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COMPLETING THE SQUARE



On 22nd February, 2011, a devastating earthquake struck Canterbury that changed the city of  

Christchurch in an instant. Cathedral Square, the geographic and metaphoric heart of  the city, 

suffered some of  the worst damage. ChristChurch Cathedral, a symbol of  the city, had fallen, 

as did many others. Much of  the Square’s fabric was lost. Although the Square has seen many 

changes since its creation by European settlers in 1850, nothing was as dramatic as the changes 

it suffered on that day.  

Ten years on from the earthquakes, the Square is still a shell of  its former self. Only three new 

buildings have been constructed, and the process of  rebuilding the Cathedral has only just 

begun. This poses a question: how can new architecture act as an element that revitalises an 

urban space? With the vitality of  the old Square missing, it is in desperate need of  life to remain 

the city’s heart. 

The theories of  Camillo Sitte and Colin Rowe provide a framework from which a response 

can begin to develop at two scales: an urban masterplan level and a building level. At a building 

level, Rem Koolhaas’ approach to programme and circulation is investigated through the 

process of  collage and model making. However, there is also another layer to this. How can this 

new architecture remain significant to the historic qualities of  the site? James Strike’s theories 

on sympathetic design provide a useful tool for analysing the designs response to its context. 

Aldo Rossi’s The Architecture of  the City provides an overarching theoretical framework that links 

these areas of  research together.

This project has developed a response that solves several issues that the Square currently faces. 

| Abstract



“The function of  architecture – most of  all, architecture in a historical context – is to seek and 

extend associations and relationships – not only functionally and formally but also historically 

and typologically – with the existing buildings and with the town as an entity.” – Richard Meier 1

1  Stephen Nicolaus Barthelmess, “Richard Meier’s Stadthaus Project at Ulm,” Journal of  Architectural 
Education (1984-) 43, no. 3 (May 18, 1990): 7, https://doi.org/10.2307/1425068.
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Following the devastating 2010 and 2011 earthquakes, the built landscape of  Christchurch 

was altered forever. Buildings all over the city collapsed or were demolished, many more were 

closed off  while being repaired and strengthened. By 2015 over 1,000 buildings in the CBD had 

been demolished.2 Many of  the city’s historic buildings suffered severely, many not surviving 

the earthquakes themselves. Even more were demolished in the aftermath of  the quakes. 

The Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority (CERA) suspended several of  Resource 

Management Acts heritage protection measures, resulting in the appalling demolition of  more 

than 250 heritage-listed buildings.3 While there was undoubtedly a public outcry over the fate 

of  these buildings, none attracted the controversy that the ChristChurch Cathedral has. The 

Cathedral lost its tower in the February 2011 earthquakes, and its western gable and distinctive 

rose window from the following aftershocks in June and December. The Transitional Cathedral 

designed by Shigeru Ban – colloquially known as the Cardboard Cathedral – was constructed 

just south of  Latimer Square as a temporary place of  worship until the fate of  the Cathedral 

was decided.4 After a long and contentious battle, the decision was made in 2017 to rebuild and 

2  Justine Harvey, “Christchurch - Five Years On,” Architecture New Zealand (Christchurch, New 
Zealand, 2016), 47.

3  Harvey, “Christchurch - Five Years On,” 46.
4  Christchurch City Council, “The ChristChurch Cathedral,” Christchurch City Council Libraries, 

accessed September 1, 2020, https://my.christchurchcitylibraries.com/christchurch-cathedral/.

restore it to its former glory.5 However, the Cathedral is not the only heritage-listed building in 

Cathedral Square. Prior to the earthquakes there stood twelve heritage-listed buildings. Now 

there are only eight listed buildings left.

The decision to demolish so many of  Christchurch’s heritage buildings is inexcusable. “It’s 

just that desire to demolish, to ignore the fact that there are a whole lot of  cultural, social and 

historic values embedded in the fabric of  this city. Why?” asks Jessica Halliday in an article for 

New Zealand Geographic.6 

Cathedral Square was one of  the most affected areas of  the city centre. Once the bustling heart 

of  the city, full of  rich architectural heritage, it has since become a barren shell of  its former 

self. Despite the addition of  the Tūranga Library, and the nearing completion of  the Spark 

building and Te Pae Convention Centre, the life of  the Square has been drained. Ever since the 

earthquakes, the Square has struggled to be an engaging space for the public, and these days one 

is likely to count more cars parked in the Square than people using it. 

5  Christchurch City Council, “The ChristChurch Cathedral.”
6  Sally Blundell, “Fallen Glory,” New Zealand Geographic, 2013, https://www.nzgeo.com/stories/

fallen-glory/.

Background of  the project
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This project explores how to approach the designing of  new architecture within Cathedral 

Square, and how such a new piece of  architecture can function as a catalyst for revitalising the 

Square as an important civic centre. The Square has struggled to recapture such a role post-

earthquakes. The project also explores how such a design can be approached in a way that is 

sensitive to the history of  the site.

Project Aims

Christchurch is in an unusual position. The coming years will see a dramatic increase in new 

architecture constructed throughout the city. This will happen alongside the progressive, if  not 

slow-paced, restoration and reconstruction of  much of  the city’s remaining heritage buildings. 

Without the proper care involved, however, there is a risk of  creating a disparity in the urban 

fabric – i.e. the physical characteristics and form of  the city – emphasised as a disconnect 

between the deep-rooted heritage architecture and the new modern architecture. In a city that 

has lost so much of  its cultural and historic fabric, any new architecture on or around historic 

sites should seek to draw connections with these historic buildings, existing or not, to ensure a 

relationship is established. This relationship is important to maintaining a sense of  connection 

within the various elements of  the urban fabric. 

This situation presents an opportunity to examine how Cathedral Square can be revitalised in 

a way that it once more, or perhaps finally, becomes the public ‘heart of  the city.’ Although its 

central location in the city has persisted, its role within the city’s life has never been well defined. 

The central placement of  the church, combined with roads intersecting the pedestrian areas, 

has made it very difficult to resolve this issue.7 While physically and metaphorically the Square 

has always been the ‘heart of  the city,’ its success as a public space has been questionable. 

As a result, there have been various relatively unsuccessful attempts to rectify this over the 

years. With a recent shift towards pedestrianisation in the city centre and a number of  projects 

proposed to redevelop the Square, this project seeks to develop a response that will encourage 

a sustained public use, revitalising a public space that has lost so much since the earthquakes. 

7  John Wilson, “Contextual Historical Overview for Christchurch City” (Christchurch, New Zealand, 
2005), 95.

How can new architecture revitalise an urban space while remaining sensitive to its historic 

significance? 

Project outline Research question 
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In her article “Losing our collective memory: The importance of  preserving heritage 

architecture,” New Zealand architectural historian Jessica Halliday acknowledges that 

historically significant architecture has always had a place in the urban fabric of  cities. She tells 

us that historic buildings provide one of  the most tangible and accessible forms of  engagement 

with the past: one that is regularly available to us, and one that describes to us the societal and 

cultural changes that happen over time.8 

Architect and theorist Juhani Pallasmaa states how buildings capture and explain these changes 

in his chapter “Space, Place, Memory, and Imagination.” He states:

Built structures, as well as mere remembered architectural images and metaphors, 

serve as significant memory devices in three different ways: first, they materialise and 

preserve the course of  time and make it visible; second, they concretise remembrance 

by containing and projecting memories; and third, they stimulate and inspire us to 

reminisce and imagine.9

8  Jessica Halliday, “Losing Our Collective Memory: The Importance of  Preserving Heritage 
Architecture,” in Once in a Lifetime: City-Building after Disaster in Christchurch, ed. Barnaby Bennett et 
al. (Christchurch, New Zealand: Freerange Press, 2014), 212.

9  Juhani Pallasmaa, “Space, Place, Memory, and Imagination: The Temporal Dimension of  Existential 
Space,” in Spatial Recall: Memory in Architecture, ed. Marc Treib (London: Routledge, 2009), 26.

The idea of  sympathetic design was prevalent as far back as ancient Rome, where specific 

building regulations ensured that any new buildings were in harmony with the existing built 

environment. In De Architectura, Vitruvius states that a designer should know all aspects of  

the site when planning or designing buildings and towns. They should ensure that buildings 

should “conform with the nature and climate of  each place”.10 In his chapter in Context: New 

Buildings in Historic Settings, John Warren argues that aggressively modern architecture runs the 

risk of  becoming disruptive, diminishing the historic qualities of  a heritage site, whereas overly 

historicist designs may excite a greater level of  historical significance than is warranted.11 The 

responsibility of  how to approach this issue lies within the designer and their respect for “the 

established character of  the environment and attitude to change.”12 

10  Jukka Jokilehto, A History of  Architectural Conservation (Massachusetts: Butterworth-Heinemann, 
1999), 3.

11  John Warren, “The Historic Context: Principles and Philosophies,” in Context: New Buildings in 
Historic Settings, ed. John Warren, John Worthington, and Sue Taylor (Oxford: Architectural Press, 
1998), 11.

12  Warren, “The Historic Context,” 11.

While this an important aspect to consider, there is also a consideration to be made about the 

current situation of  Christchurch. Because much of  the city’s historic fabric was lost to the 

earthquakes, there is a question about what is considered ‘aggressively modern,’ particularly in 

relation to the Square. Te Pae Convention Centre could be considered aggressively modern; 

its scale is too large, and its continuous glass wall and mono-functionality assumes a failure 

to activate the context around it. But can contemporary architecture still respect the historic 

qualities of  a site? This project explores this idea. 

Two elements are critical to the overall success of  this project. The first element is an initial 

masterplan stage that includes the placement of  several buildings throughout the site in order 

to develop a defined boundary to the Square, providing it with a sense of  enclosure. The second 

is the development of  a chosen building that would act as a catalyst for an increased public 

activation. The project explores how this building can help restore Cathedral Square’s status 

as the civic centre of  Christchurch. The master planning stage required the treatment of  the 

Square as a single unified space, and as such, current land parcels were ignored, including the 

large space on the south of  Te Pae Convention Centre site. This was to ensure the best possible 

response could be achieved.

This project does not extend to any architectural intervention of  the Cathedral itself, such as 

adaptive reuse or extensions, as there is already a plan in place for its restoration. 

The master planning stage will be restricted to Cathedral Square itself  and some of  the 

immediate surrounding context if  necessary. Aside from the building chosen to develop, all 

new buildings included in the masterplan were not designed in detail, rather indicative of  form 

and scale. In order to maintain as much of  the existing urban fabric of  the Square as possible, 

the proposed removal of  any buildings was considered carefully. This project does not intend to 

treat the Square as a tabula rasa from which a new identity can be generated. Instead, the project 

intends to respond to the Square in its current condition and develop around existing buildings.

Scope and Limitations State of  knowledge in the field
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The analysis of  two major architectural precedents, Richard Meier’s Ulm Stadthaus and 

Norman Foster’s Carré d’Art, provides insights into the two significantly different approaches 

taken to answer the same question. Meier’s typically pure, white, abstracted forms are stark in 

their contrast to his building’s Gothic context, but in its intention as an urban design response 

is where its relevance lies. Foster’s building, on the other hand, employs several elements of  

reference to the form of  the Roman Temple in which it faces to ensure a sensitive response to 

its context. Further precedent studies include designs by Rem Koolhaas and his office OMA. 

Examples of  their work on programme and circulation are explored as examples of  the way in 

a building can encourage and create vitality in an urban space. This idea is explored in the design 

stage through the application of  collage. 

Since the project covers several fields of  research, the research discussions invariably take 

different paths. There is one primary driving text, however that acts as a starting point for most 

of  these fields. Aldo Rossi’s seminal text, The Architecture of  the City of  1966 links these fields 

through Rossi’s claim/argument that elements within the existing urban fabric should act as 

generators for the ever-developing form of  the city. 

The project must begin with a masterplan stage that addresses the current urban planning issues 

that have not only developed as a result of  the earthquakes, but that have afflicted Cathedral 

Square for many years. Viennese architect Camillo Sitte’s ideas provide a valuable starting point 

for this plan. In his influential, and still fundamentally relevant work City Planning According to 

Artistic Principles of  1889, Sitte discusses the elements of  traditional European squares and 

plazas that make them such successful urban spaces within their towns and cities. These 

elements provided a way of  analysing the current urban planning issues within the Square, and 

in combination with various other texts, aided in the formulation of  a basic masterplan from 

which the project developed.

The project’s developed building intends to act as both a response to the historical sensitivity 

demanded by the Cathedral and a catalyst to revitalise public life within the Square. Therefore, 

it must be able to simultaneously exist as both an architectural statement and an integral part 

of  the public context. Colin Rowe theorises this idea of  a building acting as both object and 

context at the same time in his book Collage City. The application of  this theory provides the 

groundwork for ensuring that the resulting architecture can fulfil this role. 

James Strike’s Architecture in Conservation provides an in-depth discussion on the various 

methodologies one can employ when dealing with more detailed elements of  historically 

sympathetic architecture. Strike stresses the importance of  the new architecture creating its 

own identity, expressing itself  in a way that it does not pretend to be an existing part of  the 

historical context. 

Methods 
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On 4th September 2010, an earthquake struck Christchurch. Miraculously, there were no 

casualties, but the city was still damaged. Not long after however, at 12:51 pm on 22nd February 

2011, another earthquake hit. This one was deadly. 185 people died; thousands were injured. 

The fault line beneath the Lyttleton Tunnel ruptured and devasted the city.13 

13  Chris Moore, Earthquake: Christchurch, New Zealand 22 February 2011 (Auckland, New Zealand: 
Random House, 2011), 14.

2.0 | History

Figure 1. Edward Jollie’s 1850 ‘Black Map.’ 



23

Cathedral Square was one of  the worst hit areas within the CBD. The spire of  ChristChurch 
Cathedral fell, destroying the west side of  the nave.14 Neither the former Lyttleton Times 
Building nor the iconic Press Building survived the earthquake. The roof  of  the Press Building 
collapsed down onto the third floor and had to be demolished.15 Other demolished historic 
buildings include the historic section of  the Warner’s Hotel and the Regent Theatre. The 
former Chief  Post Office suffered damage, as did the Old Government Building; however, 
they both survived.16 The iconic rose window of  the Cathedral fell after the 13th June 2011 
aftershocks. Many buildings which were not heritage-listed were lost to the earthquakes, either 
destroyed by them or demolished afterwards. The Square was changed irreparably. Among 
the many buildings that were destroyed by the earthquakes were four that were heritage-listed. 
These losses have left a gap in the architectural history and fabric that can never be repaired. 
Once a canvas of  architectural richness, only three category-one listed buildings remain: the 
Old Government Building, the Chief  Post Office, and ChristChurch Cathedral. The latter two 
suffered severe damage, and are currently unsafe for the public. The physical and metaphorical 
heart of  the city was destroyed. Much of  the Square remains unusable to this day, and thus 

14  Moore, Earthquake: Christchurch, 18.; for clarity to the reader, the spelling of  ChristChurch 
Cathedral is intentional. Due to conflicting information on its official spelling, it will be referred to 
as ChristChurch Cathedral within this document.

15  Moore, Earthquake: Christchurch, 26.
16  Bruce Ansley, Christchurch Heritage: A Celebration of  Lost Buildings & Streetscapes (Auckland, New 

Zealand: Random House, 2011), 40.

A city, broken

Figure 2. Dust clouds over Christchurch moments after the 22nd February earthquake.
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presents a problem. How can new architecture revitalise the Square, returning it once again to 
its role as the heart of  the city?

The earliest Māori settlers in the Ōtautahi/Christchurch area were the Waitaha. Two North 

Island iwi migrated to the area, Ngāti Māmoe in the 1500s, and Ngāi Tahu in the 1700s. Neither 

of  these iwi saw the wetlands that Christchurch would eventually be built upon suitable for 

permanent settlement, instead establishing settlements around the outskirts of  what is the 

present-day city. By the time the Te Tiriti o Waitangi/Treaty of  Waitangi was signed in 1840, 

the dominant Ngāi Tahu iwi’s population had declined to just 500.17 Throughout the 1840s and 

-50s many of  the colonial settlers in Christchurch relied on produce traded by Ngāi Tahu at 

Market Square, as well as other provisions. 

17  Christchurch City Council, “Christchurch Before 1850: Inner-City and Coastal Heritage Trials” 
(Christchurch, New Zealand: Christchurch City Council, 2009).

