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Figure 1. Mahurangi West Hall (Photo by Author).



Abstract 
The Mahurangi West community Hall is potentially the oldest school 
in Northland, built by the local farmers in 1885. It was repurposed as a hall in 1979 
and then restored in 2014 by the local community. It is also a category B heritage 
building. Activities ranging from table tennis to yoga and occasionally weddings 
take place here. The community of Mahurangi West is tightly knitted, with strong 
ties to the land. The population is mainly farmers, artists and people who work in 
urban environments but enjoy the re-energising effects of nature. 

Living in rural environments often comes with the potential for isolation due to 
the often large distance neighbours are from each other. A connection, even just 
visual, is vital to feeling safe and at home in one’s community. The current Hall 
cannot facilitate the activities needed to create and maintain connections within 
the community, as it is composed of only one main space with an adjacent kitchen 
and a block of toilets separate from the Hall. There is also a lack of parking which 
would enable the site to host more significant events. 

This lack of flexible spaces presented an opportunity for developing a new com-
munity centre with higher functionality. As the current Hall was built in the 1800s 
and has not changed to facilitate its everyday use, there is an opportunity for 
providing more buildings that do this. This project aims to develop a series of 
buildings that tie in with the site’s history but bring a contemporary touch to the 
community centre. The site must have at least a few interventions that function 
and look like they are built in the current period, as it will visually represent its 
relevancy. Providing buildings that respect the site and enhance it will allow the 
community centre to cherish its past and facilitate events in the present time.  

This intervention aimed to enhance the local community by providing new, highly 
functional and detailed buildings relevant to contemporary architecture. The 
architectonic expression of the design was the primary focus for enhancing the 
community centre. By focusing on details, structure and materiality, the proposed 
new buildings will help facilitate the requirements for a community centre and 
ground them in the context of the 21st Century. The intervention aimed to provide 
spaces for various functions, with a focus on facilitating community interaction. 
The design had a solid connection to its local context, which helps to create an 
environment where people feel at home in their community. 

This project focused on an appropriate development for the site of the Mahurangi 
West Hall that responds to its heritage status. This new intervention relates to the 
site and the local community through its architectural expression and provides a 
higher level of functionality, creating the opportunity for an enhanced community 
experience. 

Research Question: 
How can architectonics enhance a community space in Mahurangi West?



TABLE OF CONTENTS

1.0 Introduction
        1.1 Background
        1.2 Project Outline
        1.3 Thesis Structure

2.0 Methodology
        2.1 Aims and Objectives
        2.2 Methodology Framework
        2.3 Scope and Limitations

3.0 Literature & Precedent Review
        3.1 Literature Review
              Architectonics
              Critical Regionalism
              Community Rural Design
        3.2 Precedent Review
              Rural Retreat
              Trampers Shelter
              Routeburn Shelter
        3.3 Critical Reflection

4.0 Context
        4.1 History of Mahurangi West
        4.2 History of the Hall
        4.3 Journey to the Hall
        4.4 Watercolour Paintings
        4.5 Critical Reflection

1.
1
2
4

72.0 Met
8
9

3.0 Lit
11
11
11
12
14
14
16
18
20

23
24
26
28
31

5.0 Design Process
        5.1 Site Analysis
        5.2 Initial  Concept
        5.3 Design Development 
        5.4 Design Conclusion

6.0 Thesis Conclusion

7.0 Final Design

8.0 References 

5.0 Design Process

33
36
38
56

60

62

64



Figure 2. View from Mahurangi West Road (Photo by Author).
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Figure 3. Sunrise clouds in Mahurangi West (Photo by Author).
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1 . 0  I n t r o d u c t i o n

Figure 4. Sunrise along Mahurangi West Road (Photo by Author).

This chapter comprises the fol-
lowing sections: The background, 
which contains a brief overview 
of the Mahurangi West Hall, the 
project outline, which will explain 
what the thesis will be about, the 
methodology framework which 
will describe the steps necessesary 
to complete the aims and objec-
tives of the project; and the thesis 
structure, which will outline the 
main components of the docu-
ment.



1

Figure 5. Huia School (Photo by Dave Pear-
son).

Figure 6. Kohukohu School (Photo by 
Dave Pearson). 

Figure 7. Mahurangi Heads West School (Photo by Dave Pearson).

1.1 Background
The Mahurangi West Hall is a category B heritage building, originally called the 
Mahurangi Heads West school, built in 1885.1 It is one of the oldest schoolhouses 
in Northland. The local farmers in the area built it out of Kauri, which was widely 
available at the time. The only evidence of this now highly valued native timber 
is seen on the flooring, carefully recently restored. The Mahurangi Heads West 
School building represents a rural vernacular of weatherboards painted cream 
with dark red painted details and silver, if not a white-painted roof. Other school-
houses built at the time include the Huia School, which is now the Huia Lodge, and 
the former Kohukohu School.2 These buildings were all designed by architects on 
the NZ Education Board.

In 1979 the building was repurposed as the Mahurangi West Hall and is utilised 
in civil defence emergencies and meetings.3 It is still used today as an evacuation 
point for the area of Mahurangi West. The building was restored in 2006 and 
included repainting with red corrugated steel roofing and white painted weath-
erboards.4 It was re-piled, and a new toilet block was added to supplement the 
original long-drop toilet, which was preserved. The conservation of the Hall and 
the new toilet blocks were designed by Dave Pearson Architects and were physi-
cally completed with help from the local community. A terrace in front of the Hall 
is used for various occasions such as weddings and other community activities 
where gazebos may be erected.

Isolation is a common effect of living in rural communities as residents are often 
a considerable distance from each other. Mahurangi West is no different. The site 
of the Mahurangi West Hall is the perfect opportunity to encourage community 
activity to counteract the isolation with an architectural intervention as a venue 
for planned and unplanned meetings of various kinds.

The Hall at the moment is composed of one large central space, with an adjoining 
kitchenette. A block of bathrooms is situated adjacent but separate to the Hall, 
which is less than ideal for a contemporary community centre. Along with the lack 

1  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, (Auckland: Dave Pear-
son Architects, 2007), 20. https://mahurangiwest.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Mahuran-
gi-West-Hall-Conservation-Plan-200705.pdf
2  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 32.
3  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 29.
4  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 29.

of integrated services, there is a lack of flexibility, as the Hall is composed of only 
one main area. These deficiencies provide opportunities for the proposed design. 
Central to providing these functional spaces, there must be suitable areas to host 
various additional events that extend the possibilities for community action. These 
may vary in the degree of privacy and openness. A major focus will be for the 
buildings to gain occupancy of a more ongoing nature to start to “populate” the 
whole group of buildings and enhance it as a destination for the isolated residents 
along MahurangI West Road.

By designing this intervention, the project aims to connect the community 
through spaces with a higher level of functionality.
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1.2 Project Outline

Enhancing Mahurangi West is a design project focusing on bridging the connection 
between community members through a series of buildings. These new buildings 
will facilitate the hosting of multiple community classes at the same time if need-
ed. An example of this might be yoga, table tennis and art classes. An opportunity 
is also created to design a new primary function space, much like the existing Hall 
with broader possibilities and integrated facilities.

As previously mentioned, isolation is a factor in rural environments. This interven-
tion aims to provide a facility that helps to facilitate social interaction amongst 
the residents and the wider community. It is important that these interactions can 
occur in an unplanned ad-hoc, opportunistic way. An essential part of a successful 
intervention will be to relate to the existing history of the site spatially and archi-
tectonically. 

The design of these spaces should represent an architectural style that is in har-
mony with the existing building and relevant to contemporary architecture. This is 
important as it allows the community to experience the local history and culture 
while being grounded in the present moment. 

A particular challenge is to retain the picturesque nature of the current Hall while 
enhancing the site with buildings of higher functionality. The existing space has 
a large terrace in front of the Hall, creating a large grass plane that elevates the 
site above the valley. This terrace gets used for hosting weddings and community 
events, and the new design must retain this potential.

The architectonics within the new buildings will be the primary focus of this 
project and must intimately tie in with the site’s history. The design should not 
necessarily mirror the exact style of the existing Hall but should respect it. There 
will be a focus on using structural and material elements of the 21st Century while 
establishing a connection with the existing Hall. This design project seeks to set a 
new standard for contemporary rural community centres.

The existing Hall was guided by early Victorian architectonics, which is evident 
with the traditional double-hung sashed windows with moulding above, the 
gabled roof form with beautifully detailed barge boards, and finials on each end 
of the gable. The interior is detailed with tongue & groove wall and ceiling linings, 

covering up any expression of structure. Perhaps this is indicative of the conserva-
tive design principles that are expressed with early Victorian architecture. 

