 

The proposed site is the botanical gardens of Fiji, Thurston Garden, 
which is located approximately ten minutes’ walk from the Suva CBD. The 
botanical gardens were named after Sir John Bates Thurston, a British 
colonial officer in the late nineteenth century who was interested in 
botany. He later served as the Governor General from 1888 to 1897.114  
The Fiji Museum is also within the vicinity of Thurston Garden.  Thurston 
Garden was selected as the proposed site for the reasons that the 
Cultural Centre would complement the Fiji Museum in advocating iTaukei 
cultural history and knowledge.  
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SUVA 

CBD 
 

Figure 91. Map of Suva City indicating the location of the proposed site, 
(Sketch by author) and photos taken in Fiji (Photos by author’s relative). 
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Figure 92. Context of site in Suva CBD area (Sketch by author). 
Residential houses 

Site Context 
The proposed site faces the Suva harbour and sits adjacent to Albert 

Park and the residence of the President of Fiji (figure 92). The Fiji 
Parliament house is located immediately north of Albert Park. Queen 
Elizabeth drive (QED) is one of the arterial roads that runs along the Suva 
seawall and passes perpendicular to the Parliament house, Albert Park 
and the site. Directly opposite the site is the Fiji Bowling Club and 
adjacent to it are two high-end hotels, the Grand Pacific Hotel and the 
Holiday Inn. North of the hotels and site are offices, banks, churches, 
shops and restaurants. Government departments and offices are 
concentrated on the south end of the site. Towards the east are 
residential areas. 
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Figure 93. Site analysis (Sketch 
by author). 

Site Analysis 

Thurston Garden includes native Fijian and imported exotic flora such 
as tropical trees, ferns, water lilies and royal palm trees. The royal palms 
are planted along the perimeter fence marking the road boundaries of 
the site (figure 93), which is nearly flat with a gradual rise in level towards 
the east. There is a steep ten to twelve-metre hill that rises behind the Fiji 
Museum in the south-east corner of the site (figure 95). Thurston Garden 
has several historical landmarks in its vicinity including Fiji Museum, 
bandstand and clock tower, and the Thurston express (a locomotive 
stationary train).

The west boundary faces Suva harbour, providing an opportunity for 
experiencing the evening sunset over the harbour although this is 
partially obscured by the Fiji Bowling Club and the native trees planted 
along QED. QED is one of busiest roads into the city in the morning and 
afternoon. Cakobau Road, adjacent to the north boundary, can also be 
busy when functions are held in the Albert Park Pavilion or at the tennis 
courts.  
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Figure 94. Site analysis cross section (Sketch by author). 

Figure 95. Site analysis long section (Sketch by author). 

The seawall is approximately fifty meters from the boundary of the 
botanical garden. The bowling club is located on reclaimed land, and it is 
raised a meter above the road. The site is two and a half meters above 
sea level. The hill that sits behind the Museum shelters much of the site 
from the prevailing South-East trade winds.  
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Figure 96. Analysis of facility program 
(Sketch by author). 

8.2. Programmes 

The programme of the Cultural Centre was derived from the 
fundamental question – what is this Cultural Centre trying to achieve? 
The ideas that emerged from this question were (figure 96): 

o to reconnect Fijians with the iTaukei culture through 
cultural performance and activities 

o to learn about the iTaukei culture by providing a library 
or classrooms or performance spaces 

o to engage by providing activities to encourage 
interactions and engagement amongst participants 

o to have experiences that amplify iTaukei values 
o to recognise and acknowledge iTaukei patterns and 

designs through art and craft. 

The proposed programme for the Cultural Centre is also designed to 
accommodate programmes from the Fiji Museum. Fiji Museum has 
exhibition galleries, a reference library and a verandah where activities 
and functions are held. The verandah is often hired out to artists to 
display their exhibitions. The Cultural Centre intends to relocate the 
package of the iTaukei people from Fiji Museum and house it within itself. 
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Figure 97. Proposed facility program 
(Sketch by author). 

The programmes identified from these ideas embrace the aims 
and objectives discussed in Section 1.1 and the themes discussed in 
Section 6, which are: the concern for loss of culture and cultural 
revitalisation.  
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8.3. Application of iTaukei Design Principles 

The preliminary iTaukei Design Principles formulated in Section 7 
have been used to inform the design process and the design itself. 

iSevusevu 
The process of engagement with the vanua called for in the iSevusevu 

principle (see Table 4) cannot be carried out in this speculative, research-
based project.  This initial process builds the relationship between 
landowners, developers and designers. The interest of the vanua is 
catered to and allows the vanua to co-design the project. Due to the 
absence of this process the project relies on information gained from the 
literature and the exploratory study. 

Yavutu 
A brief history of Thurston Garden was carried out to identify who the 

landowners were and the history of the site. Historian Colman Wall 
described the site as the original koro for the people of Suva. Suva 
belonged to the Yasana ko Rewa. In 1882 the iTaukei people of Suva were 
relocated across the bay to Suvavou (the new Suva)115 but they are still 
the landowners of Thurston Garden which is maintained by Suva City 
Council. 