When Anglican settlers first devised the original town plan of  Christchurch in 1850, they 

settled on four major public squares. Three were to be named after the three Oxford martyrs; 

Cranmer, Latimer, and Ridley. Cranmer Square and Latimer Square still bear the names of  these 

martyrs today. The third, Ridley Square, was soon changed to Cathedral Square after the land 

at the centre was designated for the city’s cathedral. The fourth, Market Square (now Victoria 

Square), was the site of  the city’s markets and the general hive of  activity for the city.18 The 

cruciform shape of  the Square was a symbol of  the role that the Church of  England played in 

the colony’s founding; the central placement of  the Cathedral a symbol of  the importance of  

the Church. From the very beginning the Square occupied a central role in the development of  

the new city of  Christchurch.19 Once the construction of  ChristChurch Cathedral was finally 

underway again in 1877, the majority of  activity associated with Market Square had moved to 

Cathedral Square.20 Most of  the city’s major public facilities were constructed in and around 

the Square; the Government Building, the Chief  Post Office, the Press and Lyttelton Times 

Buildings, Regent Theatre, Public Trust Office and many more. Most importantly, though, 

18  Ansley, Christchurch Heritage, 39–40.
19  Barnaby Bennett et al., eds., Once in a Lifetime: City-Building after Disaster in Christchurch (Christchurch, 

New Zealand: Freerange Press, 2014), 30–31.
20  Christchurch City Council, “Cathedral Square and Setting - 99,100,105 Cathedral Square and 

Adjacent Road Reserve, Christchurch” (Christchurch, New Zealand, 2014), 1.

Pre-colonial Canterbury Changing character: Cathedral Square

Figure 3. Rubble of  ChristChurch Cathedral’s collapsed spire Figure 4. Debris from damaged shops in the CBD
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in the centre of  the Square was ChristChurch Cathedral. The Square soon became the city’s 

transport hub as well, servicing the city first by way of  horse-drawn carriages, then electric 

trams, and eventually buses.21 The hustle and bustle of  the Square contributed significantly to 

its lively nature.22 Over the years, though, the Square was redesigned multiple times, and the 

results were often controversial. 

In 1965, the curved section of  Colombo St in front of  the Cathedral was removed, followed by 

the road in front of  the Post Office in 1972.23 Both of  these choices were results of  a slow shift 

towards the Square becoming a public centre rather than a transport centre. A redevelopment 

in 1973 resulted in a new paved pedestrian area intended for activities such as markets and 

public speaking.24 Included in the development were the use of  level changes to define various 

spaces of  use, and traffic restricted from some parts of  the Square, making it “more a central 

square or plaza in the tradition of  European cities than it ever had been in the past.”25 

21  Christchurch City Council, “Cathedral Square and Setting” 1.
22  Ansley, Christchurch Heritage, 39.
23  Christchurch City Council, “Cathedral Square and Setting - 99,100,105 Cathedral Square and 

Adjacent Road Reserve, Christchurch,” 1.
24  Wilson, “Contextual Historical Overview for Christchurch City,” 97.
25  Wilson, “Contextual Historical Overview for Christchurch City,” 97.

In the late 20th and early 21st century, more changes occurred within the Square, with the most 

significant being the loss of  the bus exchange to Litchfield St in 2000, thereby relieving the 

Square of  its role as the transport hub it had sustained for close to 120 years. It was repaved, 

albeit with controversial results, and traffic was reduced even more, further decreasing the 

number of  important roles it was to play in the city. All of  these changes were a result of  the 

Square’s transition into a new role as the city’s primary public space.26 

As the city developed, so too did the role that the Square played in the public life. From housing 

various governmental departments to being home to the city’s newspaper offices and cinema 

buildings, the Square has always seen public activity.27 Markets and public performances have 

been the primary source of  activity in recent times, and continue to be among the few activities 

that have attempted to activate the Square after the earthquakes.

26  Wilson, “Contextual Historical Overview for Christchurch City,” 97.
27  Wilson, “Contextual Historical Overview for Christchurch City,” 96. Figure 5. Cathedral Square pre-1954. Figure 6. Cathedral Square 2011.
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Cathedral Square Development

Figure 7. Cathedral Square pre-1965. Image by author. Figure 8. Cathedral Square from 1965-1972. Image by author. Figure 9. Cathedral Square from 1972. Image by author. Figure 10. Plan showing Cathedral Square pre-2010 earthquake. Image by author.
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ChristChurch Cathedral has had a long and complicated history. Colonial Canterbury needed to have 

a Cathedral; it was a symbol of  the Church of  England that had played a central role in establishing the 

colony.28 Canterbury was founded in 1850, but it was not until 1856 when the first Bishop – Bishop 

Harper – arrived that the necessity for a cathedral became more pressing.29 George Gilbert Scott, a 

leading Gothic Revival architect from England, was appointed to design the new cathedral, and by 

1862, designs had been delivered to New Zealand.30 Conscious of  the threat posed by earthquakes, 

Scott developed a hybrid design of  a timber interior and stone exterior.31 The timber interior would 

be able to withstand the movement generated in an earthquake. At the same time, the basalt and 

limestone exterior would provide the mass and strength that the Gothic style was associated with. 

The timber interior that Scott envisaged also kept the cost of  construction down, something that 

was extremely important in the realisation of  a cathedral in a small colonial province with especially 

limited funds. As timber was such a prevalent material in New Zealand, it was logical to incorporate 

it into the interior structure of  the Cathedral. Such a design would have been unparalleled in the 

history of  Gothic Revival architecture.32 Nevertheless, the Commission wanted a stone cathedral, 

and so, Scott also sent over a second set of  drawings detailing a stone arcade and nave. 

28  Ian Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires: Benjamin Mountfort and the Gothic Revival (Christchurch, New 
Zealand: Canterbury University Press, 1999), 128. 

29  Ansley, Christchurch Heritage, 17.
30  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 129.
31  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 129.
32  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 137.

In order for work on the new cathedral to commence, the Cathedral Commission required the 
appointment of  a supervising architect, a decision that proved costly in the long run. Local 
architect Benjamin Mountfort applied for the job. However, even with approval from Scott 
(his mentor in England before departing for New Zealand), the structural failure of  his design 
of  the Holy Trinity Church in Lyttelton cast doubts within the Commission.33 Young English 
architect Robert Speechly was appointed in a decision that delayed construction for well over 
a year, sparking intense public debate about who was better suited for the job.34 Speechly left 
in 1868 at the end of  his four-year contract; little progress had been made, except for the 
completion of  the foundations, due to economic hardships within the region.35 
Finally, in 1873, the Cathedral Commission appointed Mountford as the supervising architect. 
His status as the region’s leading architect was now securely in place due to the resounding 
success of  his Provincial Council Buildings.36 As the project moved on, Mountfort had to accept 
that the nave arcade would be constructed out of  stone, something he felt would diminish the 
experience one would have when inside the church. He pushed for a timber clerestory, trying to 

keep as close to the vision that Scott had intended as he could.37 

33  Johnathan Mané, “Pilgrim Churches,” in Historic Buildings of  New Zealand. South Island, ed. Francis 
Porter (Auckland, New Zealand: Methuen, 1983), 73.

34  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 130.
35  Mané, “Pilgrim Churches,” 74.
36  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 141.
37  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 143.

Between wood and stone: ChristChurch Cathedral

Figure 11. ChristChurch Cathedral ca. 1880s. 
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In 1995, the Visitor’s Centre was opened, designed to facilitate the roughly 300,000 visitors the 

Cathedral received annually.41 The Visitor’s Centre was a contemporary but respectful form on 

the northern side of  the Cathedral, behind the tower. 

41  Christchurch City Council, “The ChristChurch Cathedral.”

One place that Mountfort did take creative liberty in was in the redesign of  the tower and its 

spire. He replaced the simple spire of  Scott’s original design with one of  an octagonal form 

and added balconies and pinnacles elsewhere. This design was sent to England to be approved 

by John Oldrid Scott, who had taken over the practice after his father’s death, as a sign of  

respect for the younger Scott.38 The Commission was initially worried that Mountfort would 

make drastic changes to Scott’s cathedral for the Church of  England, owing to his Anglo-

Catholic background. It is clear from the finished building, however, that Mountfort had 

nothing but respect for Scott’s vision and intention for what was to become the spiritual centre 

of  Christchurch. 

When Mountfort died in 1898, the Cathedral was still unfinished. A temporary wooden chancel 

terminated the nave, and the transepts remained unbuilt.39 It would be his son, Cyril Mountfort, 

who would succeed his father as the supervising architect. In 1904 the Cathedral was finally 

completed, 54 years after the founders of  Canterbury arrived with a vision of  the cathedral as 

the heart of  the new colony.40 

38  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 145–46.
39  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 153.
40  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 153–55.

Figure 12. (Above) Interior of  Cathedral showing stone nave and timber clerestory. 
Figure 13. (Right) Exterior of  Cathedral, 2006.
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This chapter covers the response to the earthquakes, from the establishment of  government 

agencies to take control of  the rebuild through to the current state of  Cathedral Square. It will 

explore the current issues that the Square faces as a result of  the earthquakes as well as why it 

has received little to no attention during the rebuild. There will also be an included analysis of  

any proposals put forward to redevelop it.

3.0 | Response to the Earthquakes

Figure 14. (Opposite) The Blueprint Plan
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The Canterbury Earthquake Response and Recovery Act 2010 was introduced in response to 
the September 2010 earthquake. Through this law, the newly appointed Earthquake Recovery 
Minister Gerry Brownlee gained unprecedented power to change virtually any statue to aid 
the recovery of  the damage caused by the earthquake.42 The act was repealed and replaced 
by the Canterbury Earthquake Recovery (CER) Act following the devastating February 2011 
earthquakes, and in March of  the same year, a new governmental department was announced. 
As soon as the Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority (CERA) was established, it was 
given wide-ranging control of  the recovery which it led for a somewhat contentious five years 
until its disestablishment in 2016. One of  the main controversies surrounding CERA was the 
control it exerted over the rebuild. This was highlighted by the Government’s response to the 
Christchurch City Council delivering its Central City Recovery Plan at the end of  2011. Rather 
than working with the council, the Government established a new department within CERA to 
amend the plan, resulting in the 100-day deadline of  the Christchurch Central Recovery Plan, 
featuring the Blueprint Plan.43 The decision to remove the local council from any further work 
on the plan was contentious. For many, the shutting out of  the local council on a matter as 

important as the city’s new plan left them feeling ignored.44  

42  Andrew Geddis, “An Open Letter To New Zealand’s People And Their Parliament,” Pundit, 2010, 
https://www.pundit.co.nz/content/an-open-letter-to-new-zealands-people-and-their-parliament.

43  Michael Wright, “Five Years of  CERA: Success or Failure?,” Stuff, 2016, https://www.stuff.co.nz/
national/politics/78952664/five-years-of-cera-success-or-failure.

44  Wright, “Five Years of  CERA”

The politics of  disaster

Figure 15. Comic about Gerry Brownlee’s controversial role as Earthquake Recovery 
Minister, by Malcom Walker
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With the Blueprint plan came the outlining of  key ‘anchor projects’ that the Government would 
fund, intending to encourage investment into the city and drive the rebuild. These anchor 
projects would make up most of  the large civic buildings that the city needed, such as a new law 
and court precinct, convention centre, bus interchange, sports facility, and stadium. However, 
while a few of  these anchor projects have been completed, none have been completed on time, 
and international investment largely failed to materialise.45 As property investor Antony Gough 
said in the documentary When a City Rises, “they’re great anchor projects, but they’re slow. And I 
always wondered why they were called anchor projects, and now I know why – cos they’re stuck 
in the ground going nowhere.”46

On April 18th, 2016, control over the rebuild was finally handed back to the council after CERA 
was disestablished following the expiration of  the law that created it. Several new locally-led 
agencies were created to take over the various responsibilities of  CERA, including Regenerate 
Christchurch, the Greater Christchurch Group, and Ōtākaro Ltd, the latter of  which is 

responsible for delivering a number of  anchor projects.47

45  Liz Macdonald, “Christchurch Nine Years On: The Reshaping of  a City,” Stuff, 2020, https://
www.stuff.co.nz/national/119421238/christchurch-nine-years-on-the-reshaping-of-a-city.

46  Gerard Smyth, When a City Rises (New Zealand: NZ on Air, 2020), https://www.tvnz.co.nz/
shows/when-a-city-rises/episodes/s1-e1.

47  Wright, “Five Years of  CERA”

One common element shared between most of  the anchor projects is that they are new buildings 

constructed on land purchased by the Government, following large-scale demolition as a result 

of  the earthquakes. However, several projects consist of  the development of  existing areas, 

such as the Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct and Hagley Oval. And while the development of  

the Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct and Hagley Cricket Oval were designated as anchor projects, 

curiously, Cathedral Square was not. Was the Square not viewed as important enough to be an 

anchor project? If  so, why not? Why has the metaphoric and geographic centre of  the city been 

ignored for so long? 

With very little information available on any potential development of  the Square, the reasons 

for its apparent neglect have to be guessed. One can assume that the uncertain fate of  the 

Cathedral played a significant role in this. The Cathedral stood in limbo until a decision to 

rebuild was made in September 2017.48 For those six years, the fate of  the Cathedral and many 

other buildings around the Square remained undecided, and as such, formulating a plan for 

reinstating the Square would have been difficult. 

48  “Christ Church Cathedral Took Sometime to Build (130 Years) like Many Great Cathedrals,” Christ 
Church Cathedral Reinstatement Project, 2020, https://reinstate.org.nz/project/history-timeline-
earthquake-damaged-cathedral-christchurch/.

That is not to say it could not have been done, however. One could argue that developing a plan 

early on could have helped accelerate the demolition, construction, and restoration of  buildings 

within Cathedral Square, providing a clear vision of  what was to be expected from any new 

developments. This plan could have encouraged new developments and perhaps could have 

resulted in a more appropriate architectural response to the Square by the Convention Centre, 

fostering a stronger link between the Avon, Tūranga Library, and the Cathedral.

These connections could have proven invaluable in creating a new vibrant heart of  the city. 

Instead, no concrete plan was ever created, and as such, for the last ten years, the Square has sat 

neglected with no clear future.  

Anchor projects? The forgotten centre

Figure 16. (Top left) Te Pae Convention Centre render
Figure 17. (Top right) Bus Interchange

Figure 18. (Bottom left) Hagley Cricket Oval

Figure 19. (Bottom right) section of  Ōtākaro/Avon River Precinct
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Losing so many buildings has created a new issue; the Square has lost the definition of  its 

boundary. With so few buildings left to indicate its edges, the resultant effect is a reduced 

perception of  enclosure. Without sufficient building mass to define its edge and provide 

this enclosure, one faces trouble in determining where the Square ends and the surrounding 

context begins. Without a tangible line of  definition, it is less an experience of  an intentional 

urban square or plaza, and more an experience of  a vast, disjointed urban expanse. Four large 

entrances – penetrating the four sides of  the Square – further diminish what little enclosure 

is left. When standing in front of  the Cathedral, one has uninterrupted views down both the 

north and south ends of  Colombo St, and west down Worcester St to the Canterbury Museum. 

This connection to the museum was intentional, “suggesting the harmonious linking of  religion 

and science”.49 These long undeviating roads, however, often have the negative side effect of  

producing unnatural, monotonous vistas.50 Having multiple long sightlines out of  an urban 

space from a single point prevents the viewing of  that space as an entity in its own right. One 

becomes more focused on these views rather than the experience of  the space they are within. 

49  John Hendry, “Provincial Christchurch,” in Historic Buildings of  New Zealand. South Island, ed. Francis 
Porter (Auckland, New Zealand: Methuen, 1983), 87.

50  Camillo Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” in Camillo Sitte : The Birth of  Modern 
City Planning, trans. George R. Collins and Christiane Crasemann Collins, Dover ed. (Mineola, N.Y.: 
Dover, 2006), 224.

What is the issue now?

Figure 20. Plan showing Cathedral Square pre-2010 earthquake. Image by author. Figure 22. Plan showing the buildings that survived the earthquakes. Image by author. Figure 21. Plan showing Cathedral Square as of  2020. Orange indicates the new buildings that have been 
completed or are currently under construction. Red indicates the proposed Shigeru Ban building. 
Note that Oxford Terrace (shown in yellow) is now a pedestrian path. Image by author.
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These roads that make up the entrances to the Square feed the car parks that now occupy the 

spaces where lost buildings once stood. The roads isolate the Cathedral on three sides from 

the rest of  the Square’s public spaces, restricting any sense of  cohesive pedestrian space. The 

removal of  the roads in front of  the Cathedral and the Post Office in the 1960s and 70s was 

an attempt to create a larger, more usable public space.51 However, the remaining roads have 

persisted until today, acting as an invitation for cars to continue to travel through and occupy 

the Square. At a time when the city has made steps towards creating a more pedestrian-friendly 

city, the presence of  roads in the city’s primary urban public space does little to promote this. 

One negative characteristic of  the Square in its present form is the lack of  active building 

frontages along its edges. There are several reasons for this; firstly, many of  the buildings that 

faced the Square are gone, leaving the blank rear or side facades of  the buildings behind them 

exposed. Secondly, several buildings still standing are closed off  and boarded up, waiting on 

decisions if  and when they will be restored. Only three new buildings have been constructed 

in the Square ten years on from the earthquakes: two civic, Te Pae and Tūranga, and the Spark 

office building. These factors have contributed significantly to the lack of  activation.

51  Christchurch City Council, “Cathedral Square and Setting - 99,100,105 Cathedral Square and 
Adjacent Road Reserve, Christchurch,” 11.