While this historic building was guided by early Victorian architectonics, the mod-
ern attitude to construction delights in the visual exploration of elements used to 
make a building. This expression of structure is an extension of such early vernacu-
lar “absoluteness”, a capacity provided by an intellectual environment that is now 
available to the modern architect. This provides an opportunity for a sympathetic 
building to be generated with a very similar feeling for the fabric of the building 
without replicating the original- which brings up the question for this design proj-
ect: How can architectonics enhance a community space in Mahurangi West?
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Figure 8. Kauri trees along Mahurangi West Road (Photo by Author).
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1.3 Thesis Structure

This thesis is structured with six further chapters. Chapter 2.0 will outline the aims 
and objectives and the scope and limitations for the project. Chapter 3.0 will look 
into three topics as a literature review, starting with architectonics, then looking 
into critical regionalism, and finishing with a section on rural community design. 
This chapter will also analyse three buildings as a precedent analysis: the Rural 
Retreat and Trampers Shelter, both by RTA studio, and the Routeburn Shelter, by 
Wyatt + Grey Architects. This chapter will finish with a critical reflection of the 
findings and how they relate to the aims and objectives of the project. Chapter 
4.0 will identify critical background information relevant to the context of Ma-
hurangi West and the site of the Mahurangi West Hall and any additions to the 
hall. This chapter also contains an analysis of the Halls visibility along Mahurangi 
West Road, covered through sketches. Lastly, this chapter includes watercolour 
drawings as a form of design research to understand the site and the Hall’s key 
factors and potentially guide the design in the following chapters. This chapter is 
summarised with a critical reflection, referring to the aims and objectives of the 
project. Chapter 5.0 will discuss the design process, starting with the site analy-
sis, moving to the initial concept, then design development, and finishing with a 
design conclusion, with a focus on critically analysing how the design achieves or 
fails to achieve the aims and objectives of the project. Chapter 6.0 will conclude 
the design project and summarise the aims and objectives, whether the thesis 
successfully achieved these, or if there were issues that came up and impacted 
the results. Chapter 7.0 will contain the final design for the thesis.
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Figure 9. View looking West along Mahurangi West Road (Photo by Author).
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Figure 10. Sunrise along Mahurangi West Road (Photo by Author).

2 . 0  M e t h o d o l o g y
This chapter comprises the following 
sections: The aims and objectives of the 
project, which defines what the project 
will focus on, and the scope and limitations 
which will define what the project will and 
will not be about, as well as any limiting 
factors to take into account.



7

2.1 Aims & Objectives

The previous chapter identified significant key aspects that the Mahurangi West hall currently lacks to be a highly functional community centre. To develop a design that ad-
dresses these issues, the following research question is formulated:

How can architectonics enhance a community space in Mahurangi West?

The research aims to investigate how to enhance the connection of community members in Mahurangi West and minimise the potential for isolation that often occurs within 
rural environments.

The research objectives of the question will be:

1. To investigate the history of the Mahurangi West Hall, including any work done by Architects since the Hall was first built.

2. To explore relevant architectural precedents that will drive the projects design response.

3. To investigate the various ways that architectonics can enhance a community space.

4. To propose a design response that will enhance the Mahurangi West hall and improve the experience of those who use it.

5. To critically analyse the design strategy and explore the potential for the process in other contexts.
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2.2 Methodology Framework 

The research method followed a design-led research feedback process to develop 
a design strategy for a series of buildings that enhance the site of the Mahurangi 
West Hall.

To answer the research question, and aims and objectives, the thesis can be di-
vided into three steps. The first step is the literature and precedents review and is 
featured in chapter 3. The second step will investigate the context and Mahurangi 
West Hall in relation to the heritage status, which is found in chapter 4. The third 
step will investigate the projects design process, which is featured in chapter 5. 

The first step investigates how architectonics can enhance a community space. 
The design-led research is informed by background research, literature reviews, 
and precedent reviews. Critically analysing this research is important as it helps 
define the project’s direction to achieve its aims and objectives. 

The second step is to investigate the context of Mahurangi West. This work will 
include information about early Māori tribes and when the early European settlers 
came into the area. An investigation will also be conducted on the Mahurangi 
West Hall, specifically any work done on the building and its adaption from a 
schoolhouse to a community building. This will be important to developing a tec-
tonic language that respects the extensive history and significance of the existing 
Hall, which will be a major component of step 3.

The third step will look into the design process. The process follows an iterative 
design method, where several development steps will test design ideas and con-
cepts. The process will begin with a site analysis, where various important features 
will be identified so that there is no conflict with the new buildings that will be de-
signed. Next, an initial concept will be developed based on the site analysis, which 
will be driven by any lack of space or facility identified through the site analysis. 
The initial concept will then be strung up on the site with building line and wood 
stakes, which will allow a more intimate understanding of how the concept works 
with the site. Afterwards, the design development will begin, split up into various 
stages based on significant design decisions. To conclude, a critical design analysis 
will summarise the design decisions and how they achieve the aims and objec-
tives, or if there were particular challenges with the process.
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Figure 11. Kauri trees along Mahurangi West Road (Photo by Author).

2.3 Scope & Limitations
This project attempts to address the Mahurangi West community, primarily its 
local history and culture. While the scope is limited to the Mahurangi West com-
munity, the project aims to develop an intervention that might be applied to other 
rural communities with the necessary alterations. This research project focuses 
on the entire demographic of Mahurangi West. Therefore, it will be essential to 
design spaces that can be used for a variety of purposes by everyone.  

Mahurangi West Hall is a heritage building, and therefore it is out of the project’s 
scope to physically alter the existing Hall. However, it is essential to relate to the 
history of the site and the surrounding context. Studying precedents and literature 
about rural community architecture will help to develop a successful intervention. 

Research has identified potential issues identified that can be addressed. An ex-
ample would be the lack of flexible spaces. The Hall does not encourage commu-
nity engagement, as it is one central space not used outside of scheduled events, 
such as weekly table tennis or a community meeting. The scale of the current 
facility does not encourage a diverse range of groups to gather. Designing a variety 
of different areas that provide for various functions may improve the level of inter-
action. 
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3 . 0  L i t e r a t u r e  R e v i e w  & 
P r e c e d e n t  R e v i e w

Figure 12. View North towards Pukapuka inlet from Mahurangi West Road (Photo by Author).

This chapter comprises the following sections: The 
literature review, which will look at architectonics, 
critical regionalism, and rural community design, 
and a precedent review of three buildings: the 
Rural Retreat and Trampers Shelter by RTA Studio, 
and the Routeburn Shelter by Wyatt and Grey 
Architects.
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3.1 Literature Review

This literature review will cover three main topics, which will provide the neces-
sary information to design an architectural intervention for the Mahurangi West 
Hall. The first topic is architectonics, which will be the primary vehicle for achiev-
ing a design that is a coherent, integrated group of buildings that respect the orig-
inal Victorian vernacular form. The next topic is critical regionalism. This project 
will be focusing on the local culture and history and further strengthening these 
themes. This topic is vital to the design project, as it will inform the approach to 
the style of architecture and culture of the local context. The last topic covered 
is community architecture, focusing on strengthening community resilience with 
sustainable and off-grid energy solutions and good practice for designing commu-
nity spaces.

Architectonics: 
In Studies in Tectonic Culture, Kenneth Frampton described how tectonics originat-
ed from ancient Greek with the noun “Teckton”, meaning “artisan”, “craftsman”, 
or “carpenter”.1  The word took on a more generalised meaning referring to the 
“act of making” by the 5th Century BCE.2 The addition of the root “archi”, mean-
ing “prime” or “first”, became “architekton”, referring to the master builder. The 
development of the word “tectonics” arose during the 17th and 18th centuries and 
has been shown by Sekler to be a consideration that expressed structure and con-
struction as an aesthetic problem.

 In 1860, Gottfried Semper described the importance of triangulation as a gener-
ator of stability and used the gable of the Hellenic temple as an example.3 This is 
an important finding, as the Mahurangi West Hall has a steeply pitched gable and 
is topped with finial, typical of Victorian buildings of the 19th Century. The gable 
will be an important design feature to implement into the new buildings in order 
to connect with the context and existing Hall. In 1995, Frampton described two 
main architectural characteristics, namely the linear elements of the frame and 
heavy mass elements layered that both produce an enclosed architectural space. 
Frampton identified these two roles as tectonics and stereotomics, which vary de-
pending on the local context and culture.4 This is important, as tectonics must be 
designed with the local context in mind for the building to fit into its surroundings 
and look appropriate.

1  Kenneth Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture, (Chicago: The MIT Press, 1996), 3
2  Kenneth Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture, (Chicago: The MIT Press, 1996), 4.  
3  Gottfried Semper, Style: Style in the Technical and Tectonic arts; or, Practical Aesthetics 
(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2004), 626.
4  Kenneth Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture, (Chicago: The MIT Press, 1996), 5-6.