 Wall’s record of the koro’s layout brought to light some of the 
cultural landmarks and names of the places of the old Suva such as: 

 
115 Colman Wall, “Historical Notes on Suva (Part 1),” Domodomo 10, no. 2 

(1996): 28–39. 

• burial sites: Naisaunimaru, the burial site for chiefs, and the burial 
site for commoners or lewe ni vanua 

• the canoe landings Ucukobau for Bau chiefs, and Vunivesi for the 
lewe ni vanua 

•  and the burekalou or temple of worship to the ancestorial 
guardians (figure 100).  

Mareqeti ni yau vakavanua 
Locations of the significant cultural sites identified during the 

historical research (figure 98) will be acknowledged and celebrated in the 
design of the Cultural Centre, particularly in relation to site access and 
axes, and naming.  

Solesolevaki 
Creating important spaces that allow people to function communally. 

The project is specifically looking at the significance of two rara or green 
spaces. A formal rara for important ceremonial functions and an informal 
rara for activities that involve the public (see Section 2.5-importance of a 
rara). 
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Figure 98. Cultural landscape (Sketch by author). 
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Figure 100. Cross section of site showing the historical layout of Thurston Garden (Sketch by author) 

Figure 99. The idea of Vonu derived from Nabu (Sketch by author). 

 Nabu 
The research revealed information regarding the ancestral guardian 

of the people of Suva – Ro Vonu or Sir Turtle. The burekalou, a structure 
which housed the guardians of the vanua, was located up on the hill 
behind the site, where the President’s residence is now located. This 
important building commanded a view over the bay of Suva and the old 
koro ko Suva (figure 100). As a totemic representation Ro Vonu has now 
been used as a design driver for the project. 
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Figure 101. Application of Veivakaturagataki (Sketch by author) 

Veivakaturagataki 
The ideas of Veivakaturagataki as described in this principle will be 

applied to the design of the building and the site. Programmes within the 
building will be positioned on various levels to represent their importance 
within the centre (figure 101). Knowledge plays an important role in this 
project and elevating the level higher than the rest of the programmes 
makes a statement. 

  



 
 

 137 Figure 102. Understanding the vonu (Sketch by author) 

8.4. Design Exploration 

 Although the principles had not been formulated when the initial 
design work began, ideas that helped generate those designs were later 
incorporated into the principles. For instance the first iterations were 
influenced by Nabu, in this case Ro Vono the ancestral guardian, and 
Solesolevaki in terms of providing rara. 

The Vonu 
Understanding the lifecycle of the vonu was important. It led to some 

of the design features in the project, for example, water features in all the 
designs showing a connection of the turtle to the sea.  
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Figure 103. Exploration of carapace structure of the vonu (Sketch by author) 

 

Design iteration 1 – Daku ni vonu (turtle shell or carapace) 
The design idea drawn from the Daku ni vonu is an overarching structure 
that spans sixty metres with exposed timber truss members fixed to pin 
joints on the ground. The roof form mimics the carapace and opens at 
various sections of the building to allow daylight and cross circulation. 

.  
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Figure 104. Testing the ideas of the form and rara on various site plan iterations. (Sketches by author) 
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Figure 105. Perspectives of design iteration 1  (Sketch by author) 
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Figure 106. The movement of vonu in the water, generates abstract ideas of form(Sketch by author) 

Design iteration 2 – Liga ni vonu (flippers) 
This iteration illustrates the movement of the vonu in the water. Its 

flippers glide into the water in a resting position before moving in an 
upward motion and pulling water back to propel itself forward.   
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Figure 107. Forms derived from the movement of the liga ni vonu (Sketch by author) 

Figure 108. Testing the forms on models (Sketch by author) 
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Figure 109. Movement of energy exerted(Sketch by author) Figure 110. A smooth pattern of the pulse (Sketch by author)  

Figure 111. Testing the form with the abstract portion (Sketch by author)  

Design iteration 3 – Developing liga ni vonu 
This iteration develops the ideas of liga ni vonu a bit further. It is an 
abstract of the energy pattern of the flippers of the vonu. Energy levels 
rise as it moves forward and reduce as it glides in the sea. The motion 
repeats itself (figure 109). The energy output is redrawn in a curved form 
(figure 110) and a portion is taken and stretched. 
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Figure 112. Site plan clearly demarcating the formal and informal rara spaces. (Sketch by author)  

The site plan development during the initial design stage did not take into 
consideration the principles of Yavutu and Mareqeti ni yau vakavanua. 
However, a rara is provided for formal functions (Solesolevaki principle). 
A water feature is introduced into the planning to create a connection 
with the sea.

 

.   