There is a noticeable lack of  retail and hospitality, save for one restaurant, to encourage people 

into the Square. Historically, it has never been a centre for hospitality or retail, yet has recently 

seen a large increase in the concentration of  the city’s hotels.52 A strange dynamic resulted 

whereby the Square acts merely as a thoroughfare for visitors, a fact that has only worsened as 

a result of  the earthquakes. As there is such little retail and hospitality present, the Square relies 

solely on markets, occasional public events, and the library to stimulate public interaction. With 

such little usable public space available as a result of  the various urban planning issues – as well 

as an abundance of  fenced off  buildings and construction sites –, the Square has lost much of  

its liveliness. 

52  Wilson, “Contextual Historical Overview for Christchurch City,” 95.

Figure 23. Plan showing car parks (in red) that have appeared as a result of  empty buildings lots. Image 
by author.

Figure 24. Plan showing pedestrian space (in yellow). Image by author.
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Figure 25. Plan key for views

Figure 26. Front of  Cathedral in its current state. Image by author. Figure 27. View of  Cathedral Square from Tūranga Library. Collapsed tower of  Cathedral can be seen to 
the very left. Image by author.

Figure 30. View of  area in front of  Cathedral. Image by author.

Figure 28. Plan key for views

Figure 29. View of  Cathedral Square from Oxford Terrace. Image by author.
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Several designs for redevelopments of  the Square have been proposed in the years following the 

earthquakes, but so far none have been developed. The most significant of  these is the design 

proposed by the governmental organisation Regenerate Christchurch. Having worked with 

Ngāi Tūāhuriri on the design, the curvilinear lattice roof  supported by three ‘woven-basket’ 

style pavilions are an obvious cultural design element.53 In the context of  this project, however, 

there seems to be little engagement or respect between the new building and the architectural 

context of  the site. What this design is promoting is a year-round sheltered space for activities 

such as markets and performances. The Square currently, and historically, has provided little 

to no sheltered space for the public. By making an easily accessible sheltered space for public 

activity, it promotes a greater engagement with the site for more extended periods of  the year.

53  “Making Cathedral Square a Place for the People Again,” Regenerate Christchurch, accessed 
August 15, 2019, https://www.regeneratechristchurch.nz/cathedral-square/.

Another proposal, this time for the south-western quadrant of  the Square, is worth examining. 

This proposal, by the Christchurch City Council, indicates an attempt to activate the respective 

section of  the Square by including a variety of  new landscaping. The softening of  the 

environment is intended to make the space “safer and more pleasant for people and to support 

businesses in the area.”54 While this proposal shows an attempt to fix the large areas of  paved 

pedestrian areas of  the Square, it is evident that there is no intention of  removing the roads that 

have for so long prevented any sense of  cohesive, safe pedestrian space. This design indicates 

that the City Council is content to merely ‘bandage’ over the problems that the Square is 

currently facing, rather than actively promoting bold new initiatives that will genuinely attempt 

to solve the problems of  Cathedral Square. Following the disestablishment of  Regenerate 

Christchurch, the chances of  a bold new plan for the ‘heart of  the city’ is rapidly fading.

54  “Cathedral Square,” Christchurch City Council, accessed September 24, 2020, https://ccc.govt.nz/
culture-and-community/central-city-christchurch/new-projects/cathedralsquare.

Officially proposed developments

Regenerate Christchurch Christchurch City Council

Figure 31. Regenerate Christchurch’s proposal.

Figure 32. Analysis showing the scupltural form against the rectilinear nature of  the surrounding context. 
Image by author 

Figure 33. Christchurch City Council’s plan for improving southwest quadrant

Figure 34. Christchurch City Council’s plan for improving southwest quadrant
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There are two proposed buildings intended for the site: the Shigeru Ban building to the left of  

the south entrance of  the Square and the new plan for the reconstruction and redevelopment 

of  the Cathedral. It is unclear what progress has been made on the Shigeru Ban building, as 

most reports estimated a late 2019 completion, but as of  the time of  this project, no work 

has been carried out on site. In October 2020, the new plan for the rebuilt Cathedral was 

announced, featuring a redesigned visitor centre with sunken courtyard to the north and new 

Cathedral Centre to the south. Both of  these additions to the Cathedral will remain within the 

Cathedral’s site boundary. 

Officially proposed buildings

Figure 35. Shigeru Ban building proposed for the south of  the Square.

Figure 36. (Opposite page descending) Images of  the proposed rebuild of  the Cathedral and its new 
visitor centre.

Figure 37. (Opposite page far right) Proposed plan for the rebuild showing the two new buildings to the 
north and south.
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This chapter discusses various elements of  urban planning, from the macroscale of  the city 

down to the micro-scale of  the building, as this project includes the development of  an urban 

plan that seeks to solve a number of  issues that the Square currently suffers from. Several urban 

design questions were developed from the analysis of  the site that need to be answered by this 

plan

It is important to note that two of  the primary texts featured in this section, City Planning 

According to Artistic Principles and The Architecture of  the City, initially date from 1889 and 1966. 

Although these texts are old, they have been highly influential in the development of  modern 

urban planning. These texts are backed up by more recent texts by Jan Gehl and Jessica Halliday, 

both of  which were written specifically about Christchurch, dealing with issues suffered both 

before and as a result of  the earthquakes. 

4.0 | Urban Planning

Figure 38. (Opposite page left) Front cover of  Aldo Rossi’s The Architecture of  the City.
Figure 39. (Opposite page right) Front cover of  Camillo Sitte’s City Planning According to Artistic 

Principles. 
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In his book The Architecture of  the City, architect and theorist Aldo Rossi describes what he calls 

‘urban artifacts.’ These are important for the discussion of  the cathedral as a piece of  urban 

fabric, and the role in which they can play in the development of  the city. While he keeps the 

definition of  this term relatively undefined, they must possess a few characteristics. The first 

significant characteristic of  an urban artifact is that it is “a form that persists through a set of  

transformations.”55 The second, and probably the most important characteristic, is that they are 

“elements capable of  accelerating the process of  urbanisation in the city.”56 Urban artifacts are 

most commonly architectural forms such as buildings, squares, and plazas, but they can also 

extend to natural formations such as rivers or parks. As an urban artifact, these elements remain 

relatively unchanged throughout the city’s growth and change, while at the same time acting as 

a catalyst for urban growth and development. 

Rossi argued that the architect should respect the context of  the city, especially with regards to 

its urban artifacts, and allow them to inform new architecture and elements within the city. In 

this sense, all urban development, be it a new building, a street redevelopment, or a new city 

block, should be influenced in some way by existing urban artifacts. These artifacts need not 

just be considered physical, tangible elements either. They can be immaterial, psychological; 

55  Aldo Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, trans. Diane Ghirardo and Joan Ockman (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 1992), 55.

56  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 87.

sometimes, “the importance of  an event itself  ‘gives place’ to spatial transformations of  a 

site.”57 This idea of  allowing significant urban elements and events to shape and evolve the city 

should continually play an important role when dealing with existing sites of  such historical 

importance to their city. 

57  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 87.

The urban artifact 

Figure 40. Registry maps of  the amphitheatre in Nîmes, France, from 1782 (left) and 1809 (right) 

showing how they have persisted within the city. Image from Rossi’s The Architecture 

of  the City.
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In his 1889 book, City Planning According to Artistic Principles, Austrian architect and urban theorist 

Camillo Sitte explores how modern urban planning has lost the ability to create pleasant and 

inviting urban public spaces – such as the square and the street. To Sitte, the technical approach 

to planning of  his time left much to be desired artistically.58 Before delving too deep into his 

theories, it would be necessary to gain a greater understanding of  the definition of  the ‘street’ 

as used by Sitte and others mentioned further on in this text. To begin, one needs to recognise 

the difference between the ‘street’ and the ‘road.’ In Cliff  Moughtin’s Urban Design: Street and 

Square, he describes the road as a place in which one travels between different places, be it 

on horse, on foot or in a vehicle. The street, however, is a thoroughfare that is incompatible 

with the “movement of  fast moving or heavy traffic with all its engineering requirements.”59 

Fundamentally, the road can be considered the domain of  the car, where the pedestrian is 

subordinate, and the street is the domain of  the pedestrian, where the car is subordinate. 

58  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 138.
59  Cliff  Moughtin, Urban Design: Street and Square, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Architectural Press, 2003), 129.

Perhaps the most critical aspect is that the street should be considered as an entity in and of  

itself, as an “enclosed, three-dimensional space between two lines of  adjacent buildings.”60 Sitte 

viewed the street as much more than a collection of  thoroughfares; instead, they are integral 

forms and spaces where major public activities occur.61 The winding, bustling streets of  historic 

centres would take on a character of  their own, imparted onto them by the people and buildings 

that make up and inhabit the space.

According to Sitte, long, straight streets intersecting each other at right angles are unnatural 

and uninteresting, lacking the vitality and excitement that the twisting, winding streets of  old 

towns possess.62 The “modern street” also affects the plazas and squares of  the city, particularly 

concerning the idea of  enclosure.63 Freestanding blocks of  buildings are the result of  wide 

streets that punctuate and intersect squares and other streets, which has a profound effect 

on the sense of  enclosure that a space can provide, and why no “unified impression can be 

attained.”64 

60  Moughtin, Urban Design, 129.
61  Moughtin, Urban Design, 133.
62  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 224.
63  Since City Planning According to Artistic Principles was published in 1898, the term ‘modern’ as used by 

Sitte refers to a time period around the late 1800s to the early 1900s. 
64  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 224.

The urban street

Figure 41. ‘The street.’ Image by author. Figure 42. ‘The road.’ Image by author.
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A lack of  enclosure can be attributed to the way the modern city has reversed the ratio of  open 
space to built-up space. In the historic city, streets and plazas, designed and placed according to 
importance and impact on the form of  the city, acted as a “unified entity of  shapes.”65 However, 
the modern city, Sitte argues, is the opposite. City blocks become closed forms, laid out more 
often than not in a uniform and regular manner, and the resulting empty space becomes the 
street and the plaza.66 Sitte argues that space should define built mass, not the other way around. 
By designing the space – the street or the square – first, it allows for a coherence between 
elements; they can be placed wherever feels correct and necessary. The buildings then become a 
device that defines the edges and perimeters of  these spaces, filling in what is left over between 
the streets and squares. 

Rob Krier, in his book Urban Space – influenced greatly by Sitte – takes this thought further, 
stating that the Romans perfected the street space.67 Allowing existing urban features to 
guide the direction and size of  the street, the changes in the direction of  a street were then 
“highlighted as cardinal points by having gateways built across them.” The resulting streetscape 

is easier to understand visually, as it is divided into easily identifiable sections.68  

65  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 225.
66  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 225.
67  Rob Krier, Urban Space (Stadtraum) (London: Academy Editions London, 1979), 21.
68  Krier, Urban Space, 21.

Cathedral Square has for a long time suffered from being a large open space with no substantial 
public vitality. While the cruciform shape of  the Square was intentional, the buildings along 
its perimeter (historically) failed to activate it; this was only worsened by the earthquakes. The 
implementation of  smaller pedestrian streets within the square could lead to a more vibrant 
public interaction. Instead of  one large open space, there would be multiple spaces of  a more 
human scale, allowing a greater activation of  the various parts of  the Square. 

Figure 43. Plan view  of  Ravenna, Italy, showing open space created by 
the building and street arrangements.

Figure 44. Plan view  of  New York, showing the form of  the ‘modern 
city’ where building lots dictate open space, inevitably 
becoming roads. 
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Sitte argues that enclosure is critical to the success of  any public urban space. Although 

mentioned previously concerning the street, it is perhaps more important with regards to the 

urban square or plaza. To Sitte, one of  the defining characteristics of  historic European plazas 

is the sense of  enclosure they provide. By maintaining small openings into the square – often 

at the corners – site lines out of  the space are restricted.69 As a result, the space attains a 

characteristic vista that can only be experienced from within the square itself. In the “modern” 

square, however, it is common that broad streets penetrate the sides or corners of  the space, 

preventing any sense of  enclosure within. It is not just the size of  the openings that aid in 

creating a sense of  enclosure. Their direction of  entry into the square is just as important. Sitte 

notes that it is a common feature of  historic squares that these streets typically enter the space 

from different angles.70 He argues that this prevents more than one view out from any point, 

resulting in an implied continuity of  enclosure within the square.71 Another effect is produced 

whereby the view of  the monument, or urban artifact, at the centre of  the square is restricted. 

Afforded only partial views as one approaches the square, it is only once the pedestrian is in 

the space that they can appreciate the full view of  the building, a church in the case of  most 

European squares. 

69  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 171.
70  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 172.
71  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 172.

Expanding on Sitte’s idea of  the ratio between space, the street and the building, one can look 

to Moughtin’s Urban Design: Street and Square for an alternative way of  explaining it.72 He states 

that there are two ways in which a building can be organised in a space. The first is that the 

buildings, as a three-dimensional mass, are designed as a positive object which he likens to the 

‘figure’ in an architectural plan drawing. At the same time, the space around them becomes the 

‘ground.’ The other view, which is the one that Sitte advocates, is that the space itself  – the 

street and the square – is instead the element to be designed. It becomes the positive ‘figure’ 

of  the composition while the buildings become the supporting ‘ground.’73 It is a background 

role that the buildings take on, acting as a stage for which the activities of  the public can occur. 

Further along in his book, Moughtin’s description of  a square blurs the lines between the 

differing roles of  the building stated above. He states that a square or plaza is “both framed 

by buildings and an area designed to exhibit its buildings to the greatest advantage.”74 This 

ambivalence is essential as although the buildings that enclose a square act as a backdrop for 

the public acting in that space, the buildings are often the very reason for the activity in the first 

place. This is an idea that will be explored further in the next chapter. 

72  Moughtin, Urban Design, 84.
73  Moughtin, Urban Design, 84.
74  Moughtin, Urban Design, 87.

The urban square

Figure 45. Piazza del Duomo, Ravenna. Arrows indicate sightlines. 
Image by author.

Figure 46. The site, Cathedral Square. Arrows indicate sightlines.  
 Image by author.
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It is of  extreme importance that any urban planning should offer a response to current spatial 

conditions. As Krier states:

This principle has effectively disappeared from modern town planning. No-one would 

dispute the fact that, with the birth of  modern architecture, town planning as Camillo 

Sitte understood it, and the urban space as an external reality decipherable in aesthetic 

terms, were sacrificed to a chaotic pseudo-democratic and pseudo-humane urban 

ideology. Our cities bear living and visible testimony to this – the evidence can be 

unequivocally understood even by the layman.75 

Krier mentions that with the advent of  modernism and the controversial planning ideas that 

developed alongside it, well designed urban spaces and streets fell to the political and ideological 

ideas of  the time. The street and the square were no longer as crucial to the city as the building 

was.

75  Krier, Urban Space, 89.

Moughtin echoes this sentiment with regards to the design of  buildings in an urban context. He 

states that “Le Corbusier’s adage: ‘The plan is the generator,’ is mischievous,” and that for too 

long, architects have been designing from the inside out. The streets and the squares of  a city 

should influence the form of  buildings, making “the city the generator.”76 One can draw plenty 

of  similarities to Rossi’s idea mentioned previously where urban artifacts can – and should – act 

as a catalyst of  urban growth and generator of  form for the city.77 

It is not to say that there is no benefit to designing from the inside out. When designing a 

building, it is necessary to explore how it will function as a singular object and as a part of  a 

greater whole. A building should play an active role within the urban fabric, as well as a role as 

part of  the fabric itself. Its design should be considered from both standpoints, as a reciprocal 

back-and-forth between the plan and the city as the generator. 

76  Moughtin, Urban Design, 28.
77  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 87.

Responding to spatial conditions 

Figure 47. Reverse figure-ground sketch of  the shape of  the Square before the earthquakes. Image by 
author.

Figure 48. Reverse figure-ground sketch of  the shape of  the Square after the earthquakes. Image by 
author.
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One must ensure that this new architecture compliments any present urban space, rather than 

destroying it. Again, Krier states:

The existing conception of  urban space must not be destroyed, but complemented by 

the new building. If  such a conception of  urban space does not already exist, the new 

building must create it. As our morphological selection of  urban spatial forms shows, 

the isolated building may very well have a role to play in the urban framework. This 

role must of  course be based on the function and its corresponding form. It must, 

so to speak, tear no holes in the urban fabric, nor must it create any spatial vacuum 

around itself.78

Furthermore, while this statement is true, not all urban space can be considered adequate urban 

space, a fact that Krier does not address. Suppose there was to be an intervention into a poor-

quality urban space. This intervention should be required to do more than just compliment, as 

surely a building that merely compliments an inadequate space would also be considered equally 

inadequate? By this line of  reasoning, any new intervention into an inadequate urban space 

should, at the very least, enhance it. Moreover, if  the destruction of  parts of  that urban space is 

critical in achieving this, is it not the moral responsibility of  the designer to at least explore this 

option? Perhaps more importantly, the designer must understand at what point this destruction 

will destroy the fabric of  the space rather than enhancing it.