Early modern architecture’s “international” pretensions to eliminate the relevance 
of any context local to an architectural style is an important factor to course-cor-
rect from towards an architecture that is more grounded in its local community. 
The possibilities for this is described in Fundamental concepts of Architecture 
when the authors explain how tectonics do not need to be restricted to construc-
tion requirements but can represent something more personal, which adds great-
er depth to the experience.5 

This is relevant as the tectonics of this design project will attempt to be much 
more expressive than might be possible if attention was restricted to purely struc-
tural requirements. Understanding the site and local context will help “ground” 
the design and connect to the local community. Further strengthening this idea 
of non-rigidity with the expression of tectonics, the authors of Matter: Material 
Processes in Architectural Production describe how a contemporary approach is 
not restricted by ethics and principles of truth of materiality and the continuance 
of form. It now becomes a matter of ecological importance and local econom-
ic states.6 This is relevant to the design project, as there may be other drivers 
towards a specific tectonic language, in which the environmental and economic 
state could play a part in how the structure is expressed and what materials may 
be used.

Understanding the relationship between construction and structure can enhance 
the community by providing an environment where at a subtle level, the authentic 
reality of the buildings adds support to the repose and the feeling of belonging 
and coherent behaviour of the users. 

Critical Regionalism:
The idea of critical regionalism aims to counter the lack of identity of the Inter-
national Style. Frampton describes Aalto’s approach to designing buildings as 
grounding them in the given topography and the specifics of the local context. 
Other factors, he also states, are his sensitivity towards local materials, craftwork, 
and the nuances of local light.7 The idea of using materials and a relationship to 
the topography is a powerful and effective way to connect the building to the local 
context. 

5  Alban Janson and Florian Tigges, Fundamental Concepts of Architecture : The Vocabulary 
of Spatial Situations, (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2014), 325.
6  Gail Borden and Michael Meredith, Matter: Material Processes in Architectural Produc-
tion, (London: Routeledge, 2012), 422.
7  Kenneth Frampton, “Prospects for a Critical Regionalism.” Perspecta 20, (Seattle: MIT 
Press, 1983), 151.  
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The Mahurangi West hall has the background of its educational role historically 
and the values that implies that the local farming community had in the late 19th 
Century, so connecting with the history of the site and the culture will be neces-
sary. It may be appropriate to design utilising the architectural language of the 
original Hall instead of only the architectural style of the 21st Century to allow a 
deeper connection to the site, which is a significant focus for critical regionalism. 
Liane Lefaivre describes critical regionalism in Architecture of Regionalism in the 
Age of Globalization. She writes about how Renzo Piano’s Jean-Marie Tjibaou 
Cultural Center in New Caledonia pays homage to the local culture, traditions and 
history. The building is successful through a combination of local materials and 
global technology. The buildings were built based on local beliefs of light, wind, 
and vegetation.8 This approach to designing architecture based on its local context 
is a powerful movement against the increasing globalisation and deculturalisa-
tion of local communities, grounding them in their unique history, traditions and 
beliefs. 

Contrary to Lefaivre and Frampton’s ideas, in Architectural Record, Pietro Bellus-
chi writes that regionalism cannot be measured or imposed and is not a specific 
school of thought, but instead is a recognition of what architecture means to 
human beings.9 Perhaps the authors describe specific cases where the designs are 
successful but may not work in other contexts. Belluschi suggests a much more 
universal approach to designing, with a focus on human beings. 

Applying this design approach with a focus on human beings will be important to 
a successful design of a community centre on the site of the Mahurangi West hall. 
Specific design approaches as identified by Frampton and Lefaivre include focus-
ing on local materials and craftwork, which will be a primary focus of the design 
project with the materiality of the new buildings. This may include using resources 
such as reclaimed Kauri, which ties to the history of the local context.

Community rural design:
Rural communities often have the characteristic of being resilient. The community 
needs to have confidence in being able to survive and rely on other community 
members. In Sustainable Communities, by Hugh Barten, the author writes about 

8  Liane Lefaivre and Alexander Tzonis, Architecture of Regionalism in the Age of Globaliza-
tion : Peaks and Valleys in the Flat World, (London: Taylor & Francis Group, 2011), 183.  
9  Pietro Belluschi, “Regionalism in Architecture”, Architectural Record 229, (1955): 138. 
https://usmodernist.org/AR/AR-1955-12.pdf

how community centres must have a “local atmosphere, a sense of place that re-
flects the lives and traditions of the people that use them. If that space feels con-
genial, convenient and comfortable, people are more likely to spend timethere, in-
creasing the probability and quality of social interchange.”10 In Community Centers 
for Community Development. Farhana and Gulsan write that while members have 
very different interests, social, religious and political backgrounds, a community 
centre is a place to play, learn and work together despite personal experiences.11 
The text identifies that a community centre must cater to all backgrounds and be 
inclusive to the broader community and the immediate context.

Christopher Alexander describes specific patterns which apply to this design proj-
ect in his book A Pattern Language. The pattern Alexander calls “local Town Hall” 
identifies a need for the community centre to contain two primary features: The 
design should be inviting to the local community to which it serves, and it should 
be situated in the heart of the community.12 This is already achieved by utilising 
the Mahurangi West Hall site; however, it is crucial to identify a potential location 
for a community centre to make sure this design project is situated appropriately.  
The second pattern which is relevant is “Necklace of Community Projects”. This 
pattern identifies the importance of having small community activities and proj-
ects surrounding the community centre. Alexander states that the shops should 
be situated on a busy path, and rent them for a minimum to go towards communi-
ty projects, political work, research and advocate groups with, open to anyone and 
without ideological restrictions.13 This idea may be implemented into the design 
by having workshops that the community can utilise year-round aimed at profes-
sionals providing a service to other community members.

Conclusion:
This literature review has focused on three main topics: Architectonics, Critical 
Regionalism, and rural community design. The origins of architectonics and the 
developments leading up to the 21st Century have been identified. A particular 

10  Hugh Barton, Sustainable Communities: The potential for Eco-neighbourhoods, (London: 
Earthscan Publications, 2000), 154.
11  Farhana Yasmin and Gulsan Parvin, Community centres for community development: A 
case study of Dhaka City Corporation, (Research Gate, 2008), 125.
12  Christopher Alexander, A Pattern Language, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 
237.
13  Christopher Alexander, A Pattern Language, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 
243.
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focus has been on the interactions between leading academics of the 20th Centu-
ry, Frampton, Sekler, and Lefaivre. The conclusion gathered from this literature is 
that applying a particular focus on construction and structure will allow the clear 
meaning of the building to be represented.14 This is important for both the existing 
Hall and the new buildings which are to be designed.

Researching the topic of Critical Regionalism has identified that, as Belluschi sug-
gests, having a universal focus on designing a community space is more effective 
than any individual design decision, as it may vary depending on the location.15 
This is an important finding, as it will be directly effective in achieving a successful 
design.

Lastly, researching rural community design has unveiled the importance of in-
clusiveness of all backgrounds so that any community member feels at home in 
the community centre.16 Another essential idea identified is the idea of including 
permanent shops or workshops in the centre’s design.17 This will allow the centre 
to be further enhanced by the increase in daily activity. A stream of revenue will 
be created from the shops to put back into the community through various means 
and service the buildings.

14  Eduard F. Sekler, “Structure, Construction, Tectonics,” in Structure in Art and in Science 
(New York: George Braziller, 1965), 90. 
15  Pietro Belluschi, “Regionalism in Architecture”, Architectural Record 229, (1955): 138. 
https://usmodernist.org/AR/AR-1955-12.pdf
16  Hugh Barton, Sustainable Communities: The potential for Eco-neighbourhoods, (London: 
Earthscan Publications, 2000), 154.
17  Christopher Alexander, A Pattern Language, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 
237.
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3.2 Precedent Review
Rural Retreat, RTA Studio, 2007, Waikato
The first precedent reviewed for this design project is the Rural Retreat, designed 
by RTA Studio in Waikato. This project is chosen because of how the design speaks 
to the vernacular nature of the buildings previously on the site. The three gables 
are expressed based on three different functions: Living, family sleeping, and 
guest sleeping, which are linked together with flat-roof links.18 Initially, a farm shed 
was on the site, represented by the new design’s gable form.19 Further strength-
ening the ties to the land is the red corrugated iron roof, which was typically used 
in farm buildings in the past. The white painted weatherboard cladding is another 
strong tie to the classic vernacular as well. 

The building’s connection to the land is similar to rural churches, often sitting 
along the ridge of a hill instead of being integrated into the sloping landscape. 
Perhaps this is so that the structure is highly visible, as the gables are silhouett-
ed against the sky. The repetition of the same gable suggests a contemporary 
design decision, contrasting with the often seen single gabled shed alone in the 
landscape. The Mahurangi West Hall is also a single gabled structure (flanked by a 
subsidiary gable towards the West). This design project aims to be integrated with 
the existing Hall, and so repeating the gable may be an important design decision 
to achieve this, in accord with the Rural Retreat by RTA Studio.