 
 

 145 

Figure 114. Section through the exhibition and outdoor stage (Sketch by author)  

Figure 113. Section through the library (Sketch by author)  

Figure 115. Elevation (Sketch by author)  

  

The principle Veivakaturagataki is 
clearly illustrated in the section 
(figure 114). and elevation (figure 
115) and section  
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Figure 116. Mareqeti ni Yau Vakavanua(Sketch by author)  

Figure 117. Aligning the placement of programs with the concept 
(Sketch by author)  

8.5. Design Outcome 

The design outcome is utilising the ideas developed in Design 
Iteration 3, that is the form of the building, and the application of the 
iTaukei Design Principles..  

Na i Vakadei ni Dela ni Yavu Concept. 
Na i Vakadei ni Dela ni Yavu, or Consolidating your roots Concept 

explores the idea of empowering a cultural identity in contemporary 
society. The first approach to this concept has been identified in Section 
8.3 and is reiterated in figure 116, the principle of Mareqeti ni yau 
vakavanua or the cultural landscape of the site and the principle Yavutu; 

• the direction of the two landing locations, Ucukobau and 
Vunivesi (Arrivals in figure 116) encourages the concept of 
welcoming new ideas whilst embracing your own identity 
and culture (figure 117) 

• the direction of Naisaunimaru (Chief’s burial ground) 
enlightens iTaukei people to learn from the past or from the 
teachings of the ancestors 

• the direction of Suva harbour echoes the notion of keeping 
the culture alive through practise 

• the direction of Ro Vonu and bulubulu, reminds iTaukei 
people to acknowledge the traditional landowners of the 
land 

  
Acknowledging traditional 
owners of the land 
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Figure 118. Proposed site plan of Dela ni Yavu 
(Sketch by author)  

The design incorporates the principle Maroroi ni veikabula through 
the revitalisation of the Thurston Garden. Fences are removed allowing 
people to access the site and mounds are introduced to contain the 
activities within the informal ground. 
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Figure 119. Proposed Floor Plan – circulation path in red (Sketch by author)  

Acknowledging the principle Yavatu, the buildings are named after 
the three confederacies or matanitu which are Kubuna, Tovata, and 
Burebasaga. Within the buildings learning spaces are provided which 
accommodate the traditional methods of learning identified in Section 
3.4, oral traditions and learning by following the example of others. 
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Figure 120. Section (Sketch by author)  

Figure 121. Perspective from Queen Elizabeth Drive (Sketch by author)  
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9. CONCLUSION 

This project set out to address concerns surrounding the growing 
disconnect between urban iTaukei communities and their cultural roots: 
their language, traditional customs, and cultural values; and to look for 
ways to bridge this disconnection. The research question asks, “How can 
architecture be used as a medium for reconnecting iTaukei (indigenous 
Fijians) with their culture?” In order to address the problem and the 
question, it was necessary to first, gain an understanding of the iTaukei 
people and their culture, and secondly, to ensure that the cultural 
revitalisation approach acknowledges and celebrates the importance of 
iTaukei cultural landscape in the urban environment. 

The research began with a literature review and exploratory studies, 
including interviews, which confirmed the anxiety over cultural loss and 
led to a deeper understanding of the iTaukei people and their culture.  
The research provided important insight into the values that sustain the 
culture, the iTaukei core values. Inspired by the process leading to the 
development of the Te Aranga Māori Design Principles, the iTaukei core 
values were then used to inform the preliminary iTaukei Design 
Principles, that recognise and promote an iTaukei design approach. 

The initial idea of the project was to develop the iTaukei Design 
Principles first and then use them to guide the design of a cultural centre 
in Fiji’s capital city, Suva. However, time constraints meant they were 
developed concurrently. As it turned out, one informed the other. 
Knowledge gained during the interviews, which were directly leading to 
the formulation of the design principles, also helped during the 
preliminary design process. For instance, information about the pre-

colonial history of Suva inspired the preliminary design iterations which 
explored the principles, Nabu and Yavutu.   

Studies of three cultural centres in the Oceania region also informed 
the design process.  All three involved engaging and co-designing with 
their resident indigenous communities. The involvement of the 
communities in the process resulted in giving the buildings a heightened 
sense of place and belonging. The cultural centre precedents also 
provided useful examples of architectural techniques (including 
circulation, tectonics, light, and biomimicry) that reinforce a visual and 
spatial connection to culture.  

The design of the cultural centre draws from the iTaukei Design 
Principles and the precedent studies. After a number of iterations, the 
final design response to the research question is Dela ni Yavu (the 
foundation) Cultural Centre located in the heart of Suva.  The purpose of 
the centre is to provide a safe cultural learning environment to support 
and sustain iTaukei people and their culture within the urban setting. It 
also provides a safe place for all Fijians to interact and learn the intricate 
traditions and cultural values of the iTaukei people.  
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Architecture cannot entirely resolve the disconnection of a culture 
from its people; however, it can certainly play a role in trying to build and 
reconnect cultural relationships. The preliminary iTaukei Design Principles 
are just the beginning and it is hoped they will inspire further research 
and development leading to architectural outcomes which are directly 
relevant to the people of Fiji. 
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10 - FINAL DESIGN  
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10. Final Design 
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