78  Krier, Urban Space, 67–68.

Destruction for the greater good has to be treated with the utmost caution, especially when 

dealing with sites of  great historical context. In her chapter “Urbicide in Nablus: Social 

Resilience and the Remaking of  Space in the Post-disaster Environment”, Nurhan Abujidi 

states that the term ‘urbicide’ refers to the “intentional destruction of  urbanity.”79 Urbicide can 

be seen as the “destruction of  urban centres that are deemed undesirable by urban development 

planners, with a view to achieving a more superior, ‘modern’ form and content for the city…”80 

Jessica Halliday refers to this definition in her chapter “Losing Our Collective Memory: The 

Importance of  Preserving Heritage Architecture”, where she argues that this urbicide leads to 

a loss of  the gradually evolving city, characterised by the complex layering of  generations of  

history.81 It is important to note that while Abujidi restricts the term urbicide to the destruction 

of  urban space due to war, Halliday suggests that it can be applied to urban destruction during 

or after other kinds of  disasters.

79  Nurhan Abujidi, “Urbicide in Nablus: Social Resilience and the Remaking in the Post-Disaster 
Environment,” in Cultural Emergency in Conflict and Disaster, ed. Berma Klein Goldewijk, Georg 
Frerks, and Els van der Plas (Rotterdam: NAI, 2011), 322.

80  Abujidi, “Urbicide in Nablus,” 326.
81  Halliday, “Losing Our Collective Memory,” 215.

Halliday relates this to Rossi’s idea of  “the city as a man-made object, as a work of  architecture 

or engineering that grows over time”.82 The destruction of  any part of  an urban space comes 

with it the very real fact that one is removing a part of  the tangible fabric that constitutes the 

city. Whether that part of  the fabric is of  good or flawed nature, there must be an absolute 

amount of  care taken when deciding what can be removed without drastically altering the very 

fibre and being of  it.

As Halliday wrote this piece on the future of  Christchurch redevelopments after the 2011 

earthquakes, it has a clear connection to the future of  Cathedral Square. The fabric of  the 

Square has changed dramatically following the destruction and removal of  various buildings 

and the construction of  new ones. While the Tūranga Library and the new Spark Building 

seem to roughly retain the original shape of  the Square, the new Te Pae Convention Centre has 

drastically altered it, creating a new, rather large visual axis through to the Avon. This will have 

a dramatic effect on the sense of  enclosure, as well as the sense of  scale perceived within the 

Square. Where the Convention Centre site used to contain many smaller buildings, it is now one 

large mass in the size of  a city block. 

82  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 34.

Development of  urban space

Figure 49. Composite map of  pre-2010 plan (light grey) and 2020 plan (dark grey). The orange buildings 
conform to past building footprints whereas the Convention Centre (red) does not. Image by 
author. 
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There are, of  course, many reasons as to why an urban space may be of  low quality. A common 

reason can be attributed to a lack of  vitality to sustain public activity. The most common reason 

that an urban space – most commonly a square – can be considered a successful space is due 

to the diversity in the function and character of  surrounding buildings. This diversity allows 

the square to cater to a larger, more diverse demographic of  peoples.83 A diversity in building 

function not only draws a range of  people but has another, potentially more positive effect on 

the city. By isolating the functions of  buildings into various ‘zones’ in a city, such as business, 

retail or hospitality, the potential for dead zones, or “no-go areas”, is created in the evening and 

at night. These zones, in turn, prevent people from engaging with the city as a whole. As the 

sole activity in these zones closes for the day, generally at night, these large parts of  the city play 

no positive role until the following day.84 Therefore, to ensure that an urban space is active not 

just during the day but in the evening as well, the functions of  the surrounding buildings need 

to be diverse enough to encourage this. 

83  Moughtin, Urban Design, 88.
84  Moughtin, Urban Design, 88.

Danish architect and urban designer Jan Gehl reflects on this in his study of  the Christchurch 

CBD, Christchurch 2009: Public Space, Public Life,85 where he notes how Cathedral Square plays a 

minimal role in the night scene of  Christchurch. It acts as merely a thoroughfare, a result of  

the Square lacking active edges around the majority of  its perimeter.86 Cathedral Square has 

excellent potential to be an active and attractive urban space. However, until it addresses not 

just a lack of  diversity in building programmes, but lack of  building programmes in general, it 

will never be able to fulfil the expectations that a square in the heart of  a city carries. 

85  Gehl Architects, “Christchurch 2009: Public Space, Public Life” (Christchurch, New Zealand, 
2009), 67.

86  Gehl Architects, “Christchurch 2009,” 67.

Public activation

Figure 50. Plan showing ‘active’ and ‘inactive’ facades. Image by author. Figure 51. Plan showing programmes of  the surrounding context. Image by author.

 - Hotel  - Restaurants  - Retail  - Civic (Library)- Inactive edges - Active edges
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In his book The Image of  the City, Kevin Lynch explores the various ways that edges can define 

a space:

[…] the edge may be shaped to give orientation along its length, by a gradient, by 

identifiable points at intervals, or by individualizing one end with respect to the other. 

When the edge is not continuous and self-closing, then it is important that its ends 

have definite termini, recognizable anchors which complete and locate the line.87

The importance placed on such an edge, the part of  a building that people will have the most 

connection with, should not be overlooked. The edge is what the public will interact with, 

and will play a large part in what gives the urban space its vitality. How this edge gets treated 

should have just as much importance placed upon it as the rest of  the building. One can 

draw comparisons back to Sitte, where he bemoans that the high cost of  purchasing land in 

cities has led to a trend of  utilising its maximum allowable space. Over-utilisation has led to 

the “characteristic cubic mass” of  the contemporary city, which has in turn seen the loss of  

architectural motifs such as projections, porches, corner turrets, arcades, to name a few. They 

have become a luxury that developers are unwilling to fund, especially within the public realm. 

Only once a building has reached above the levels closest to the ground is the architect allowed 

to express his ideas, never at ground level where “the building-frontage line alone dominates.”88 

87  Kevin Lynch, The Image of  the City (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1960), 100.
88  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 245.

Urban artifacts should generate and inform 

elements of  new architecture

Restricting sightlines out of  a space creates a 

stronger sense of  engagement. 

Keeping buildings connected and close together 

around the perimeter creates a greater sense of  

enclosure within a space.

vs

Defining the edge Derived design strategies

Figure 52. Various derived design strategies. Image by author. 
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The previous chapter was concerned with the large-scale idea of  urban planning. This chapter 

shifts focus and deals with the building as a singular element. It explores the role of  the building 

as both an architectural statement and generator of  context, as well as its relationship to urban 

artifacts. Colin Rowe’s Collage City provided a framework for developing a building response for 

this project, with influence from Rossi’s idea of  the urban artifact acting as a generator of  form. 

5.0 |  The Contextual Object

Figure 53. (Opposite) Richard Meier’s Ulm Stadthaus. Photograph by Klaus Kinold
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Being the critic of  functionalism that he is, Rossi states that urban artifacts cannot, and should 
not, be classified by their function alone. For some urban artifacts, their function may have 
changed dramatically over time, but they still play an essential role in the activity of  the city. 
Rossi calls this “propelling permanency.”89 Others no longer possess a function at all, and 
their value persists within the urban fabric as memorials to their former selves. He calls this 
“pathological permanency.”90 Suppose one were to examine the value of  an urban artifact solely 
on function. How would one explain this value if  it were to have no remaining function, for 
example, the Maison Carrée in Nîmes or the Colosseum in Rome? Many would argue that these 
hold significant cultural value and importance within their respective urban environments. 
Since it can be hard to argue against the cultural value of  ‘pathologically permanent’ buildings, 
one cannot use function solely to explain and understand a buildings inherent value. Instead, 
classifying a building by its function is more so a system of  description for analysis, which is as 
useful as any other element of  analysis.91

These artifacts displaying pathological permanence are still essential parts of  their cities, and 
it is in their form where their value resides. It is this form that is integral to the makeup of  the 
city.92 By eschewing the confines of  functional description and examining an urban artifact 
based on form, one can gain a greater understanding of  the role it plays as a whole in the urban 
fabric.93

89  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 59.
90  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 59.
91  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 55.
92  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 60.
93  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 46.

The function of  urban artifacts

Figure 54. The Colosseum, Rome.
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the Anglican Church moved its place of  worship to the Transitional Cathedral. The decision 

to rebuild the ChristChurch Cathedral serves as a testament to its value within the city, not 

only to the Anglican Church but to the people of  Christchurch as a whole.96 The Cathedral 

is in a strange state of  limbo. It is currently functionless while closed off  from the public for 

reconstruction, but once rebuilt, will once again become the Anglican Church’s primary place 

of  worship in Christchurch. However, although its interior’ function has remained the same – 

an Anglican church – its exterior’ function has evolved over time. It has evolved from being the 

city’s spiritual hub to becoming its cultural and symbolic hub. It fits neither of  Rossi’s definition 

of  pathological nor propelling permanence. Yet, for such a historic building, it remains a vital 

piece of  the fabric of  Cathedral Square and the rest of  the CBD. It is no less an urban artifact 

by Rossi’s standards, and as such, it should act as a major generator of  form for this project and 

any future developments within the Square. 

96  Christchurch City Council, “The ChristChurch Cathedral.”

Rossi further expands on the notion of  classification by function in his chapter “Primary 

Elements”. As the city evolves, certain dominant urban elements shape it permanently. Rossi 

calls these elements “primary elements,” which urban artifacts and monuments are part of. 

By considering a primary element’s spatial characteristics without the influence of  functional 

classification, we realise their presence within the city is tied to an important part of  themselves. 

If  an urban artifact is taken out of  its context within an urban environment, not only would the 

urban environment lose a part of  itself, the artifact would be no less affected. As Rossi states, 

“they possess a value ‘in themselves,’ but also a value dependent on their place in the city.”94 

Historic buildings are an example of  this duality; they may have taken and continue to take on 

new functions over time or be detached from their original function entirely. Nevertheless, as a 

persistent presence in the city – an urban artifact – it remains a constant generator of  form for 

the city. In this way, its quality as an urban artifact is inarguable.95 

ChristChurch Cathedral is an example of  a primary element. Even as construction stalled after 

the foundation was laid, it had a strong influence in the development of  the Square. Closing 

the road in front of  the Cathedral in the 1960s indicated a level of  respect; the presence of  

a road should not impede its entrance. Following the devastation caused by the earthquakes, 

94  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 87.
95  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 87.

Primary elements

Figure 55. Page from The Architecture of  the City. Image by author.
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For architectural historian Colin Rowe, a rejection of  modernist tendencies of  straightforwardness 

led him to develop his notion of  ambivalence, eventually put in print in his 1978 book Collage 

City, co-authored with Fred Koetter. Here, he introduces the idea that rather than being one 

thing or another – object or context –, a building could instead be ‘both-and.’ In this sense, a 

building would act as both an occupier of  space, an object, and definer of  space, context. To 

illustrate this idea, Rowe used Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation in Marseille and the Uffizi in 

Florence.97 

To Rowe, the Unité is little more than an object occupying its space. It is “a private and insulated 

building which unambiguously, caters to a limited clientele”.98 The large in situ concrete form 

dominates its place within the city and sits alone in the middle of  its otherwise slightly landscaped 

site. While the building is raised on concrete piers, giving the ground floor a potentially much-

needed sense of  permeability, it does little to activate the site around. The Uffizi, which can be 

viewed as the Unité “turned outside in,” however, defines its space. As a “collective structure,” 

it becomes “active and positively charged,” becoming the context itself.99 The street created 

by the form of  the building becomes part of  the experience of  the building. The long façades 

97  Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter, Collage City (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1983), 68.
98  Rowe, Collage City, 68.
99  Rowe, Collage City, 68.

on either side of  the street draw one’s eye down to the Palladian-window styled portico at the 

southern end that opens up to the Arno river. However, while the Uffizi has created its own 

context within the greater context of  the city, it is not exactly a singular object within the city 

either. In plan, it is difficult to discern the Uffizi from surrounding buildings, as it is similar in 

colour and form to the rest of  the surrounding architectural environment. 

These are two examples of  ‘either-or,’ but neither are ambivalent. The Unité does little to define 

the ground level space around, just as the Uffizi is hardly an object within the city. 

The contextual object

Figure 56. The Uffizi in plan.  Image by author. Figure 57. The Unité d’Habitation in plan.  Image by author.
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What Rowe does see as ambivalent – as ‘both-and’ – is the Manica Lunga (long wing) extension 

to the Palazzo Quirinale in Rome.100 The almost 270-metre-long extension along the Via del 

Quirinale operates as context by defining the Quirinale gardens, enclosing them on one side, 

while providing the Via del Quirinale with a strongly defined street edge, allowing the gardens 

and buildings to define the other side of  the street freely.101 As an almost freestanding singular 

form, only joined to the rest of  the palace along its narrow south-western façade, its role as an 

object is also clearly evident. At nearly 270 metres long, what results is a form with a significant 

occupying presence within the urban fabric. 

It is worth noting here, with regards to this project, that the idea of  a building acting as ‘context’ 

is strongly related to the programme within it. How the building uses its programme to activate 

its context within is critical to its success as an element of  urban revitalisation. While Rowe’s 

analysis and description of  ‘context’ and ‘object’ are not contingent on programmatical or 

functional classifications, these elements nevertheless have varying degrees of  impact depending 

on their applied situations.

100  Rowe, Collage City, 79.
101  Rowe, Collage City, 79.

Figure 58. The Manica Lunga of  the Palazzo Quirinale in plan.  Image 
by author.
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One example of  a city space that features both an urban artifact and an object/context building 

is in the Münsterplatz of  Ulm; the monument being Ulm Minster, and the object/context 

building being Ulm Stadthaus by Richard Meier. 

Ever since its construction began in 1377, Ulm Minster has been an important part of  the 

formation and development of  Ulm, a city that was declared a free imperial city in 1181.102 

Financed directly by the citizens rather than by the Catholic Church (as was common at the 

time), construction took 313 years, ending in 1494, with only the tower left unfinished at a 

height of  close to 100 metres.103 Even though the tower did not reach its full height of  161.5 

metres until 1890, its presence within the city would have been irrefutable. During the Second 

World War bombing of  Ulm, over four fifths of  Ulm’s houses were destroyed, including 

many historic buildings such as the medieval centre of  Ulm. However, the Minster remained 

unharmed.104 Thus, the process of  rebuilding began, with much debate over the direction it 

102  Imperial city, also called Free Imperial City, (in German; Reichsstadt, or Freie Reichsstadt) is any 
city or town of  the Holy Roman Empire whose authority was subject to only that of  the emperor 
or German king.  

103  La Bruyere, “The Minster at Ulm,” The Aldine 5, no. 8 (May 18, 1872): 158, https://doi.
org/10.2307/20636359.

104  Richard Meier, Richard Meier: Stadthaus Ulm, ed. Manfred Sack and Klaus Kinold (Stuttgart: 
Edition Axel Menges, 1994), 7.

should take: should the city be rebuilt in a modern style, or should it be rebuilt how it was? It 

was decided that the architectural style would be new, if  somewhat plain and inoffensive, while 

maintaining faithful to the city’s history.105 Ulm Minster stood as a monument, and the city grew 

around it once more.

It is clear to see that Ulm Minster fits Rossi’s idea of  an urban artifact. Its importance as a piece 

within the urban fabric is evident from the very beginning of  its life. By funding the church’s 

construction themselves, the people of  Ulm imparted a value to the building that outweighed 

and continues to outweigh its function as a church. This value was further illustrated when in 

1844 – almost 350 years after construction halted – it started again, consisting of  finishing the 

tower and adding buttresses, finally completing the church in 1890, 513 years after it began.106

The completion of  the tower in 1890 was of  a purely formal purpose. The building had been 

operational since 1494, and the half-completed tower had not in any way affected its function 

as a church. It was most likely a decision made out of  respect for the intended form of  the 

building. Upon completion of  the tower, Ulm Minster became the tallest church in the world, 

and its presence and value as an urban artifact has only increased.

105  Meier, Stadthaus Ulm, 7.
106  Meier, Stadthaus Ulm, 7.

The citizen’s church: Ulm Minster

Figure 59. Ulm Minster from the Münsterplatz. Figure 60. Ulm Minster ca. 1910.
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Richard Meier’s Ulm Stadthaus was the result of  a competition to reshape and redefine the square 
of  Ulm Minster.107 What resulted was a project in which Meier focused more on the building’s 
urban qualities than its functional intention. In Richard Meier’s Stadthaus Project at Ulm, Stephen 
Barthelmess states that “the architectural significance of  Meier’s design lies in the dialogue with 
its dimensions of  the square, and not in the terms of  a functionally independent and inwardly 
oriented structure…”108 Barthelmess suggests that it is not the functional role that the Ulm 
Stadthaus plays within the urban fabric which is important, but more so how its form defines and 
interacts with the square and the Minster. One can draw a connection to Rossi here. There is a 
significance in the way in which he deems the true value of  a building to lie not in its function but 
rather in how its spatial characteristics influence the urban spaces around it.