To create a hierarchy with the existing Hall and the new buildings to be designed, 
it may be appropriate to lower the new buildings down the slope so that the Ma-
hurangi West Hall is visually at the highest point. Along with the repetition of the 
gable, this will create a connection but also a distinction between the old and the 
new.

18  “Rural Retreat”, Portfolio, RTA Studio, Accessed September 17, 2021, https://rtastudio.
co.nz/portfolio/farmhouse
19  “Houses Revisited: Settler chic”, Projects, ArchitectureNow, Accessed September 17, 2021, 
https://architecturenow.co.nz/articles/houses-revisited-settler-chic/
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Figure 15. Sketches of main features identified in review (By Author).

Figure 13. Rural Retreat, RTA Studio (Photo by RTA Studio). Figure 14. Rural Retreat, RTA Studio (Photo by RTA Studio).
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3.2 Precedent Review
Trampers Shelter, RTA Studio, 2016, Coromandel

The Trampers Shelter, also by RTA Studio, follows a similar design ethos and 
aesthetic as the Rural Retreat. By utilising corrugated iron cladding and the clad-
ding colour, it connects the design to the vernacular of the local area, which are 
tramping huts and farm buildings.20 As the NZIA 2016 Waikato and Bay of Plenty 
Architecture awards winner, the association describes the building as modest but 
refined, with its basic materials that “truly captures the essence of simple living 
in a special place”.21 The clients wanted a design that tied into the context, with 
striking red cladding that stands out in the landscape, for higher visibility for the 
wandering tramper to make their way to the shelter.22 

The entries into the structure are an unpainted steel corrugate, while everything 
else is painted red. This helps to differentiate the openings without changing the 
material itself. Perhaps the most obvious area where this happens is the roller and 
sliding doors, which control the inside-outside flow. The tectonic expression of this 
design is strong mainly through the combination of a corrugated steel shell, with 
two thick timber columns supporting the span. This allows a strong visual connec-
tion to the structure. The span could easily have been steel, but a decision was 
made to celebrate the vertical support system by contrasting the natural timber 
with the steel cladding. This is also seen within the interior of the space, where 
timber framing is exposed on the inside of the cladding. This allows an even deep-
er connection to the house through expressing the tectonics of the building. This 
could be used within the new buildings on the site of the Mahurangi West Hall. As 
the context is rural, just like this precedent, and the vernacular is very similar, both 
the cladding options and choice of materiality and the choice to reveal much of 
the structure could be utilised for this design project.

20  “Puketui Valley House”, RTA Studio, Accessed September 17, 2021, https://rtastudio.co.nz/
portfolio/puketui-valley-house
21  “2016 Waikato and Bay of Plenty Architecture awards winner”, NZIA, Accessed September 
17, 2021, https://www.nzia.co.nz/awards/local/award-detail/6103
22  “New Zealand Tramping Huts Inspired Tairua Bach”, Homes, Home Magazine, Accessed 
September 17, 2021, https://homemagazine.nz/new-zealand-tramping-huts-inspired-tairua-bach/
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Figure 16. Trampers Shelter, RTA Studio (Photo by RTA Studio). Figure 17. Trampers Shelter, RTA Studio (Photo by RTA Studio).

Figure 18. Sketches of main features identified in review (By Author).
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3.2 Precedent Review
Routeburn Shelter, Wyatt + Grey Architects Studio, 2016, Queen-
stown

The Routeburn Shelter, designed by Wyatt and Grey Architects, is a shelter de-
signed for trampers nestled into the hills near Queenstown. The architects de-
scribe the angular forms as representing the dramatic landscape of the area.23 
The design features a series of structures, tectonically expressed distinctly using 
various materials. The enclosed space is contained by a solid concrete struc-
ture, which gives the design a feeling of solidity and grounding within the hilly 
landscape. Protruding from the concrete structure is a series of angled canopies 
extending at different angles and pitches, creating an interesting visual composi-
tion against the mountainous landscape. This gives the visual impression of being 
encompassed by the canopy as one enters the space, perhaps representing the 
mountains behind them, creating a ‘v’ shape by having two mountain peaks, with 
a valley between them. The steel structure of the canopy contrasts beautifully 
with the monolithic concrete structure. The idea here is perhaps to contrast the 
concrete’s sculptural nature with the canopy’s highly tectonic expression, similar 
to Kenneth Frampton’s idea of combining tectonics and stereotomics, as noted 
in the literature review.24 This idea of contrasting sculpture and tectonics can be 
utilised to create a series of buildings on the site of the Mahurangi West Hall. 

The way the levels change to allow for the sloped site is very well designed, which 
has a transition past the concrete under the canopy onto timber decking, which 
then falls to the gravel hillside. The refined thresholds give the structure an overall 
appearance of an intervention within the landscape, essentially nestled with-
in grass and gravel.25 As the Mahurangi West Hall site has some steep aspects, 
the transition of levels will have to be designed effectively and beautifully for a 
successful design. This precedent will help to understand how the house connects 
with the site. A focus on the shift from building to the site will further enhance the 
tectonics of the design,  which is a large focus for this design project.

23  “Routeburn Shelter”, Archipro, Accessed 17 September, 2021, https://archipro.co.nz/proj-
ect/routeburn-shelter-wyatt-gray-architects
24  Kenneth Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture, (Chicago: The MIT Press, 1996), 5-6.
25  “Twenty years of Urbis: Part two”, Architecture Now, Accessed 17 September, 2021, 
https://architecturenow.co.nz/articles/twenty-years-of-urbis-part-two/
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Figure 19. Routeburn Shelter, Wyatt + Gray Architects (Photo by Wyatt 
+ Gray Architects).

Figure 20. Routeburn Shelter, Wyatt + Gray Architects (Photo by Wyatt 
+ Gray Architects).

Figure 21. Sketches of main features identified in review (By Author).
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3.3 Critical Reflection

The first component of this chapter was a literature review. The topic of archi-
tectonics helped define the design approach through details that connect with 
the history of the site and the community members. Starting with the origins of 
tectonics in ancient Greek to the debates in the 20th century, various techniques 
have been identified that can positively impact a building’s context. This topic 
focused on architectonic design methods that enhance the connection between 
community members by investigating how architectonics can enhance a commu-
nity space.

The next topic was critical regionalism, which explored various ways to develop 
a design approach that focuses on an intimate connection with the local context. 
Frampton and Lefaivre’s approach focused on local materials and craftwork that 
connect with the context and respect the site’s history, which was an important 
finding. The method identified will help to achieve the aim of this project: to en-
hance the connection between community members.

The last topic in the literature review assessed various aspects of community 
design specific to the rural environment. Christopher Alexander’s A Pattern Lan-
guage informed the project about specific methods to design a community centre 
that improves the connection between community members, which is one of the 
primary aims of this project. 

The precedent review, which was the second component of this chapter, focused 
on the Rural Retreat and Trampers Shelter by RTA Studio and the Routeburn 
Shelter by Wyatt + Grey Architects. These precedents directly address one of the 
project’s objectives: to explore relevant architectural precedents that will drive 
the project’s design response. All of these precedents are rural, which means that 
the design approach is more relevant to the context of this design project. 

The precedent reviews provided examples of how tectonics are expressed and 
specific design features that enhance the site and connect with the local context. 
Specifically, the usage of materiality and relating the shape of the building to the 
local vernacular of the area was an important finding with both the Rural Retreat 
and Trampers Shelter as it will help guide the project to enhance community 

interaction and minimise isolation between community members. The Routeburn 
Shelter identified a strategy to combine tectonics and stereotomics, a design method 
analysed in the literature review.  

The following key points can summarise the findings of the chapter:

1. Relevant architectural precedents have provided this project with the key research 
themes of architectonics, critical regionalism and rural community architecture. 

2. The literature and precedents analysed can instruct this project on designing 
architectonics that enhances a community space by connecting to the history of the 
site and the local vernacular.
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Figure 22. View from terrace on site looking West (Photo by Author).
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4 . 0  C o n t e x t

Figure 23. Kauri trees along Mahurangi West Road (Photo by Author).

This chapter comprises the following 
sections: A summary of the history of 
Mahurangi West, as well as the Mahuran-
gi West Hall, sketches of the Hall along 
Mahurangi West Road, and a watercolour 
analysis of the existing hall and site.analysis of the existing hall and site.
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4.1 Mahurangi West
The local history
In order to understand clearly the nature of this project, a very useful Dave Pear-
son Architect’s report has analysed the existing site. This report was developed 
to define a conservation plan for the Mahurangi West Hall and has helped inform 
the design project about the site’s background and the most recent work done to 
conserve the Hall, including new additions. 