However, one can draw another, much stronger connection here to Rowe’s object/context theory. 
Given the stark abstracted white forms that comprise the Stadthaus, it is clear that it operates as an 
object within its site. The pure white cubic and circular geometry create a striking contrast to the 
towering stone of  the Gothic church. As an object, it makes several allusions to the surrounding 
context. The three pitched roofs on top of  the main circular form reference the gabled facades 
of  the peripheral buildings. The open and airy nature of  the columns and beams that support the 
upper floors allude to the skeletal-like flying buttresses that support the church walls.

107  Meier, Stadthaus Ulm, 11.
108  Barthelmess, “Richard Meier’s Stadthaus Project at Ulm,” 7.

For all the possible allusions that connect this object with its surroundings, the abstracted nature 
of  the form is still critical to its success as a standalone object. The crisp white faces and open, 
airy forms provide enough contrast to prevent the building from getting lost in the presence of  
the imposing gothic church. While it is clear to see how the Stadthaus fulfils the role of  an object, 
to be an example for Rowe’s theory, it must be a context generator as well. Barthelmess states that 
“the function of  the Stadthaus as a symbol of  public life, community, and democratic freedom 
exceeds the functional heritage of  architecture; Meier’s plan for the building alludes in a subtle way 
to the significance of  the ‘square’ as the focal point of  communal and urban life and in this way 
gives back to the city centre its lost identity.”109 Its success as an element within its context relies 
more on its form than its programme. It is, however, not to say the building is without a function. 
It features a visitor’s centre and café on the ground floor and multifunctional gallery and lecture 
spaces over the remaining floors.110 Interestingly, for such a significant addition to its context, the 

function seems as though it is a secondary element to the form.

109  Barthelmess, “Richard Meier’s Stadthaus Project at Ulm,” 7.
110  Meier, Stadthaus Ulm, 19.

A new form: Ulm Stadthaus

Figure 61. Analysis of  the Stadthaus’ circular form and its relationship to the grid. Image by author. Figure 62. Analysis of  formal relationship between Stadthaus and surrounding context. Image by author.
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Through his placement of  the building, Meier was able to resolve and define several spaces on 

the site at once, probably the most important being the square itself. The Stadthaus gives the 

southern side of  the square an active edge that both encloses and activates while still allowing 

circulation through the building to the square. There is a link to be drawn here to Krier and his 

statement that if  “such a conception of  urban space does not already exist, the new building 

must create it. As our morphological selection of  urban spatial forms shows, the isolated 

building may very well have a role to play in the urban framework.”111 Before Meier inserted 

a building, the Münsterplatz was nothing more than a single large open space. Meier uses the 

Stadthaus’s isolation from the surrounding buildings to his advantage, using it to define several 

more spaces than what would have been possible if  it was attached to any of  the surrounding 

buildings. 

Moreover, while the building defines several spaces around the site, it also creates spaces within 

itself. The primary example is the courtyard that separates the two distinct building volumes. 

This courtyard space plays several roles in the overall urban intention of  the project; firstly, 

it emphasises the public nature of  the Stadthaus, increasing its permeability and encouraging 

the public to move through and explore the space. Secondly, a tension is created between the 

human scale of  the courtyard and the immense width of  the square. This tension results in a 

111  Krier, Urban Space, 67–68.

shift of  the square’s focal closer towards the space created in front of  the courtyard.112 This 

shift of  focal point allows the Stadthaus to become integral to the success of  the square as a 

public space and an important part of  the Minster. Because Meier placed so much importance 

on the building defining and creating several public spaces, designed a building that could not 

exist in its current state anywhere but in the square at Ulm. It is only here that the design could 

attain its identity and become a building that acts as both object and context.113  

The similarities between Cathedral Square and the Münsterplatz of  Ulm are remarkable. Both 

have been devasted at one point in their history, Ulm by war and Christchurch by earthquakes. 

Both have a significant (Neo-) Gothic church standing at their centre, and the surrounding 

architecture lacks the vitality to sustain consistent public use of  the squares. Ulm Stadthaus is 

an example of  how a building can solve an urban design problem, much like what Cathedral 

Square is currently suffering from. The Square requires more than just a few new buildings 

around its perimeter to activate it. There needs to be an urban design response in the form of  

a building. One that can act as both an object in its own right while functioning as an activator 

of  not just the context around it, but the context within itself. 

112  Barthelmess, “Richard Meier’s Stadthaus Project at Ulm,” 6.
113  Barthelmess, “Richard Meier’s Stadthaus Project at Ulm,” 7.

Figure 63. Analysis of  new spaces created by the Stadthaus. Image by author. Figure 64. Reverse figure-ground drawing of  spaces created by the Stadthaus. Image by author.
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Creating and defining several new urban 

spaces. 

Acting as both space definer (context) and 

space occupier (object).

Allowing the form to be influenced by various 

elements from the surrounding context.

Figure 65. Ulm Stadthaus from the tower of  Ulm Minster. Note the pitched roof-like skylights echoing 

the roofs of  the surrounding context. 

Figure 66. Ulm Stadthaus with Ulm Minster in the background. 

Figure 67. (Opposite) Various derived design strategies. Image by author.

Derived design strategies
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For the project, the first step in developing the urban plan was to remove the current roads that 

divide the Square into three separate pedestrian spaces. Removing the roads provided a ‘blank 

canvas’ which with to develop the new plan from. This blank canvas turned the Square into a 

single pedestrian space, beginning to promote the “unified impression” that Sitte argues many 

modern squares lack.114 With one large pedestrian square, there was the opportunity to create 

several smaller spaces within the Square. This point led to what was the first significant urban 

design decision in the project. The existing roads within the Square are poorly placed, hindering 

the development of  any potential well-designed spaces. It seemed that to preserve these roads 

would only restrict the development of  the project, therefore, their removal was vital. As Rowe 

rhetorically asks in Collage City: “To propose that more of  the same, or more of  approximately 

the same, will – like old-fashioned laissez faire – provide self-correction?”115 As a result of  the 

removal of  the roads, all current car parks were removed including the damaged multi-level car 

park building that backs onto the former Rydges Hotel. The current entrances to the site were 

preserved, although in a pedestrian form as opposed to the current vehicular form.

114  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 224.
115  Rowe, Collage City, 64.

6.0 | Design Part I

The first urban plan

Figure 68. (Opposite) The first urban plan. Image by author.
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One of  the main goals of  the new urban plan was to restore the definition of  the boundary of  

the Square. This required the placing of  new buildings in a way that defined the edges of  the 

Square once more. The placement of  new buildings would not only solve the boundary issue; 

it also was imperative to creating a sense of  enclosure within the Square once again. When a 

square or a plaza is opened up with little to enclose its sides, its spatial effect is destroyed, and 

one is unable to view the space as a singular entity.117 The same can be said for the buildings 

that enclose the space. By creating various freestanding buildings around the edge of  a space, it 

becomes impossible to view the space as a whole. Multiple sightlines out of  a space interrupt 

any potential vista created within the Square. Historically, to achieve a sense of  enclosure, 

“building forms […] were joined naturally in a unified arrangement that enclosed the plaza.”118 

Any new buildings added to the site as part of  this project are to be joined onto existing inactive 

building façades where possible to achieve a sense of  a unified boundary. 

The principal idea behind the placement of  buildings was that it would begin to return some of  

the iconic cruciform shape back to the Square, especially along the eastern half. On the western 

side, however, the Te Pae Convention Centre has altered the form of  the Square dramatically, 

therefore making it more difficult to retain the cruciform shape. 

117  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 176.
118  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 176.

The second decision to be made regarded the potential removal of  any existing buildings. It 

is here where both Halliday and Krier’s expression of  the destruction of  urban spaces and 

fabric needed to be considered. The removal of  the roads is already a significant change to the 

Square’s urban fabric; therefore, the removal of  any buildings needed to be considered with the 

greatest care. The large Convention Centre has already drastically altered the Square’s iconic 

cruciform shape. With so many other buildings already lost to the earthquakes, it was decided 

only one building would be removed: the quake-damaged parking structure behind the Rydges 

Hotel. The new urban plan is developed around all other current buildings, assuming any that 

are currently closed off  from the public will eventually be opened in the future. By keeping 

most of  the remaining buildings within the Square, it maintains as much of  its fabric as possible, 

and mitigates the loss of  what Halliday calls “the gradually evolving city, characterised by the 

multi-layered accretion of  many generations.”116 The new plan also respects the two proposed 

buildings intended for the Square: the Shigeru Ban building and the Cathedral redevelopment. 

116  Halliday, “Losing Our Collective Memory,” 215.

Figure 69. Plan view sketch of  first iteration of  urban plan. Image by author. Figure 70. Axonometric sketch further exploring the form of  the urban plan. Image by author.
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It was decided that along the façade of  Te Pae, a new entrance would be integrated into the 

Square, leading directly to the Avon River and the Provincial Council Buildings. In addition to 

this new entrance, and in keeping with the historic fabric of  the site, the four entrances to the 

Square were retained. This is where a significant change to the iconic cruciform shape occurred. 

A building to the west of  the Cathedral was placed so that it would restrict the view shaft from 

Worcester Boulevard into the Square. It also flattened out the western edge of  the Square, 

altering it to a sideways ‘T’ shape. 

A number of  these new buildings were placed not just to return the form of  the eastern 

half  of  the Square, but were also based on a relationship to the Cathedral. The length of  the 

Cathedral – 70 metres – was useful in developing relationships not only between the new 

buildings and the Cathedral, but between the new buildings themselves. Here, the Cathedral 

began to generate the form of  the new plan. Rather than the new buildings utilising the full 

extent of  their respective sites, they were broken up into smaller forms that created several 

new pedestrianised streets within the larger Square. The goal of  these streets was to create and 

define several smaller public elements throughout the Square, potentially allowing for greater 

public activation. From a couple of  these new streets, smaller entrances were added to increase 

permeability into the site, and enter the Square in ways which do not detract from the enclosure 

the new buildings are trying to achieve. 
As the scope of  this project does not allow for the design of  all of  the buildings proposed in 
the masterplan, one of  them had to be selected to be developed. It was clear the building to 
be designed would be the one to the left of  the Cathedral, as its location featured a number of  
interesting characteristics.

Firstly, the building creates an opportunity to define a number of  spaces within the Square, 
consistent with Krier’s perception that any new building should create instances of  urban space 
that do not currently exist.119 This is also where Rowe’s idea of  the contextual object establishes 
itself  in the design. The building, freestanding within the Square, can be seen as an object, an 
occupier of  space with a large presence. The interior courtyard, on the other hand, strengthens 
the idea of  context, with the building defining not only a number of  spaces around it, but also 
a space within itself. In this sense it becomes a space definer. Secondly, an interesting dialogue 
with the Cathedral began to establish itself, since historically the Cathedral has always stood 
alone in the centre of  the Square. This dialogue was strengthened by the use of  70m grid 
informed from the plan of  the Cathedral. Developing the building on this grid was an attempt 
to ensure a relationship between the scale of  both buildings. Thirdly, its location provided the 
greatest exposure to the public, being at the intersection of  four main entrances and directly 
opposite the Cathedral. This increased exposure to the public allows the building the best 

chance of  invigorating public life within the Square.

Each previous chapter in this document has been concerned with a different scale of  thinking. 

The urban planning chapter was focused on the Square as a whole, the urban artifacts chapter 

on the building to be designed. This chapter moves down in scale to deal with the details of  

designing a building that is sympathetic to its surrounding context. James Strike’s Architecture in 

Conservation provides the framework for how to approach this difficult task, covering various 

theoretical and practical methods. 

119  Krier, Urban Space, 67–68.

What building to develop?

Figure 71. Exploration of  selected building’s form. Image by author.
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When approaching a project dealing with new architecture in historical settings, there are plenty 

of  places one can look to for answers. One of  the most reliable places one can look is Rossi’s 

The Architecture of  the City, in which he argues that an urban artifact should act as a generator of  a 

city’s form.120 This idea ensures there is an integration between the old architecture – the artifact 

– and the new development; whether it be a small building or a large urban plan. For Rossi, it 

120  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 87.

7.0 | Sympathetic Design

Figure 72. (Oppossite) Maison Carrée (foreground) and the Carré d’Art (background).
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seems that “to formulate a building in the most concrete way possible, especially at the design 

stage, is to give a new impulse to architecture itself.”121 Giving a new building an ‘impulse,’ or in 

other words, a new dynamic, can result in a building that responds to the city’s urban artifacts 

without disregarding its own identity.122 Urban artifacts play an essential role in the fabric of  the 

city, and to ignore this would be negligent. These artifacts – often historic buildings or places – 

should play an active role in the development of  the city.

121  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 118.
122  Rossi, The Architecture of  the City, 118.

While The Architecture of  the City deals with the large scale of  the city as an entity and the 

elements that constitute it, James Strike’s Architecture in Conservation delves deeper into the 

various strategies that one can apply when dealing with historic buildings and sites.123 Before 

exploring these ideas, there are two important terms – sympathetic and sensitive – that have 

been used so far in this document, and that also feature in Architecture in Conservation, so it would 

appropriate to clarify these two terms. Strike writes:

The words ‘sympathetic’ and ‘sensitive’ are terms of  reference; they refer to some 

form of  connection being made between the new architecture and the existing 

historic site; they ask for this connection to be of  a certain quality. These connections 

are created by the designer; it is the role of  the designer to see the opportunities and to 

bring them to reality. What are the characteristics of  such connections? What are the 

similarities being created between the new and the old? How are they realised? What 

are their physical forms, their built reality, their architectural details? Is it possible to 

clarify these attributes?124 

123  James Strike, Architecture in Conservation: Managing Development at Historic Sites (London: Routledge, 
1994).

124  Strike, Architecture in Conservation, 3.

Krier alludes to this in Urban Space, where he states that a building’s scale, and “architectural 

vocabulary must harmonise” with any pre-existing architectural fabric.125 Strike does not deliver 

such a definite ultimatum the way that Krier does, and to say that all new buildings must 

follow this rule could result in large impacts on architectural variety. However, the relevance of  

Krier’s statement should not be overlooked. It is vital that, to an extent, any new architecture 

should at least acknowledge, if  not respect, the architectural values and characteristics that the 

surrounding buildings possess. 

125  Krier, Urban Space, 67.

The generator of  form The two terms
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The idea of  using elements and characteristics of  historical architecture as a point of  reference 

has a wealth of  potential. However, one must be careful that this does not evolve into overt 

copying. Sitte writes:

The exemplary creations of  the old masters must remain alive with us in some other 

way than through slavish copying; only if  we can determine in what the essentials of  

these creations consist, and if  we can apply these meaningfully to modern conditions, 

will it be possible to harvest a new and flourishing crop from the apparently sterile 

soil.126

It is important to illustrate this point because although in today’s architectural climate the outright 

appropriation of  architectural elements from historical buildings is unlikely, it is critical to 

understand at what point the referencing of  architectural elements becomes copying. Moughtin 

speaks of  this in Street and Square. He criticises the idea that copying elements from architectural 

styles of  the past will turn a boring design into a “culturally acceptable development.”127 The 

appropriation of  styles was particularly commonplace within the postmodern architectural 

movement. There was often an eclectic, if  not cliché, use of  past architectural styles employed. 

This would often result in a possibly unintentional, but not always accidental, false pretence of  

history. While there are certainly times where this may be acceptable, for the most part, this has 

126  Sitte, “City Planning According to Artistic Principles,” 249.
127  Moughtin, Urban Design, 12.

to give way to architectural design that is steeped in rational methodology and discipline.128 In 

order for a design to be truly respective of  a historical setting, there has to be a more rigorous 

process informing the decision of  what elements should be referenced, and how exactly they 

are referenced in a way that is far removed from simple copying. 

Referencing elements

How easily one can perceive these particular references is related to how a building is read. 

Materials, construction methods, its details, all play an important role. Solid stone evokes 

permanence, irregular brickwork is associated with the craftsmen, steelwork with industry and 

precision. Strike calls these elements the “words of  architecture, the codes, the symbols,” and 

it is these symbols that the designer can make use of  in their new architecture.129 One is able to 

draw connections between the new architecture and the ‘reference element,’ whether consciously 

or otherwise. To ensure that the observer can understand these references, the associations that 

are selected must be of  an appropriate historical significance to the respective historical site.130 

128  Moughtin, Urban Design, 12.
129  Strike, Architecture in Conservation, 26.
130  Strike, Architecture in Conservation, 26.

It is not just historical buildings on a site that can influence the new design, but other historical 

characteristics as well. Any new architecture needs to be placed with great care to avoid ruining 

the arrangement of  existing or historical buildings and paths. These historical characteristics 

– whether existing or not – can be used to influence any new architecture on the site. It is 

important to note that these ideas mentioned are not intended to inform a particular style 

– although they can help inform this – but more so the general form and arrangement of  

buildings; this technique can be used to create both modern and historical designs.131 

 

131  Strike, Architecture in Conservation, 40.

Existing buildings and pathsReading a building 

Figure 73. (Left) Ulm Stadthaus’ exposed structure echoes the skeletal flying buttresses of  the 

Ulm Minster. Photograph by Klaus Kinold
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One common approach to producing a sympathetic building is the use of  local materials. 