Mahurangi West was an area of natural abundance, which attracted early Māori 
to the area. The shallow waters containing shellfish and large bush areas with lots 
of birdlife allowed life to be sustained. The hillsides were used to grow Kumara, 
as well as provide defences if necessary. 26 The Te Kawerau people lived in the 
area by the 18th Century, descendants of those that migrated north from Tamaki 
(Auckland).27 The tribe Ngati Whatua then arrived soon after, and after various 
battles with Te Kawerau, peace was instituted through intermarriage.28 

The Europeans first arrived in the early 1820s, with the area still home to the Te 
Kawerau-Ngati Whatua people. The area came under attack by the Ngapuhi peo-
ple from the north, armed with muskets. This caused the Te Kawerau and Ngati 
Whatua people to seek refuge in Waikato or Northland.29

Around 1836, the Kawerau people returned. However, during this time, the Haura-
ki tribes controlling the area sold the entire coastline from Takapuna to Te Arai 
Point and inland to Kaipara Divide to the crown. This was called “the Mahurangi 
purchase.30

Te Hemara Tuhia, chief of the Kawerau people, disputed this trade and continued 
to occupy the area from Mahurangi Heads and Waiwera. The crown made no 
moves to remove them. After demanding the headland between Waiwera and 
the Puhoi rivers, 6,691 acres were granted at the Native Land Court held at the 

26  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, (Auckland: Dave Pear-
son Architects, 2007), 10. https://mahurangiwest.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Mahuran-
gi-West-Hall-Conservation-Plan-200705.pdf
27  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 10.
28  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 10.
29  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 11.
30  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 11.

Waiwera Hotel. 31

In the 1820s, European timber traders arrived in the area, attracted by the kauri 
and deep water of the Mahurangi Harbour. Sawmills were established along the 
shores in the 1840s. This abundance of kauri also attracted shipbuilders. Some of 
the largest shipbuilding companies were located in the area, resulting in over 60 
ships being built between 1852 and 1880.32

31  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 11.
32  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 12.
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4.2 Mahurangi Heads West School
In 1883, John Darrach, head of the committee for the Board of Education, after a 
long winded-process for selecting a site for a new school, finally settled on a site 
on the side of the Mahurangi River. The site was described as a: “Fine high, whole-
some site, and commands an extensive and beautiful view”. The site was surveyed 
by 1884.33

In 1886, the Mahurangi Heads West School was finally opened, with 16 students 
from ages 6 to 16. The following structure to go on the site, and the last of the 
original additions was the long-drop. It was not until 1915 that this was added 
to the site. The teacher was told, at the time, that this was because: “These are 
country children. They just push down the fence wire and go into the bush”. 34 This 
was not acceptable to the new teacher, and thus a long drop was added to the 
site.

By 1946, the Mahurangi Heads West School closed, with the building being 
retained for religious and social purposes. In 1952, the site became a recreation 
reserve, and in 1954 it was formally opened as a reserve. It was not until 1979 
that the building and site were officially gazetted as a purpose reserve and public 
Hall.35

In December 2002, a society was formed: Mahurangi West Hall and Reserve Incor-
porated. This society was enthusiastic about restoring the Hall, which had fallen 
into an unfortunate state from its closing as a school (1946) until the time the soci-
ety formed. At the time, the Mayer, John Law was interested in its restoration, not 
to be relocated or added to.36 In 2006 the Hall was repainted, and the foundations 
relocked, with considerable work and hours done by community members. Lastly, 
in 2014 the site officially had a toilet block constructed, bringing a higher level of 
amenity.

33  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 17.
34  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 21.
35  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 23.
36  Dave Pearson Architects, Mahurangi West Hall Conservation Plan, 27.
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Figure 24. Mahurangi Heads West School Before conservation (Photo by Dave Pearson). Figure 25. Mahurangi West Hall (Photo by Author).
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Figure 26. View of Hall along Mahurangi West Road (Drawing by Author).

4.3 Journey to the Hall

A series of drawings were drawn based on the glimpses of the Hall one experienc-
es while walking or driving to the Hall from the western end of the road. It was 
also useful to understand how the Hall could be seen from the nearest cluster of 
houses, down the Bullock track, particularly the buildings facing east towards the 
Hall. This activity showed where the Hall was visible and how the new buildings 
may impact the site’s overall aesthetic. The primary viewpoint from which the 
Hall is seen is the West, along the Bullock track where many residents live, and 
Mahurangi West Road. Thus, it will be a significant focus for the new buildings to 
integrate with the site successfully, particularly from the West, along Mahurangi 
West road, and the Bullock Track.
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Figure 27. View of Hall along Mahurangi West Road (Drawing by Author). Figure 28. View of Hall along Mahurangi West Road (Drawing by Author).
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Figure 29. Watercolour sketch of hall on West side (drawing by Author).

4.4 Watercolour Paintings of Mahurangi West Hall
A series of watercolour drawings were sketched on-site to understand how the various buildings sit and relate to 
the site. When applying the colour washes, the most noticeable features were the red corrugated tin roof of the 
main Hall, the long-drop and the toilet block.
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Figure 30. Watercolour sketch of hall on North-West side (drawing by Author).
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Figure 31. Watercolour sketch of hall on East side (drawing by Author).
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4.5 Critical Reflection
This chapter focused on the context surrounding the Mahurangi West Hall and the 
history of the Hall itself. The conservation report developed by Dave Pearson Ar-
chitects was critical to understanding the local history of Mahurangi West and any 
work done to the Hall. The history of Mahurangi West was referred to extensively 
from the conservation report, which included when early Māori tribes came to the 
area, up to when the Europeans first came to the area and started to harvest the 
abundance of Kauri for shipbuilding.

Section (4.2) covers the history of the Hall, from its conception as the Mahurangi 
Heads West School to its change in function to a community Hall. This section also 
identifies the work done after its conception as a Community Hall.

These two sections complete one of the objectives of the project: To investigate the 
history of the Mahurangi West Hall, including any work done by Architects since 
the Hall was first built. This objective is an important step to achieving the two aims 
of the project: To enhance the connection of community members in Mahurangi 
West and minimise the potential for isolation that often occurs within rural environ-
ments.

Journey to the Hall (4.3), identifies the visibility of the Hall along Mahurangi West 
Road through sketches. The area identified as the most visible is the West end of 
the site. This side will potentially contain the fullest expression of the tectonics 
developed for this project. This section relates to the aim: To minimise the potential 
for isolation that often occurs within rural environments, as it is all about creating 
a highly visible design to the surrounding roads and clusters of houses. Even if one 
were not physically to go to the Hall, a sense of connection would still be possible.

Lastly, the section on watercolour paintings (4.4) helped identify the site’s main fea-
tures: the vegetation surrounding the site, the red corrugated roof of the existing 
Hall, and the white weatherboards of the Hall. This section starts to identify how 
architectonics can enhance a community space by connecting the new design to 
the main features of the existing Hall. The lack of tectonics expressed in the Early 
Victorian architecture helps guide how the new design may express tectonics and 
still create a connection between the existing Hall, which relates to the aim of the 
project: to enhance the connection of community members in Mahurangi West.

The following key points can summarise the findings of the chapter:

1. Researching literature relevant to the history of Mahurangi West has identified 
information that can drive the design response.

2. An intimate understanding of the context behind the Mahurangi West Hall will 
allow the design to respond to the heritage nature of the site and will allow for an 
effective design.

3. Sketching in locations where the Hall can be visible has provided an understanding 
of where the Hall is most visible, which is a key factor to reducing the isolation often 
found in rural environments.

4. Watercolour sketches have identified key design features that outline the main 
architectural aspects that will drive the design response and allow the design to con-
nect with the existing Hall.

project: to enhance the connection of community members in Mahurangi West.
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5 . 0  D e s i g n  P r o c e s s

Mahurangi West Hall

Unitec
Figure 32. Journey from Unitec campus to Mahurangi West Hall 
(Drawing by Author).

Figure 33. Sunrise of Hall, view from South-West (Photo by Author).

This chapter comprises the following sections: A site analysis of all the 
important features that the design will relate to, the initial concept that the 
design will begin with, and design development that will conclude with a 
summary of the important design features and how they address the aims 
and objectives of the project.
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Figure 34. Sunrise of Hall, view from North-East (Photo by Author).

5.1 Site Analysis
After researching the site, the next step was to analyse the site features to get 
a practical understanding of where everything sits, which will help to design a 
practical response. The site has three main features: The Mahurangi West Hall, 
the long drop, and the recent toilet block added. There is also a building on the 
edge of the carpark, which is used to store items to be used in the event of a civil 
emergency. The main entrance arrives on the east of the site, meaning one would 
have to walk a distance to access the Hall. The carpark arrangement may change 
depending on where the new buildings are situated on the site. A secondary en-
trance leads past the new toilet block, right down to the Hall’s entrance. 

Another important feature added to the site recently is extensive retaining to 
the north of the Hall, creating a large terraced field that is often used to host 
weddings and community events. This is important to note, as this design project 
should not take from the site in terms of functionality without providing other 
options for how existing activities might occur. Additional areas must be created 
in substitution for the area being taken away for a building or series of buildings. 
The view from the existing Hall is to be retained, as it offers a magnificent view 
of Mahurangi West, leading down to the Pukapuka inlet, further down the valley. 
Furthermore, the view that others will see of the site must be taken into account- 
it is essential to retain the picturesque nature of the site when adding additional 
buildings. 