It is easy for designers to assume that the use of  local materials will automatically produce 

a sympathetic response, but this is far from the case, especially when dealing with modern 

architecture.132 Strike explains this further when he says this approach “is too often used as a 

sort of  medicine: the design is indifferent so the facing elevation is clad with local brick and 

an area of  clay tiles is added to the roof. This insipid use of  neo-vernacular construction is 

not good enough.”133 It is not to say that one should not consider using local materials such 

as stone or timber, however, just as when referencing historical elements, there needs to be a 

more rigorous thought process involved when deciding just how these materials will be used. 

The buildings of  Cathedral Square feature a large variety of  materials, especially within the 

historic buildings. The Cathedral is constructed out of  local basalt and limestone, the Old 

Government Building out of  limestone faced brick, the Post Office out of  red brick, and the 

Midland Club out of  plaster faced concrete. This variety of  construction materials extends to 

the new buildings on the site, with Tūranga clad in folded aluminium façade, Te Pae clad with 

fibre cement tiles, and the Spark building in a glass curtain wall. It seems clear that the use of  

local stone or historic materials are not popular materials in these new developments. If  or how 

these materials will be used in this project will require careful consideration. 

132  Strike, Architecture in Conservation, 60.
133  Strike, Architecture in Conservation, 60.

What about materials?

Figure 74. Tūranga Library’s folded aluminim 
facade. 

Figure 75. Te Pae Convention Centre’s fibre 
cement facade. 

Figure 76. Cathedral stonework. Figure 77. Post Office brickwork. Figure 78. Old Government Building stonework. Figure 79. Midland Club plasterwork.

All images on pages 98-99 by author
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Facing the west elevation of  the Maison Carrée in Nîmes, arguably the most well-preserved 

Roman Temple in the world, Norman Foster faced a considerable challenge when designing 

a building that would respond to such a historically significant urban artifact. What resulted 

was the Carré d’Art, a gallery, café, and médiathèque – or media library – featuring magazines, 

books, music, video, and cinema. Most French towns feature a médiathèque in one form or 

another, so it was only natural that this would provide the basis for a proposal that would 

revitalise the centre of  Nîmes.134 Foster sought out to create a relationship between the old 

and the new, a sympathetic response to its historical context that is still representative of  its 

own character and age. Foster references several elements of  the temple to draw visual and 

characteristic connections between the two buildings, allowing the two buildings to create a 

dialogue between themselves. The first and most obvious point of  reference to the temple is 

the portico; an element viewed as “generous, urban and public.”135 The portico of  the Carré 

d’Art is of  a much larger scale than the Maison Carrée, both in height and width, but uses 

fewer columns to support it. The steel roof  of  the portico is much lighter in appearance than 

the temple stone roof  – as a result of  the extensive use of  louvres – allowing Foster to utilise 

narrow steel columns, alluding to the strength of  stone, while expressing the technological 

developments of  the time. 

134  Norman Foster, Foster: Catalogue 2001 (Munich: Prestel, 2001), 54.
135  Foster, Foster, 54.

The second point of  reference is the base, or the plinth, of  the temple. The Maison Carrée 

features a large raised base with a set of  stairs leading up to the portico, which is echoed in 

the stairs leading up under the portico to the main entrance, offset to the left of  protruding 

front hall with terrace café on top. The last major point of  reference alluded to are the engaged 

columns, a common feature in Roman architecture. These are referenced in Foster’s building by 

way of  the slender concrete columns protruding slightly out from the glazed façades. Whereas 

the engaged columns of  the temple are more aesthetic than structural, all of  the columns in the 

new building are structural, only giving the appearance of  partially decorative engaged columns. 

Much like Meier’s Ulm Stadthaus, Foster chose not to use local materials. The building features 

an exposed concrete structural system, an entirely glazed façade and steel for the portico and 

other roof  elements. The exposed reinforced concrete structural elements evoke the same 

sense of  solidity and strength the stone of  the temple provides, while still expressing modern 

construction methods. One area where there seems to be a more direct connection between the 

buildings’ materials is in the use of  stone for the foundation and front portico steps. The colour 

and texture of  the stone blocks reference the stone used in the base of  the temple, creating a 

connection between the journey up the stairs of  the old and the new buildings.  

A modern temple: Carré d’Art

Figure 80. Analysis of  the columns of  the Carré d’Art (left) and the engaged columns of  the Maison 

Carrée (right). Image by author
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The scale of  the building is key to its success as a sympathetic response to not only the context 

of  the Roman temple but the surrounding context as well. The most crucial element of  this is 

the scale of  the portico. The height of  the portico echoes the height of  the peak of  the temple 

roof. This careful detail prevents the building from dominating the temple, a feeling that is 

further enhanced by the light and airy volume created by the portico structure.136 This portico 

also matches in height with many of  the surrounding buildings, creating a sympathetic dialogue 

between them. From here, the rooftop galleries are allowed to protrude upwards, only just 

visible above the roofline of  the rest of  the building from ground level. The building also fills 

up its entire site much like the building that used to occupy it. This ensures that as much as the 

form and fabric of  the surrounding context is returned. 

The programmatic relationship between the public and the building was crucial to the building’s 

conception. Its function of  a médiathèque is combined with gallery space for both painting 

and sculpture. What results is an exciting interaction between the world of  information and 

technology and the culture of  visual arts.137 

136  Daniel Treiber, Norman Foster (London: E & FN Spon, 1995), 92.
137  Foster, Foster, 54.

The inclusion of  a café on the top-level draws members of  the public who may not necessarily 

be interested in the arts or the library and compels them to move through the building to 

reach the café. It encourages engagement between the public and the building that would not 

have happened if  the café was on the ground floor. Café culture and art culture are commonly 

associated with French towns. Therefore, the building’s duality of  function allows for stronger 

integration into the public life of  the city than if  it were restricted to a singular function. From 

the outset of  the project, the building was intended to revitalise the public spaces in the centre 

of  Nîmes. People visiting the café, combined with the people visiting the building for its media 

library and galleries, and the people visiting the Maison Carrée allows for a lively mix of  people, 

be they tourists or residents, within the centre of  the city.

From this analysis, one can see elements of  Strike’s systems of  sympathetic design within the 

Carré d’Art. The most obvious one is the referencing of  elements and characteristics inherent 

with the old building, such the portico, base and engaged columns, and utilising them in ways 

that not only respect the source but still allow the building to represent its own identity. By 

echoing elements of  the form of  the temple, the public will impart their feelings towards the 

temple; wonder, admiration, onto the Carré d’Art, affording it an almost instant connection to 

its site. 

Figure 81. Analysis of  the relationship between the height and rhythm between the two buildings. Image 
by author
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Figure 82. Aerial view of  the Carré d’Art and its surrounding context. Figure 83. View of  the Carré d’Art from the square of  the Maison Carrée. Figure 84. View of  the Maison Carrée the café. 
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Referencing elements create a connection 

between the new architecture and historic 

building.

Scale relationship between new building, 

exisiting context and urban artifact must be 

considered carefully. 

Respecting exisiting/historic paths and 

buildings where possible. 

Derived design strategies

Figure 85. Various derived design strategies. Image by author.
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While developing the selected building it became clear that the interesting dialogue with the 

Cathedral established in the beginning had begun to evolve into a confrontation. The 70m 

distance between the Cathedral and the building proved to be too small, creating an awkward 

tension in this space. It felt as though the building was imposing itself  on the Cathedral and 

intruding into its space. This characteristic is at odds with the goal of  a sympathetic response to 

context. With the goal of  creating and defining new urban space, the building should not disrupt 

any existing conception of  urban space. The building also altered the form of  the Square, 

which was no longer the iconic cruciform shape. The idea of  an internal context developed by 

the internal courtyard also felt as though it needed to be stronger. Rather than merely being a 

courtyard which people can pass through, a stronger relationship with programme needed to 

be developed to strengthen the concept of  an internal context. 

8.0 | Design Part II

Analysis of  the first urban plan

Figure 86. (Opposite) Final development of  first urban plan. Image by author.
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The historical importance of  the cruciform shape to the Square was not the only reason for 

the way the building changed. The shape of  this building was also informed by a number of  

other elements. Here, again, one can see the influence the Cathedral had on the development of  

the building. The ‘L’ shape of  building, while in part returning the form to the square, defines 

a large space in front of  the Cathedral, uninterrupted by cars. At the same time, this newly 

defined area seems to ‘invite’ the Cathedral into the space, maintaining the dialogue between 

the two buildings. 

An interesting dialogue began to establish itself  between not only the building and the Cathedral, 

but also a couple of  other buildings on the site; Te Pae and the Post Office. This dialogue began 

to develop as a way to link the new – Te Pae – and the old – the Cathedral and Post Office – 

and thus beginning the process of  developing a unity within the Square. A few minor changes 

to the urban plan also resulted from this change of  building form, but nothing significant that 

affected the overall conception of  the plan. 

The revised version of  the plan focused mostly on the selected building and its relationship 

to the Cathedral and Te Pae. As a result of  the findings of  the analysis of  the previous plan, 

the new form took on a ‘L’ shape, returning the Square back to its original cruciform shape. 

The new building attempts to strengthen this cruciform shape, something many people would 

identify the Square with. It is a response to the historical characteristic of  the site; the Square 

has been cruciform shaped since the first plan of  the city was developed in 1850.138 As Strike 

states:

These historical characteristics of  the site, formal or informal, need to be taken into 

account when considering the location, planning, and design of  the new piece of  

architecture. The new architecture needs to contribute to the specific characteristic 

of  the site. Normally, this will be either by the strengthening of  its formality or by a 

contribution to its asymmetric informality.139

138  Bennett et al., Once a Lifetime, 30–31.
139  Strike, Architecture in Conservation, 44.

The revised urban plan

Figure 87. (Opposite) The revised urban plan. Image by author.



112 113

Programme, and by necessity circulation, play a major role in how a building can act a revitalising 

element within an urban context. Rem Koolhaas and his work with OMA provide an influential 

starting point for approaching how programme can achieve this goal. Rowe’s idea of  collage as 

a tool will be explored as a potential method for the development programme.

9.0 | Programme and Circulation

Figure 88. The Kunsthal by OMA.
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Arts culture has long played a significant role in the urban life of  Christchurch, producing 

an identity “through literature, music, visual arts, performance and film”.140 A more positive 

effect of  the earthquakes was a new approach to the arts culture in Christchurch, bringing 

unconventional new venues, new festival concepts, and other attitudes and initiatives that 

have seen a regaining of  life and hope in the city. Moreover, it can be said that following the 

earthquakes, the arts spirit “moved from the periphery of  the city’s culture to the centre, as a 

place once well-known and settled began to question itself  like never before.”141 Throughout 

its history, Cathedral Square has frequently played host to various festivals and concerts, while 

also acting as a stage for public speaking. For much of  the twentieth century, the Square also 

served as the movie-going centre of  the city. By the mid-1930s it was home to eight cinemas.142 

140  George Parker, “A New City Through the Arts?,” in Once in a Lifetime: City-Building after Disaster in 
Christchurch, ed. Barnaby Bennet et al. (Christchurch, New Zealand: Freerange Press, 2014), 339.

141  Parker, “A New City Through the Arts?,” 339.
142  Christchurch City Council, “Cathedral Square and Setting,” 1.

Historically it never functioned as a significant commercial or retail centre, and has played 

almost no part in the night scene of  the city. It acts as merely a route used by people staying in 

the various hotels located in the Square.143 Increasing the night scene within the Square will help 

solve several issues. The first is that it will increase night-time activity, maintaining a lively flow 

of  people in and out as opposed to being used purely as a thoroughfare. The second, a positive 

knock-on effect of  the first, is an increase in the feeling of  public safety in the Square at night. 

An increase in food and retail will also increase public use within the daytime as well, something 

the Square currently lacks.144 

143  Gehl Architects, “Christchurch 2009,” 67.
144  Gehl Architects, “Christchurch 2009,” 108.

The ‘daily arts culture’



116 117

In the years leading on from the earthquakes, much has changed in rebuilding the city’s fabric. 

Gone are the small, lively individual buildings that comprised much of  the city centre. In their 

place, large, static volumes have been constructed. The Christchurch City Council’s amendment 

to the District Plan has spurred on these developments. All developments within the Retail 

Precinct (south of  Cathedral Square, surrounding Cashel St) must be of  a contiguous area of  no 

less than 7500m2.145 The liveliness of  before is hard to replicate with large, impersonal buildings. 

There seems to be sameness in these large volumes for Halliday, volumes that “seem a little less 

human” in scale.146 These monotonous, monofunctional boxes do little to generate the kind of  

public engagement the city needs. Sure, a café on the ground floor may attract a few people. 

But what about the rest of  the building? Four floors of  generic office space do little to activate 

its urban context. Instead, Halliday argues for allowing “fine-grain” developments to occur on 

existing lots, much like how the city developed before the earthquakes.147 This approach to 

development would result in a much more human scale and encourage a greater degree of  

architectural diversity. 

145  Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority, Christchurch Central Recovery Plan (Christchurch: 
Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority, 2012), 107.

146  Smyth, When a City Rises.
147  Smyth, When a City Rises.

The most immediate example of  an overly large, monofunctional development would be Te Pae 

Convention Centre. Although championed as one of  the primary anchor projects in revitalising 

the central city, it can be argued that the mono-functionality of  a building its size does not 

achieve the vitality that its intended to generate. A building programme such as a convention 

centre is only in operation for intermittent periods. The rest of  the time, the building becomes 

static, offering very little vitality to its surrounding context. 

When examining the various public functions that the architectural response could employ, it 

was discovered that most major public functions were housed among some of  the first new 

buildings within the city. And as mentioned previously, a large building with a singular function 

runs the risk of  not having the positive effect on the context that was intended. 

Therefore, if  a new building were to contain a multitude of  functions that can operate both day 

and night consistently, then its capacity for energising the surrounding context would improve 

significantly. Not only this, but a hybrid of  functions and programmes creates the potential for 

more significant and engaging interaction within the building itself. 

A different typology for Christchurch

Figure 89. (Top left) New building building on Cambridge Terrace, Christchurch. Image by author.

Figure 90. (Top right) New building on Durham Street, Christchurch. Image by author.

Figure 91. (Bottom) Te Pae Convetion Centre from Armagh Street. Image by author.
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Perhaps no one has explored the idea of  hybridity of  programmes more than Rem Koolhaas, 

together with his firm the Office of  Metropolitan Architecture (OMA). In a conversation 

with Sarah Whiting on some of  his work, Koolhaas says that “each of  these buildings insists 

on integration and assembly, on the construction of  a (new) whole, which may be turbulent 

or unstable, but which remains a single entity.”148 One can understand the idea of  a radical 

combination of  programmes through this statement. While some of  the functions may conflict 

or contrast, they work together to create a unique whole.Koolhaas further suggests that larger 

buildings are able to “support genuinely new relationships between functional entities that 

expand rather than limit their identities [...] programmatic elements react with each other to 

create new events.”149 This sort of  approach to programme can vitalise an urban environment, 

injecting life into an urban condition that it never previously had, or in the case of  Cathedral 

Square, a life that was already fading before the earthquakes.

148  Rem Koolhaas and Sarah Whiting, “Spot Check: A Conversation between Rem Koolhaas and 
Sarah Whiting,” Assemblage, no. 40 (1999): 49, https://doi.org/10.2307/3171371.

149  Rem Koolhaas and Bruce Mau, S,M,L,XL, ed. Jennifer Sigler, 2nd ed. (New York: Monacelli 
Press, 1997), 511.

Creating these new, sometimes unexpected events allows for an ever-changing landscape of  

public interaction to occur throughout the building and its surrounding context. For example, 

the café on the ground floor mentioned previously will maintain a reasonably mild public 

engagement throughout the morning into mid-afternoon. However, if  this café were situated 

within a space that also hosts frequent markets, the kind of  public interaction that would occur 

would change significantly from day to day, even hour to hour. However, this process of  hybridity, 

something Koolhaas’ work has gained a reputation for, has become somewhat of  an expected 

strategy in recent years, according to Whiting. In her chapter “Going Public,” she explains 

that the “radical programmatic juxtaposition has become a mere sign, an expected stand-in 

for a radicalized public realm.”150 She explains that outside of  Koolhaas’ work, and especially 

within its “contemporary proliferation”, this approach to programme has been regularly used 

by others to imply an “invigorated public” but has often failed to produce anything more than a 

superficial attempt at cross programming.151Using a cursory attempt at hybridity to merely imply 

a revitalised context, the resultant building acquires an unwanted degree of  ambivalence. It does 

not know what it wants; therefore, it does not know what it is. In this sense, hybridity becomes 

150  Sarah Whiting, “Going Public,” in The Architecture Reader: Essential Writings from Vitruvius to the 
Present, ed. Krista Sykes, 1st ed. (New York: George Braziller, 2007), 312.

151  Whiting, “Going Public,” 312.

a “technique rather than a proposition.”152 For hybridity to truly produce an invigorated public, 

it must be the heart of  the architectural proposition. Even if  slightly turbulent, the proposed 

programmatic juxtaposition must foster new and unexpected reactions while it remains a single 

entity. At its simplest, it seems the difference between hybridity as a technique as opposed to a 

proposition is its implementation. For the former, the resultant building would appear as a form 

with various functions inside that for the most part remain separate of  each other, as if  they 

are multiple entities enclosed within a single volume. The latter, however, would appear as an 

assemblage of  programmes which overlap and collide with each other while still remaining a 

single entity. These programmes would work with each other in multiple ways to invigorate the 

building’s immediate urban context. 

It would be pertinent here to draw a connection back to Rowe and his idea of  the contextual 

object. An assemblage of  overlapping programmes can be related to the idea of  a building 

defining context; the programmes form an actively charged “collective structure,” vitalising the 

not just the building from within, but the surrounding context as well.153

152  Whiting, “Going Public,” 312.
153  Rowe, Collage City, 68.

The hybrid programme The trap of  hybridity

Figure 92. ‘Programmatic Lava,’ OMA. 
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It is often complexity that is forgone when exploring a hybrid programme, commonly replaced 

by a perhaps atypical but still rather familiar combination of  functions thinly veiled as hybridity. 

Rowe expands on the notion of  complexity, stating that the “open society depends upon the 

complexity of  its parts, upon competing group-centred interests which need not be logical but 

which, collectively, may not only check each other but may, sometimes, also serve as a protective 

membrane between the individual and the form of  collective authority.”154 There is a link here 

to be drawn back to Koolhaas’ idea of  a ‘turbulence’ within a building; this turbulence fuels 

vitality, whether it is within the macro-level of  the city or the micro-level of  a building. A 

greater variation in ‘reactions’ between functions can occur through a diverse mix of  functions 

and programmes. These reactions create new, unexpected events, giving identity to individual 

spaces and the building as a whole. 

154  Rowe, Collage City, 116.

In a sense, hybridity – a sort of  programmatic alchemy – may be seen as an intermediary 
between the large scale, monofunctional developments of  the ‘new’ Christchurch and the fine 
grain development Halliday argues for. Hybrid programming is able to activate large buildings 
with similar sense of  vitality as fine-grain developments.And although there are certain 
similarities between fine-grain development and hybrid programming, the difference between 
the two comes down to the density of  functions one wishes to achieve within a particular 
area. With fine-grain development, the randomness and ‘mess’ of  functions will occur slowly 
over a period of  time. They will generally occur within existing lots, which are generally along 
existing roads or paths. Therefore, the functions will be spread out, creating groups of  smaller 
reactions along its path. With a hybrid programme, these reactions will happen in a much 
denser environment, allowing for a potentially more diverse range of  reactions to take place. 
Not only are various programmes able to react to others around them on the same level, but a 
stronger cross-level reaction can also occur as well. By compacting these various programmes, 
the potential for these collisions and overlaps of  space to occur increases, and thus, so does the 
capacity for new events.

While the differences between these two kinds of  developments have been stated, they both 
seek to achieve the same result: activation (or reactivation) through a diversity of  programmes. 
So how does one arrive at such a complex programmatic proposition? Again, one can look to 
Collage City for a potential answer. Rowe investigates the use of  collage as a strategy. Collage 
allows to deal with something in fragments, as pieces of  a greater whole without having to 
acknowledge the greater whole. He further suggests that it could also be a strategy to “fuel 
a reality of  change, motion, action and history.”155 Collage would become, in effect, a tool by 
which one can begin to simulate the idea of  a fine grain ‘randomness,’ which then would begin 
to allow an exploration into the various collisions and overlaps of  programmes and spaces that 
are so essential to the idea of  hybridity. 

For Rowe, and later Koolhaas, collage can be seen as a way of  encouraging conflict and instability 
rather than harmony and stability. It allows for both a conscious and subconscious approach 
to design, one that allows the collection of  elements to simultaneously feel harmonious and 
incomplete, as if  the building still has room to grow and expand.156 It is precisely this that they 

argue fuels vitality within the public realm. 

155  Rowe, Collage City, 149.
156  Emily Pearce, “Not a Monastery: Transposing and Interpreting the Ancient Typology” 

(Master’s thesis, Unitec Institute of  Technology, 2018), 26, https://unitec.researchbank.ac.nz/
handle/10652/4558.

A case for complexity An active volume: collage as a tool

Figure 93. (Opposite) Section of  “City of  Composite Presence” by David Griffin and Hans Kollhoff.
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When approaching complex programming, one cannot afford to ignore circulation. How the 

circulation will connect all the various programmes is vital to their success. It must encourage 

chance encounters and social events, and in this way, the circulation can become “pliable, a 

social magic carpet” that weaves and combines various functions and programmes together. 157 

This ‘magic carpet’ is then furnished “with customary elements of  the urban realm outside, like 

cafes and shops.”158 These elements, essentially programmes, when combined with circulation 

allow the building to become almost a condensed version of  the exterior urban realm. 

How vertical circulation is dealt with is just as important as horizontal circulation, especially in 

a public building. Just as the circulation should weave and combine programmes, it also has the 

opportunity to connect the various floor levels together. Rather than merely stacking multiple 

floor plates horizontally, the circulation can instead inform a system where the lines between 

what is vertical circulation and what is horizontal circulation is blurred. This approach suggests 

a more fluid path to be prescribed through the building.

157  Koolhaas, S,M,L,XL, 1310–11.
158  Ingrid Böck, Six Canonical Projects by Rem Koolhaas: Essays on the History of  Ideas, ed. Anselm Wagner 

(Berlin: Jovis, 2015), 266, https://library.oapen.org/

The relationship between visual and physical connection is an element that Koolhaas has 

explored often. He frequently appears to disconnect the visual from the physical, allowing 

a glimpse or view through to a space without providing an obvious means of  accessing it. 

By creating this disconnect, it compels the experiencer to investigate. These disconnected 

connections allow for a journey of  discovery to occur. 

How to navigate hybridity? A visual/physical disconnect

Figure 94. (Opposite) Entrance to the Kunsthal showing visual connection but physical disconnection of  
the ramp.
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The Kunsthal is unique among galleries due to the fact that it is ‘collectionless.’ Designed 

by OMA/Koolhaas, it was opened in Rotterdam in 1992.159 Whereas most galleries have a 

permanent collection that gets rotated, the Kunsthal displays temporary exhibits, which allowed 

OMA room to experiment with the form and circulation of  the building. The Kunsthal features 

two main ramps that provide circulation both within the building and outside the building. The 

main pedestrian ramp is separated into an interior condition, that is part of  the circulation, and 

an exterior condition, that is open to the public, by a glass wall.160 This ramp cuts through the 

middle of  the building from the ground floor to the first floor, providing access from the upper 

road. Here, the first example of  visual connection and physical separation occurs. Koolhaas 

repeatedly uses this technique as a way of  engaging with the viewer, provoking interest in 

exploring the building. This technique is also employed with the balcony that provides an 

elevated view of  the main exhibition hall, and again in the bar above the restaurant that 

peaks out into the auditorium. In all three instances, although an obvious visual connection is 

established between elements, the visitor must engage with the circulation of  the building in 

order to access these spaces. The second usage of  the ramp device is in the auditorium. The 

ramp is not only terraced to provide seating, but also acts as a main circulation space.

159  “Kunsthal,” OMA, accessed May 3, 2021, https://oma.eu/projects/kunsthal.
160  “Kunsthal.”

The main idea behind the circulation of  the Kunsthal is that it would become a continuous 

path, a spiral, that connects four individual sections of  the building, the restaurant and three 

exhibition halls. These sections are intended for use not only as one connected experience, but 

four independent experiences which at times may be contradictory in nature. The circulation 

therefore has to achieve a certain unity between all spaces.161 While the Kunsthal does not have 

a defined hybrid programme, its ambiguity towards programme in effect encourages the same 

sense of  turbulence and contradiction, setting the stage for unexpected events to occur.

161  “Kunsthal.”

An endless spiral: the Kunsthal

Figure 95. Analysis of  the Kunsthal’s circulation system. Image by author. Figure 96. View from top of  audatorium.
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OMA’s IIT McCormick Tribune Campus Center, opened in 2003 in Chicago, was commissioned 

to “reinvigorate the urbanism inherent – but long since neglected – in Mies van der Rohe’s 1940 

masterplan for the Illinois Institute of  Technology.”162

Circulation within the IIT McCormick Tribune Campus Center is informed from the greater 

context. An analysis of  foot traffic through the site resulted in the discovery of  a number of  

intersecting diagonal paths, which are maintained throughout the building and create the main 

areas of  circulation and social interaction.163 Arranged within a single storey structure, the space 

left over between these intersecting paths form ‘neighbourhoods’ of  functions: commercial, 

recreation, academic, entertainment and others, linked together by a “network of  interior streets, 

plazas, and urban islands”.164 These interior streets create a number of  visual connections to 

other various elements within the building, however elements such as the sunken ‘plaza’ disrupt 

the physical connections between them. 

162  “IIT McCormick Tribune Campus Center,” OMA, accessed May 3, 2021, https://oma.eu/
projects/iit-mccormick-tribune-campus-center.

163  “IIT McCormick Tribune Campus Center.”
164  “IIT McCormick Tribune Campus Center.”

OMA’s Educatorium, completed for the University of  Utrecht in 1995, was conceived as a new 

“centre of  gravity” for the campus.165 Koolhaas again employs a system of  ramps to define 

circulation, however, instead of  using them to create a continuous spiral, the floor slab of  the 

building is treated as a “malleable surface” which is manipulated where necessary to fit each 

programme.166

This surface is folded to create slopes that inform not only circulation, but also programme. The 

ramped entrance, acting as a kind of  urban plaza, extends to become the ramped seating for the 

two auditoriums, which then folds upon itself  to become the roof, eventually extending back 

into the building and becoming the floor slab for an examination hall. The concept of  a singular 

floor plane that can be manipulated up and down with regards to specific functions allows a 

continuity between circulation to be maintained. It also allows for stronger visual connections 

to be made between various elements within the building. The sloped underside of  one of  the 

auditoria becomes the ceiling of  the cafeteria of  the ground floor. Here, a seemingly random 

array of  columns, denser at the lowest point of  the slope, eventually disappear towards the 

highest point of  the ceiling, creating informal ‘spaces’ within the large volume of  the cafeteria.167 

165  “Educatorium,” OMA, accessed May 3, 2021, https://oma.eu/projects/educatorium.
166  “Educatorium.”
167  “Educatorium.”

The interior street: IIT McCormick Tribune Campus Center A malleable surface: the Educatorium

Figure 97. Spatial analysis of  the Center’s floor plan. Image by author.

Figure 98. View of  sunken plaza that disrupts the physical connection through the building.

Figure 99. Extrapolation of  the Educatorium’s “malleable surface.” Image by author.

Figure 100. Looking towards the Educatorium from the street. 
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Collage as a tool

Visual/physical disconnect draws viewers 

through the building

Spiral circulation system allows for a fluid path  

through the building

A ‘“malleable surface” can be pushed and 

pulled to fit any programme

Derived design strategies

Figure 101. Various derived design strategies. Image by author. 
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10.0 | Design Part III

Figure 102. Model. Image by author.
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Developing a hybrid programme can be difficult to approach. Fine-grain development achieves 
vitality through randomness, but this can take years to develop naturally. Therefore, in order 
to develop a sense of  randomness and uncontrolled outcomes, a system had to be developed 
to replicate this. This is where the idea of  collage becomes useful. Rather than define a list of  
specific programmes, a list of  passive and active activities that could occur within the building 
was chosen. These activities could then be randomly grouped, or collaged, to produce a number 
of  unplanned connections and overlaps, of  which potential programmes could then be drawn 
from. This would allow the process allowed unexpected programmes to begin to develop 
alongside seemingly normal ones.168

The programmes that would eventually developed from the design process would be focused to 
a commercialised arts audience. This was an important aspect of  the project. If  the programmes 
were to focus on the arts from an artisanal perspective, it runs the risk of  driving away those 
who have no interest in the arts. On the other hand, if  the programmes were to be focused 
towards a purely commercialised retail market, there is little to prevent the building becoming 
merely another mall. Therefore, by focusing programmes to a commercialised arts hub, it allows 
for a greater potential mix of  demographics. The idea of  hybridity can then be applied to the 
various functions within this building, promoting the vitality needed to sustain the Square’s role 
as the heart of  the city. Therefore, the becomes a partner to the Cathedral, the city’s new ‘public 
cultural hub’ standing alongside the city’s old ‘symbolic cultural hub.’

168  Sophie Gillies, “Sewing the Seed” (Master’s thesis, Unitec Institute of  Technology, 2017), https://
researchbank.ac.nz/handle/10652/4228.

Programme

Figure 103. Diagram of  typical relathionships between activites. Image by author.
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The process of  collaging was repeated to produce six different results. It was important during 

this process to not interfere will the randomised collaging process in order to produce the most 

effective unexpected relationships. These initial collages also began to suggest various spatial 

arrangements between activities. 

Collage of  activities

Figure 104. (From left to right) Various versions of  activity collage. Image  by author.
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From these initial formations, the simple two-dimensional results were converted into three-

dimensional drawings that began to explore spatial relationships. This included exploring 

horizontal and vertical spatial relationships as well as various forms that indicated specific 

programmes, such as a cinema. As areas of  the drawings such as forms and vertical relationships 

developed, it was important to not alter the relationships between activities excessively in order 

to allow them to develop. 

Three-dimensional drawings

Figure 105. (From left to right) Various versions of  three-dimensional development. Image  by author.
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Several interesting social/spatial ‘moments’ were identified from these three-dimensional 

drawings. These ‘moments’ were potentially rich programmatic or spatial arrangements that 

required further developing. These ‘moments’ would help to identify which of  these concepts 

would be further developed. From these various methods that had been used so far, a list 

of  potential programmes was identified. This list included: cinema/presentation space, food 

court/restaurants, bars, market spaces, cooking classes, various retail, informal performance/

busking space, and gallery and exhibition spaces. These programmes are not final, however. 

As the building develops, new programmes may be informed by new spaces or different 

programmatical interactions.  

Social/spatial moments

Figure 106. (From left to right) Investigation of  interesting social/spatial moments. Image by author.
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Because the three-dimensional drawings were not to scale and the activities were still too 

disconnected, the various elements were compressed into a more contained form in order to 

investigate ideas of  circulation and massing. These new forms were drawn to roughly 1:500. 

The two most promising concepts were selected, and their various individual elements were 

rearranged and compressed to create a more compact version. The interesting moments 

identified earlier were included into these new compressed forms.

It is important to note here that all of  the previous exploration of  form and programme occurred 

without influence from the site. This was to allow the exploration of  form and circulation to 

develop naturally in a way that was specific to the form itself.Once the compressed forms where 

developed and settled on, they were modelled as simple volume models of  planes and vertical 

supports. This allowed a greater understanding of  the relationships between circulation and 

space, as well as a greater understand of  the scale of  these forms. The first three-dimensional 

model was also developed into a model, as its ‘L’ shaped form seemed to work well within the 

site. This model served as more of  a formal benchmark for the other two models than it did a 

spatial one. 

Spatial compression Development of  forms Original version I

Figure 107. (Descending) Compressing of  forms. Image by author. Figure 108. Refined original three-dimensional drawing. Image by author.
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Developed version I Developed version II

Figure 109. Refined spatially compressed form. Image by author.
Figure 110. (Right, descending) Exploration of  form and space. Image by author

Figure 111. Refined spatially compressed form. Image by author.
Figure 112. (Right, descending) Exploration of  form and space and circulation. Image by author
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Original version I Developed version I Developed version IIDevelopment of  forms into models

Figure 113. (Left to right) Develpoment of  drawings into models. Image by author.
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These models were then placed onto the site for the first time to see what new relationships 
or events would be formed. Even though these models were essentially designed as individual 
buildings, there was a freedom involved in how they were placed onto the site. Flipping the 
models upside down invited even more new interesting forms and relationships to develop. 
Placing these models onto the site allowed for an investigation on what forms did and did not 
work well, as well as the importance of  scale. The initial three-dimensional model worked well 
within the site, and it formed a pleasant public space in front of  the Cathedral. The interior 
courtyard beneath the raised middle volume also seemed to suggest an interesting spatial 
proposition. However, the angled roof  of  the cantilevered element seemed to be somewhat 
residential in its presence. 

The first compressed form, when flipped upside down seemed to create several interesting 
relationships within the site, in particular, how it interacted with the Te Pae. The form appeared 
to echo the rising form of  Te Pae, as well as almost reaching out to invite a connection with it. 
A new element also developed from the reversed form of  the cinema. This element appeared 
to turn the building into an auditorium, whereby the Square becomes the stage. This was an 
interesting aspect in that the Square, as mentioned previously, is well known for being a place 

of  public performance, holding events such as the international busker’s festival. In this way, 
the building becomes element that facilitates the experience of  these events. 
The second compressed form did not seem to create the same level of  interest as the first two 
models. While still a potentially interesting proposition in its own right, it lacked the interesting 
formal and spatial elements that the first two had. 