In terms of functionality, the Hall is composed of one central space with an ad-
joining kitchen. A block of toilets is situated next to the Hall, which is not ideal for 
encouraging residents to spend substantial time at the Hall. Along with the lack 
of integrated services, there is a lack of additional indoor spaces for communi-
ty classes, as the Hall is all there is. These deficiencies allow an opportunity for 
designing additional functionality and enhancing community interaction on the 
site. This would be done by providing more buildings containing rooms for various 
levels of privacy, allowing for classes, workshops, a large function space, as well 
as casual areas for community interaction. If these buildings are to be constructed 
on the terrace in front of the Hall, the view should be framed and not disregarded, 
and the space taken up by the buildings must be provided elsewhere, potentially 
by terracing and retaining the lower areas of the site instead.

The tectonic expression of the existing building is very conservative. Almost 
nothing is revealed tectonically that might give away how it was constructed. This 
is often seen in Victorian buildings of the era the Hall was built in (the 1880s). An 
opportunity is presented to engage this lack of tectonic expression and provide 
this with the new buildings on the site. The buildings must relate in some way to 
the existing Hall, so perhaps cladding choices or roof pitches might express this. 
Another focus will be for the new buildings to not overpower the Hall and should 
respect its history and value in the community. A way to do this may be to lower 
all other buildings on the site, which creates a visual hierarchy, with the new build-
ings subservient to the existing Hall, but not so subservient that they are restricted 
in their design. A balance must be made between respecting the Hall and express-
ing the design of the new buildings.



34
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Figure 35. Aerial View of Mahurangi West Hall (Photo from Geomaps database).
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Figure 36. Site Plan of Mahurangi West Hall (Drawing by Author).
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Figure 37. South-West view of concept (Drawing by Author).

5.2 Initial Concept
The initial concept was a series of gabled buildings. The building on the West is a 
function space, and the building on the east is a community space for classes and 
workshops. Both of these buildings are lowered onto the terrace in front of the 
existing Hall. This allows a sense of hierarchy to the existing building, works better 
with the topography, and visually integrates more with the landscape. Parking is 
provided in front of the eastern building. This creates another level of accessibility 
to both new buildings, which is necessary when lowering both buildings. 

A main space between the two new buildings was created that maintain a central 
axis in front of the Hall. This also allows for a view from the inside of the existing 
Hall. Placing buildings to the north of the Hall and toilet block creates a smaller 
outside space framed by the function building.
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Figure 38 Top-down view of concept from West (Drawing by Author).

Figure 39. North-West view of concept (Drawing by Author).



38

5.3 Design Development
Stage one:

It was essential to mark the last concept up on the site to make sure the design 
worked, using posts and string-line. One of the things identified was the level 
change between the Hall and the lower terrace. This provided a challenge and 
opportunity. A challenge was to make sure the two levels were not so disconnect-
ed that they did not flow between each other, but it was also an opportunity to 
create a hierarchy level between the Hall and the new buildings. By mocking the 
design up on the site at 1:1 scale, it was possible to see how the buildings interact-
ed with the existing site features. The western building worked with the retaining 
wall running towards the Hall, and the eastern building followed the retaining wall 
from east to West, leaving a good amount of space behind it for a few car parks. 

An issue that was found when marking the design up in 1:1 was that there was not 
much defining of the lower level in terms of outside space, as the buildings do not 
contain the space very well. Visually, the outside space merged with the carpark, 
diluting the effect necessary to create a community hub. Another potential prob-
lem was that the western building (the function space) butted against the retain-
ing that will be created when the hall and terrace level is cut back and defined. 
This may be an issue because it is seen from the road; however, it was decided to 
be addressed in further design development. 

One of the main things identified was that the scale felt correct for a community 
centre-not too big to be dispersed but not too small to be dysfunctional. Walking 
around the site with the buildings strung up gave an idea of how it might be to 
walk between the buildings, and the scale and placement seemed appropriate. 
An interesting note was that there were a few additions made to the design while 
on the site. The first was a viewing platform in front of the Hall. This is to address 
people in the outside space so that speeches and events can take place. This view-
ing platform was also echoed in the lower level, extending out from the retaining 
wall and in line with the previous platform and Hall. The purpose for this was to 
celebrate the view into the valley and further strengthen the central axis, which 
the gable of the existing Hall follows. This allows the design of the new buildings 
to be guided into position, where they do not block the viewing angle from the 
Hall.

The process of marking up the site allowed further refinement to the plan made 
initially. Tweaks were made on the buildings themselves, such as the overall size 

and the proportions. It was possible to feel what the space between the buildings 
would be like, and adjustments were made to ensure there was enough distance 
between the buildings to undertake various activities. This process of mocking 
up the new buildings on the site was done twice for the same design, once in the 
morning and once in the evening, so that the lighting scenario could be under-
stood and experienced intimately.
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Figure 40. Classroom building marked-up (Photo by Author).

Figure 41. Function building marked-up (Photo by Author). Figure 42. Classroom building marked-up in sunset (Photo by Author).
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Figure 43. West view of Function building (Drawing by Author).

5.3 Design Development
Stage two:

Once the design was modelled up on-site, it was back to the drawing board for 
further refinement. Two smaller gables were added on the western building facing 
West. The smaller gables repeat the gable on the existing Hall. The effect created 
was a visual repetition of the gable from the Hall to the toilet block and down to 
the lower western building with the two gables perpendicular to the main struc-
ture. This was an important area to connect with the existing Hall, as it is the side 
of the site that is seen the most, travelling along Mahurangi West road and for the 
residents on the east side of the Bullock track.

Adding these two gables creates a secondary axis to the main direction of the site, 
which is roughly north. The secondary axis allows a sense of thoroughfare and 
connection between the new buildings, and the existing axis connects the new 
buildings with the existing Hall.
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Figure 44. South view of Function building (Drawing by Author).
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Figure 45. South-West view of site (Drawing by Author).

Figure 46. West view of site (Drawing by Author).

5.3 Design Development
Stage three:

The next step in developing the design was to look into how the spaces would 
function in more detail and enhance the outdoor space between the buildings. 
The arrangement on the east of the site was changed to achieve this. The original 
building on the east was running along the retaining wall; however, it was rotated 
into a new position, following the central axis. This created a more substantial 
outdoor space between the buildings, and the view was framed even better than 
before. Part of this building has a walkthrough area, in which the roof covers. The 
threshold created through this tunnel frames the square beyond without sacrific-
ing circulation.

A subsidiary building was added further east of the classroom building, forming an 
‘L’ shape. The idea was to create another smaller outdoor space that accommo-
dates the classrooms for another level of functionality. This would allow people to 
retreat into quieter areas of the site. The new building will accommodate work-
shops, which was an essential part of the initial specification. 
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Figure 46. West view of site (Drawing by Author).
Figure 47. East view of site (Drawing by Author).
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Figure 48. South view of viewing platform (Drawing by Author).

Figure 49. North view of shelter next to existing Hall (Drawing by Author).

5.3 Design Development
Stage four:

A significant addition to the design was to add a covered outdoor area next to 
the existing Hall. This provided an area that was connected to the main space but 
could operate by itself. An issue of privacy was identified, having a courtyard next 
to the recently added toilet block. This was solved by planting out the area be-
tween the courtyard and the toilet block. This courtyard was an essential addition 
as it allows pedestrian access from the main road, provided through a series of 
steps down into the courtyard space. There is no formal pedestrian access cur-
rently, and all circulation into the site happens through the two driveways, one on 
the east, the main one, and one on the West. The steps will allow an enhanced ex-
perience for anyone visiting the Hall by walking instead of using their vehicle. The 
Hall is a very popular destination to walk to on peoples daily walks, so creating a 
formal entrance for people to come and visit the Hall along the way could poten-
tially enhance the space by providing more foot traffic, increasing the chance of 
meeting others on the site. This idea of a “chanced encounter” is quite a signifi-
cant focus for achieving a successful design. People go to community centres to 
experience a connection with other neighbours. It should be bustling on the week-
ends, and there should be a regular stream of visitors during weekdays. Providing 
pedestrian access is an essential aspect of achieving this.

The additional ‘L’ shaped building was removed on the east of the site, as it did 
not look acceptable or integrated with the site. Instead,  the classroom building 
that was there previously was added back. These two buildings extend into each 
other, creating a gable along the long axis, which further strengthens the con-
nection to the existing Hall by seeing the repetition of gables from the West. The 
building that extends from the existing Hall towards the valley will be used as per-
manent workshops to be hired out to anyone who wishes to work in the centre.

A deck has been added, which extends out into the valley below, past the exist-
ing retaining. This helped create a much stronger central axis and enhance the 
community centre by providing another area of interest. From a wayfinding point 
of view, it draws the occupants of the site from their initial location to the square 
and then finally to the viewpoint overlooking the valley below.
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Figure 48. South view of viewing platform (Drawing by Author).

Figure 49. North view of shelter next to existing Hall (Drawing by Author).

Figure 50. South-West view of shelter next to existing Hall (Drawing by Author).

Figure 51. North view of shelter next to existing Hall (Drawing by Author).
Figure 52. South-East view of shelter next to existing Hall (Drawing by Author).
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5.3 Design Development
Stage five:

The focus for this stage was on the foundation and how the new buildings would 
interact with the landscape. A monolithic base that protrudes from the site on the 
north end was explored. By celebrating the expansion into the landscape, it helps 
to create a distinction between the new buildings and the existing Hall. Expressing 
the tectonics and building techniques of the 21st Century created a dynamic of the 
old and new existing together. The new buildings still respect the existing Hall by 
utilising the same roof pitch and gable but can stand independently. 

Another focus for the design was to increase the amount of usable space out-
side the new buildings. Initially, there was a large terraced field in front of the 
Hall, which the building footprints have taken up. This has been solved by adding 
another series of levels below the original retaining wall, extending out into the 
landscape on a few different heights and linking together. This area is also accessed 
through a one-way road, which could help transport any equipment that might be 
used on those levels. 

This iteration also explored an architectonic expression with steel and glass, slid-
ing underneath the gables to create a colonnade. This colonnade celebrates the 
materiality of the 21st Century and immediately creates a distinction between the 
new buildings and the existing Hall. The colonnade penetrates the function room, 
creating a series of steel columns on the inside of the space, similar to a cloister in 
churches. This colonnade is repeated on the other side of the building as well, and 
it creates a level of transparency with the repetition of glass and a great deal of 
depth visually with the steel columns on the other side as well. From the outside, 
a celebration of steel and glass is seen contrasting with traditional white painted 
weatherboards. The colonnade appears to be holding up the roof along the span of 
the overhang while still appearing light and effortless, an expression of the mate-
rials and construction techniques that are different to the existing Hall, being built 
in the 1880’s. This colonnade is repeated in various parts on the other building as 
well, in areas where the classrooms face the valley so that one might step out of 
the classroom or open up to a small outside area, which would be perfect on hot 
summer days when teaching a community class. This is also seen along with the 
series of workshops, which allows protection from the elements if the bi-folds were 
to be opened up. Protection from the elements is also provided to anyone walking 
from the lower level up to the function space and classroom/workshop building.

The interior of the function space is expressed minimally, with raking ceilings and 
dark joinery. Further work is to be done on the materiality of the raking ceiling; 
however, it may be a timber veneer or gib. The steel overhang might extend into 
the interior as steel or change into a bulkhead, extending to the internal colon-
nade. If the steel changes to a gib bulkhead, the ceiling would most likely need 
to be gib as well, although contrasting materials may work as well. The gable end 
facing north will contain a window that would fit within the size of the width and 
height of the bulkhead so that the inside is minimally expressed, and more is re-
vealed once someone enters into the space.

The ceiling of the workshop wing in the other building will be flat, at the same 
height as the metal overhang that extends from the building. The classroom 
building will have a raking ceiling, similar to the function space. There is repetition 
seen of the steel overhang and colonnade on the south-east of this building. This 
helps to facilitate the circulation between the buildings and provides a threshold 
between the building and the carparks outside it.

The landscaping outside will mainly be in-situ concrete. This includes the exposed 
foundation of the existing Hall, which will be brought down on the outside, and 
cast concrete will be poured around it so that it creates a plinth, making the Hall 
even more prominent. This concrete will also be used on the retaining between 
the Hall and the new lower space and the steps. There will be a large grass court-
yard between the two new buildings, with the circulation that links the two new 
buildings and the Hall together. 

In the shelter next to the Hall, the structure will be the same steel as used with 
the colonnade, and the roof will be the same pitch as repeated with the new 
buildings on the lower level. All of the buildings at this point have painted timber 
weatherboards with red steel roofing. This helps create a sense of continuity be-
tween the Hall and the new buildings from a distance. Some features help distin-
guish between the old and new and do not act in disharmony from the existing 
building. These features include the steel colonnades, the in-situ concrete plinths 
that the new buildings rest on, as well as the raking ceilings that do not have a 
defined material at this point. There will also be concrete slabs in both buildings 
that are an extension of the plinths of the foundation. This further helps to ground 
the design in the 21st Century.  
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Figure 53. North view of site (Drawing by Author). Figure 54. East view of site (Drawing by Author).

Figure 55. West view of site (Drawing by Author).
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5.3 Design Development
Stage six:

After designing the location and overall shape of the two buildings, it was time to 
go into detail with the floor plan with each, and then start to design and refine the 
tectonics of the two buildings. After deciding on the programme earlier for each 
building, spaces were allocated depending on the importance and function. 

The workshop/classroom building needed five main components: workshops, 
classrooms, a communal space, bathrooms, and a kitchen. As previously identified, 
the north to south axis contains the workshop buildings. It is essential that these 
are externally accessible and can open up to the main central outdoor space. This 
allows opportunities to set up stalls for events such as a market. The classrooms 
run from West to East, along the retaining wall. There are three smaller rooms and 
one large room on the east side. This provides a much more flexible arrangement 
for the site than what was previously just a hall, which only allowed one class or 
event to go on at a time. The communal space is situated on the south of the build-
ing, closest to the existing Hall. This allows a sense of connection with the past and 
to feel as though they are in the centre of the community space. This is the area 
where one would be most likely to find other people to interact with, as it is an 
excellent vantage point to most parts of the site, being open to the central court-
yard and close to the lower carpark. There is a kitchen in this area too, along with 
a small series of bathrooms. This area further strengthens the physical separation 
between the workshop spaces while maintaining the gable roof over both enclo-
sures. This allows one to walk from the carpark to the outside courtyard, meaning a 
much higher chance of seeing people in the community space.

The function building contains a stage, with a large open area in front of the space, 
bathrooms, a kitchen, and a room for servicing stage events. The stage is central 
to the whole design of this building and faces the northern end of the building. 
Flanked on either side of this stage are two corridors. On the east side, there is a 
staircase that leads to underground parking. On the west, there is a kitchen and a 
stage room. Behind the stage, where the two corridors meet, is a series of self-en-
closed bathrooms that service the building. The tectonics will primarily be ex-
pressed in the area in front of the stage, where events are most likely to occur. This 
is an important building to express tectonics and will be the primary representative 
of all tectonic expressions for the site. The workshop/classroom building will echo 
these details but will not contain all of them at once.
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Figure 56. Sketch of building layouts (Drawing by Author).
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Figure 57. View of balcony and underground parking (Drawing by Author).

5.3 Design Development
Stage seven:

The tectonic details were explored in this stage. The area in front of the stage was 
the first area to be designed in detail. The idea of an exposed truss system was im-
plemented. The truss is angled to form a triangle along the long end of the gable, 
which creates a pyramid shape that repeats from the north end of the building to 
the stage. Reclaimed kauri was utilised for the truss system, which ties into the 
local context, and helps to enhance the space by expressing the materials used on 
the existing Hall. The truss is held at the bottom by steel chords, which are as thin 
as possible while maintaining structural integrity. This allows an expression of the 
structural capabilities in the 21st Century, which creates a contrast to the existing 
Hall and helps to differentiate itself while still working in harmony with the site’s 
overall aesthetic. The bottom of the truss sits on a timber beam, which sits above 
the bi-fold windows. The steel overhang extends into the building and gives the 
effect of floating through the building, separated from the roof’s structure. This 
creates another level of intrigue and relates to the Routeburn Shelter, which was 
previously analysed in the precedent analysis, and its relationship to the ground. 
This is seen through the steel overhang, how it slides underneath the roof and 
truss structure, connecting the inside and outside in a much more seamless way, 
rather than having a wall to which the roof connects. The series of bi-fold doors sit 
underneath the steel open right out, creating an indoor-outdoor flow, and adding 
to the flexibility of the function space.

There is a repetition of this steel overhang on the opposite side of the building, 
below the opposing truss. This overhang is contained by windows and overlooks 
the site’s western side, elevated above the underground carpark. The carpark ex-
tends between the two concrete support systems of the function space, accessed 
via a staircase in the smaller gable of this building. This allows further function-
ality, as the site can get very busy with events such as weddings and community 
functions. Providing underground parking close to the function building helps 
enhance the space, and in turn, will provide more accessibility to those using the 
building. There is also parking added next to the workshop/classroom building, 
which helps to facilitate daily activities and would be more predominately used. 
The parking on both the function building and the workshop/classroom building 
will be connected via a one-way road that wraps around the site.