Models onto site

Figure 114. (Left to right) Exploration of  models on site. Image by author.
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Following the exploration of  the models on the site, elements of  the models were merged to 

create a new form. The first version of  this produced some interesting outcomes, but felt as if  

it had lost some of  the character of  the previous models. It was also not quite proportionally 

right, as the north elevation felt too long. This north elevation was flattened out, rather than 

remaining angled towards Te Pae, which seemed to diminish some of  the connection the 

previous model established. 

A second version was developed, this time returning the angled northern façade. A courtyard 

was inserted into the eastern side of  the building, something that was left out of  the previous 

model. This courtyard, while creating an interesting space, felt too small for the scale of  the 

building. On the other hand, the ‘auditorium’ element on the eastern side felt too tall, and its 

location pointing towards the space between the Cathedral and Tūranga seemed as though it 

needed to be relocated. When this element is being used by the public, the public performances 

with which they would be viewing would most likely occur in the newly redefined area in front 

of  the Cathedral. An interesting element within this version however is the corner of  the 

building that appears to be carved out, creating a natural entrance into the building, inviting 

people in. 

A third version was produced that dealt with a few issues of  the previous version. This version 

reinforced the connection to the Te Pae, as well as the connection to the Avon. This element 

appears to reach out to the river, providing an elevated view, while also symbolically reaching 

out to the Waimakariri to the north of  the city. This version also moved the location of  the 

‘auditorium’ seating to face south towards the post office, and the interior courtyard was 

enlarged. However, the form seemed to lose some dynamic qualities of  the previous, resulting 

in a more static appearance within the Square. 

A fourth, and final version was developed that combined the best elements of  the previous two 

models. This version features the dynamic qualities of  the second model, and the large interior 

courtyard and relocated auditorium element of  the third version. Also present is a reference to 

the western porch of  the Cathedral, one of  the elements Mountfort added to Scott’s original 

design. The circulation features elements of  the OMA buildings analysed previously, such as 

the idea of  the continuous spiral and malleable surface. 

The fourth model, the final form, was developed using sections, plans, and perspectives to 

further understand the building. Materiality was also explored, investigating what connections 

or relationships could be established with the historic buildings on the site. 

Combining forms

Figure 115. (Left to right) Exploration of  combined form models on site. Image by author.
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While the model began to explore and define interesting spatial elements, the overall spatial 

system was still a relatively conventional system of  horizontal slabs connected by ramps. The 

circulation was developed through sectional drawings that explored how the various floors 

heights could be altered to inform what type of  programme would use the space. By increasing 

and decreasing various levels, the building began to take on a more dynamic quality. This was 

emphasised by an ambiguity between what ramps are purely for circulation and what ramps 

constitute functional space. 

Materiality was an important decision to make with regards to how the building would 

respond to its context. As stated in the ‘sympathetic design’ chapter, simply using historical 

or local materials does not instantly afford the new architecture a meaningful connection. 

As the building faces two major heritage landmarks, the Cathedral and the Post Office, it 

was appropriate to investigate what relationships could be developed between these. As the 

Cathedral is constructed out of  wood and stone, it was decided to translate these two materials 

in a contemporary manner. So it was proposed that the two main materials would be concrete 

and steel. Although reasonably standard building materials today, it is how these elements were 

treated that ensured a sympathetic response. The concrete would be coloured respective of  

what it was representing; a light red creates a connection to the red brick of  the Post Office, 

a dark grey creates a connection with the basalt of  the Cathedral, and a light grey with the 

interior stonework. The exterior concrete would also be of  a rough texture, furthering the 

connection to the random, rough stonework of  the Cathedral. Inside, the various columns will 

be constructed of  a lighter shade of  concrete, echoing the Cathedral’s light interior stonework. 

The timber roof  structure is also echoed in the new building through a proposed steel floor 

structure that reflects the rhythm of  the Cathedrals rafters. 

Through the development of  plans and sections, programme was also explored. Various broad 

functions were assigned to each floor, and these resulting overlaps could be explored. These 

functions also intersected with already assigned programmes such as the cinema and terrace for 

public performances. 

Exploration of  space

Figure 116. (Top left) Interior perspective of  courtyard. Image by author.
Figure 117. (Top right) Interior perspective looking out onto the public roof  space. Image by author.
Figure 118. (Bottom left) Exterior perspective of  northen facade. Image by author
Figure 119. (Bottom right) Exterior perspective of  public ‘stage’ seating. Image by author.
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Dining/Eating

Market/Public

Cultural

Retail

Figure 120. Ground floor. Image by author. Figure 121. First floor. Image by author. Figure 122. Second floor. Image by author. Figure 123. Third floor. Image by author.
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Dining/Eating

Market/Public

Cultural

Retail

Figure 124. East-west section through building. Image by author. Figure 125. (Above) Combined image showing functional overlaps. Image by author.
Figure 126. (Left, descending) Spatial arrangement of  potential functions. Image by author.  
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Dining/Eating

Market/Public

Cultural

Retail

Figure 127. North-south section through building. Image by author. Figure 128. (Above) Combined image showing functional overlaps. Image by author.
Figure 129. (Left, descending) Spatial arrangement of  potential functions. Image by author.  
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This project attempted to achieve two things. The first was to develop an architectural response 

that could revitalise an urban space, bringing life and energy back into the Square, once again 

returning it to its role as the city’s heart. The second was to understand how this building could 

respond sensitively to its historical context, drawing connections to its site that formulate new 

and strengthen existing relationships between various elements. Both of  these two aims were 

explored through two means: the development of  an overall urban plan for the Square and the 

development of  a single building. 

Four main areas of  thinking informed the research process: urban planning, the contextual 

object, sympathetic design, and programme/circulation. These four areas of  research played 

differing roles in the project’s development, sometimes overlapping with each other, other times 

clashing or conflicting, such as the case with sympathetic design and programme/circulation. 

These overlaps and conflicts were vital to the progress of  the project while also creating an 

unintentional link to the design process and the exploration of  programme.  

Bringing life back to the square cannot be achieved through one building. This project proposes 

a catalyst for the revitalisation, something that can begin the process of  re-energising an urban 

public space. The idea of  a hybrid programme emphasises this. It is inherently unsettled, 

constantly adapting to the needs of  its context; it can adapt and transform as societal needs 

shift. As the Square develops, the building fills the various holes left in its fabric.

At the beginning of  this project, it was initially expected that the final design would be much 

more reserved. However, in order for a building to act as a revitalising element, one cannot 

afford to diminish its physical impact within the urban environment. To this end, a building that 

is too reserved risks becoming subservient to the rest of  the surrounding urban environment, 

and its role moves from active to submissive. There was also the consideration of  the current 

state of  the Square’s historic fabric, of  which much has been lost. This fact was recognised, and 

many of  the new buildings that will eventually populate the Square will be of  a contemporary 

aesthetic, as is the current case. In this sense, to propose an overly restrained design would 

potentially suggest more historicity than is merited.

The resulting response explored how a contemporary – perhaps even aggressively modern – 

building could create connections to the various historical elements of  its site. However, rather 

than these connections being overtly displayed, serving as merely an aesthetic element, they 

helped inform the development of  the building from the very beginning, allowing it to develop 

its own character further on.

The design process developed heavily through sketching and model making as a way of  

exploring the eventual form the building would take. The process of  exploring various building 

forms removed from the site – although long – was invaluable in developing various spatial 

elements and relationships that would otherwise not have been considered.   

Overall, this project examines how new architecture can give back to Cathedral Square what has 

been missing for so long: its form and its life, thus completing the square.
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Chief  Post Office - survived

The Chief  Post Office (1877-1879) is the second oldest building in Cathedral Square, but the oldest 
completed building due to the Cathedral’s construction spanning from 1864 to 1904. The Italianate 
style building housed government services and the post office until the government moved into 
a new building (the now Old Government Building) in 1913.169 From 1913 it housed the postal 
services and the telephone exchange.170 From the early 2000’s it housed a tourist information centre 
and a restaurant, but since the 2011 earthquake, it has been vacant, awaiting a decision on its fate. 

Old Government Building - survived

In 1913, the government of  Christchurch consolidated all its staff  and services into a new 
Government Building on the eastern side of  Cathedral Square.171 It was designed in the Italian 
High Renaissance style and constructed out of  red and white brick, much like the Post Office. The 
building was converted into a hotel and was earthquake strengthened in the 1990s, aiding its ability 
to survive the earthquakes relatively undamaged.172 

169  R D Johnson et al., “Government Buildings,” The Architectural Heritage of  Christchurch 5 (1986): 
8, https://christchurchcitylibraries.com/Heritage/Publications/ChristchurchCityCouncil/
ArchitecturalHeritage/GovernmentBuildings/GovernmentBuildings.pdf.

170  Annette Bulovic, “Heritage Foundation Laid - 1911,” Peeling Back History, accessed May 20, 
2020, http://www.peelingbackhistory.co.nz/heritage-christchurch-foundation-laid-1911/.

171  Johnson et al., “Government Buildings,” 8.
172  Johnson et al., “Government Buildings,” 8.

Godley Statue - survived

The Godley Statue is a statue dedicated to John Robert Godley (1814-1861), the ‘founder’ of  the 
settlement of  Canterbury.173 It was the first portrait statue dedicated to a single person in New 
Zealand and was unveiled in 1867. It has been on a plinth in front of  the Cathedral since 1933. 174

Citizens’ War Memorial - survived 

The Citizens’ War Memorial was unveiled in 1937 as a memorial dedicated to the First World War. It 
features six figures representing sacrifice, youth, justice, peace, valour, and victory.175

Trinity Church - survived

The Trinity Congregational Church, an “aggressive High Victorian Gothic building,” designed by 
Benjamin Mountfort in 1874, is located at the corner of  Worcester and Manchester Streets.176 This 
building was severely damaged by the earthquake and is currently vacant.177

173  Gerald Hensley, “Godley, John Robert,” Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of  New Zealand, accessed 
May 20, 2020, https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/1g12/godley-john-robert.

174  Christchurch Libraries, “John Robert Godley Statue,” Canterbury Stories, accessed May 20, 2020, 
https://canterburystories.nz/exhibitions/places-christchurch-statues/john-robert-godley-statue.

175  Mark Stocker, “Christchurch Citizens’ War Memorial,” Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of  New 
Zealand, accessed May 20, 2020, https://teara.govt.nz/en/photograph/41964/christchurch-
citizens-war-memorial.

176  Mané, “Pilgrim Churches,” 81.
177  “Trinity Congregational Church (Christchurch, N.Z.),” The National Library, accessed May 21, 

2020, https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22562596.

Inside Cathedral Square

Category 1 Heritage Listed

Shand’s Emporium - survived

Shand’s Emporium is a small, unassuming timber building that was one of  the first commercial 
buildings in the Christchurch CBD. There is conflicting information about when it was 
constructed, but it was either in 1851 or 1860.178 Having been moved several times from 
its original location in Hereford Street, it settled at its current location next to the Trinity 
Congregational Church on Manchester street.179 

Press Building – destroyed

The Press Building, a ‘Perpendicular Gothic style’ building, housed the Press newspaper from 
its completion in 1909 till its destruction in the 2011 earthquakes, with staff  eventually moving 
into a new building on Gloucester Street.180 The Press Building is notable for dramatic corner 
tower, which also housed a pigeon loft until the end of  pigeon post in the 1920s.181 Because 
of  the well-executed but vastly different styles of  the Press Building, the Old Government 
Building, and the ChristChurch Cathedral, there was a liveliness of  architectural intention 
created in the spaces between them.182

178  Gillian Hay et al., “Shand’s Emporium,” The Architectural Heritage of  Christchurch 2 (1982): 
3–4, https://christchurchcitylibraries.com/Heritage/Publications/ChristchurchCityCouncil/
ArchitecturalHeritage/Shands/shands.pdf.

179  Christchurch City Council, “Shand’s Emporium,” Christchurch City Council Libraries, accessed 
May 21, 2020, https://my.christchurchcitylibraries.com/shands-emporium/.

180  Ansley, Christchurch Heritage, 36.
181  Ansley, Christchurch Heritage, 36.
182  Stacpoole, Architecture 1820-1970, 67.

Lyttelton Times Building – destroyed

The Lyttelton Times, the rival to the Press and oldest newspaper in New Zealand until its 
demise in 1935, was located in a building a few sites down from the Press Building, on the 
current site of  Tūranga (Central Library).183 The building, completed in 1904, was designed in 
a style derived from the Chicago School and was the second tallest building in the Square, only 
surpassed by the spire of  the Cathedral. Prior to the earthquakes, it was a backpackers’ hostel, 
but it did not survive and was demolished soon after.184

Regent Theatre – destroyed

Originally called the Royal Exchange, this Edwardian Baroque building – notable for its large 
corner dome - was designed by the Luttrell brothers, the same architects that designed the 
Lyttelton Times Building.185 In 1930, the building was converted into what was considered 
the grandest cinema in the city and renamed the Regent Theatre. It was severely damaged and 
subsequently demolished as a result of  the 2011 earthquake.186

183  Ansley, Christchurch Heritage, 36.
184  Ansley, Christchurch Heritage, 36–37.
185  Don Donnithorne, “Post-Provincial Christchurch,” in Historic Buildings of  New Zealand. South 

Island, ed. Francis Porter (Auckland: Methuen Publications, 1983), 108.
186  “Royal Exchange Building (Christchurch, N.Z.),” The National Library, accessed May 24, 2020, 

https://natlib.govt.nz/records/42122716.
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Midland Club - survived

176 Oxford Terrace is a small building located next to the former Rydges Hotel on Oxford 
Terrace. It housed the Midland Club, a gentlemen’s club, from 1934 till 1991, when the club was 
dissolved. It was then converted into commercial and residential use until the 2010 and 2011 
earthquakes, in which it suffered significant damage.187 It was fully restored for use as office and 
hospitality space.188

Public Trusts - survived

The Public Trust Office on Oxford Terrace was opened in May of  1925, replacing the existing 
Public Trust Office on Gloucester Street.189 This Cecil Wood design intended to “portray 
strength and stability of  the people of  Christchurch.”190 It was badly damaged by the 2011 
earthquake but has undergone a full refurbishment for use as office and hospitality space.191 
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State Insurance Building - survived

Another Cecil Wood designed building in the square, the former Public Trust Office was 
completed in 1935 to house the State Insurance Company, which occupied it from 1935 till 
1997. Before the earthquake, the building was occupied by the Design and Arts College of  New 
Zealand but has been vacant post-earthquake pending decisions on its fate.192 

Clarendon Tower - destroyed

Clarendon Tower always had an air of  contention about it. The 17-storey office tower 
constructed behind the façade of  the original Clarendon Hotel seemed strange to many people, 
an “uneasy hybrid.”193 The Clarendon Hotel was built in 1903 in a Renaissance revival style, and 
over its 74 years had many famous guests, including King George VI, Queen Elizabeth II and 
even the Beatles.194 When new owners proposed to demolish it in 1981, the city protested, and 
so the Warren and Mahoney designed tower was constructed behind the retained street-facing 
façades of  the Category II listed hotel. During the 2011 earthquakes, the internal stairways 
collapsed, and in June of  that year, it was decided the building would be demolished.195 
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Category 2 Heritage Listed

Provincial Chambers - survived

Constructed in three stages between 1858 and 1864, the Provincial Council Chambers are seen 
to many as one of  the gems of  Canterbury’s Gothic architecture.196 The Benjamin Mountford 
designed Chambers housed the Provincial government from 1859 till 1875 when Provincial 
governments were abolished favouring a central government. The central government occupied 
it until 1988 when control was given to the local government.197 Mountford’s magnificent Stone 
Chamber was regarded by many as one of  the “finest examples of  High Victorian Gothic spaces 
outside of  Europe.”198 The 2010 and 2011 earthquakes caused extensive damage, however, with 
the Armagh Street tower and Stone Chamber collapsing completely.199 A decision as to what 
extent a rebuilt or restoration will entail has yet to be made. 

Municipal Chambers - survived

Constructed on a site on Worcester St next to the Avon in 1887, the Municipal Chambers 
replaced the original Land Office and acted as the seat of  local government until 1924.200 The 
Queen Anne style building was the first purpose-built council building in Christchurch at the 
time, and prior to the earthquakes was called ‘Our City O-Tautahi’ that acted as a function 
venue, exhibition space, and tourist information centre.201 
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Category 1 Heritage Listed

Outside Cathedral Square

Isaac Theatre - survived

Opened in 1908, the Isaac Theatre Royal (formerly Theatre Royal) is the third building to bear 
the Theatre Royal name.202 Designed by the Luttrell brothers – of  the Regent Theatre and 
Lyttelton Times Building fame – this decorative Victorian-style building was perfectly suited 
to theatre spectacle. Earthquake strengthening of  this building in the 1990s proved its worth 
as the building only suffered minor damage.203 It is still currently operating as Christchurch’s 
pre-eminent theatre. 

New Regent Street - survived

Since its opening in 1932, New Regent St has always been a popular tourist destination in 
the CBD. The Spanish Mission-style open-air mall features the Christchurch Tram that passes 
through the middle of  it, creating a unique shopping experience for Christchurch.204 As of  
1980, it has been a Category I Historic Place, and after much work was reopened to the public 
following the earthquakes.205  
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