The tectonic details within the function space are only seen between the stage 
and close to the end of the building on the north end. The gable rests on two 
bookends composed of the stage and the end of the building on the north. From 
the outside, a representation of the tectonics is seen by the steel, which spans be-
tween the two concrete plinths. Traditional weatherboards cover both ends of the 
concrete plinths and act to connect with the existing Hall. This creates a composi-
tion of traditional and contemporary elements. The book ends are thicker in width 
to allow the roof to overhang, which creates a negative underneath the soffit. 
This creates a blurring of the inside and outside and another threshold, which the 
Routeburn Shelter inspired, and the gradient of levels and materials that consoli-
date the change.
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Figure 58. Interior of function building (Drawing by Author).

Figure 59. View of classroom/workshop building (Drawing by Author).
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5.3 Design Development
Stage eight:

In the outside courtyard, reclaimed brick was chosen due to its rustic character, 
which helps to tie in with the local context. Combining the brick paving with the 
in-situ concrete retaining walls contrasts the old and new to express the history 
of the site while remaining relevant in the construction methods of the present 
era. The brick also contrasts with the concrete slab floor that is suspended by the 
concrete plinths of the function building. The idea is that traditional construction 
methods and building materials are used in areas where they typically would 
be, such as on an already flat terrace, and where there is a structural feat which 
would not have been possible in the 1800s, contemporary building methods are 
used such as steel and reinforced concrete. 

The stairs leading down from the courtyard to the lower terrace utilises in-situ 
concrete as a sculptural contrast to the highly tectonic nature of the inside of the 
two new buildings. The lower terraces are retained by in-situ concrete, which 
extends up by a meter to contain the grass fields. This initial terrace flows down 
to a lower main terrace and then further to a subsidiary terrace. This orientation 
allows a level of intrigue for kids who may want to explore the area and for various 
activities to take place.

The parking spaces under the function all have an access point to the lower ter-
races, which help to make the entire lower area highly accessible. A tunnel under-
neath the retaining wall facilitates this, and one is surrounded by in-situ concrete, 
which then opens up to the expanse of the valley beyond. Above this tunnel is the 
east-side deck of the function building, and one could overlook this tunnel and 
understand more about the arrangement of the site.
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Figure 60. South-East view of site from Mahurangi West Road (Drawing by Author).
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5.3 Design Development
Stage eight:

Figure 61. View of Function building from courtyard (Drawing by Author).
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Figure 62. View from lower terraced fields (Drawing by Author).
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5.4 Design Conclusion

This chapter began with a site analysis that identified key areas of the existing site 
that helped to guide the design response. The site analysis started with identifying 
what the site is missing or lacking to be a highly functioning community centre 
that can enhance the local community’s connection. Key features identified to be 
lacking are the small number of parking spaces for significant events, the lack of 
specific rooms for various activities, and the lack of integrated facilities that en-
courage longer stays. These deficiencies allowed for a focused design response.

It should be noted that every one of those features identified as lacking has been 
supplemented in some way in the new design response. The parking has been 
extended to the terraced area below the existing Hall and underneath the new 
function space. Two new buildings have been added, which have specific spac-
es for activities such as classes, workshop spaces, and a function room to host 
events. These new buildings surround a courtyard that opens to the existing Hall, 
connecting the existing heritage building and the new buildings. This is important 
as the courtyard, the connection between the existing Hall and the new buildings 
can enhance the connection of community members using the space by providing 
a space where people can come and enjoy spending time.

The tectonics expressed in the design development anchor the design in an archi-
tectural expression of the 21st century. Tectonics that express structures made of 
steel and glass were explored in the function space and the classroom/workshop 
building. Also explored were exposed timber trusses, which gives the design a 
humble contrast to the rest of the tectonics. These design features aim to provide 
an engaging environment that contrasts with the existing Hall’s vernacular and 
anchor the community centre within the context of the 21st century through a 
modern tectonic expression.

To contrast with the highly tectonic nature of the new buildings, a solid monolithic 
base was added to both new designs. The existing Hall had its foundation exposed 
and expressed in the same manner, as previously the foundation was covered up, 
which was uncovered to create a connection to the new buildings by expressing 
the stereotomics. Exposing the foundation also allows the existing Hall to be at a 
higher level of the hierarchy and sits strongly on its level on the site.

By responding to the current limitations and respecting the history of the existing 
Hall, the design strategy, while specific to the Mahurangi West Hall, can be used in 
other contexts and building typologies. The design strategy is composed of analysing 
the existing site and the history of the local context while responding to the site’s 
limitations, which improve the users’ experience. In this case, it was centred on 
creating a community environment that encourages interaction between community 
members, but the aim could change depending on what the site lacks.

The following key points can summarise the findings of the chapter:

1. The site analysis provided an opportunity for an effective design approach that 
creates spaces and facilities needed for a community centre in the 21st century

2. A tectonic language was developed throughout the design progress that connects 
with the existing Hall but also represents a modern approach to materials and con-
struction techniques.

3. As explored in the literature review and the Routeburn Shelter, stereotomics was 
explored to contrast with the architectonics, which can be seen with the monolithic 
slabs that hold the new buildings. This was also expressed with the original Hall by 
dropping the outside floor level to create a plinth that connects with the new design 
and creates a higher level of hierarchy on the site.

4. The design approach of researching the context of the site and designing a series 
of buildings to provide additional functionality is relevant in other typologies and 
contexts.  
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Figure 63. Close up of details in function space (Drawing by Author).

Figure 64. Close up of details in function space (Drawing by Author).

Figure 65. Close up of balcony/ underground carpark in function space 
(Drawing by Author).
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Figure 66. Colonnade outside workshop space/courtyard (Drawing by Author).
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Figure 67. Interior of function space looking towards courtyard (Drawing by Author).
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6.0 Thesis Conclusion
The research question for this design project was: How can architectonics enhance 
a community space in Mahurangi West? The project aimed to improve social in-
teractions and minimise isolation between rural residents through an architectural 
intervention at the site of the Mahurangi West hall. These two primary aims were 
partially achieved through responding to the history of the area and the existing 
Hall, as evident in the site analysis conducted prior to design development. 

Exploring relevant architectural precedents was essential to driving the design re-
sponse. These projects included the Rural Retreat and Trampers shelter designed 
by RTA Studio and the Routeburn Shelter, by Wyatt + Grey Studio. The above proj-
ects were rural, and they connected to the environment by utilising shapes (such 
as the gable) and materiality that was common within the rural vernacular. These 
design decisions inspired and drove the design response for the two buildings add-
ed to the Mahurangi West Hall site: the red corrugated iron roof and the tradition-
al white-washed weatherboard cladding often seen in rural environments. 

The use of architectonics was integral to enhancing the site of the Mahurangi 
West Hall by connecting with the existing Hall and site and respecting the local 
context. 

The design response combined traditional features such as the gabled end, white-
washed weatherboard, and corrugated iron, which are the primary features of 
the existing Hall. Elements were designed for the new buildings, such as in-situ 
concrete plinths, trusses that allow the roof to float above the area in front of the 
stage in the function building, and thin steel, which was extruded out from various 
parts of both buildings, providing canopies and balconies. 

By responding to the current limitations and respecting the history of the existing 
site, the design strategy, while specific to the Mahurangi West Hall, is applicable to 
other contexts and building typologies. 

The current design proposal represents an intervention that expresses architec-
tonics to transform an existing historic site into a contemporary facility that will 
enhance social connectivity amongst the local rural community and which re-
spects the heritage status of the building.
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Figure 68. View from interior of Mahurangi West Hall (Photo by Author).
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enhance a community space 
in Mahurangi West?
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L I T E R A T U R E
R E V I E W 
F I N D I N G S

Architectonics
Critical Regionalism 
Community Rural Design



A R C H I T E C T O N I C S

Relationship between construction 
and structure.
Eduard F. Sekler in Structure in Art and in Science, (1965), 90. 

Can be used to provide a deeper 
sense of connection to the context.
lban Janson and Florian Tigges, Fundamental Concepts of Architecture : The Vocabu-
lary of Spatial Situations, 325.



C R I T I C A L
R E G I O N A L I S M

Counters the lack of identity of the 
Post-Modern movement.

A recognition of what Architecture 
means to human beings.
Pietro Belluschi in Architectural Record 229, 138.



C O M M U N I T Y  
R U R A L  D E S I G N

Inclusiveness of all backgrounds is vital to 
feel at home in the community centre.
Hugh Barton, Sustainable Communities: The potential for Eco-neighbourhoods, 154.

It is important to have small community 
activities and projects surrounding the 
community centre.
Christopher Alexander, A Pattern Language, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 243.
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F I N D I N G S

Rural Retreat, RTA Studio

Trampers Shelter, RTA Studio

Routeburn Shelter, Wyatt + Grey 
Architects Studio



P R E C E D E N T
F I N D I N G S

Rural Retreat, RTA Studio (Photo by RTA Studio).Rural Retreat, RTA Studio (Photo by RTA Studio).

Gable represents the rural ver-
nacular 

Red painted roof speaks to 
the sites history

White painted weather-
boards tie to the local context

Rural Retreat, RTA Studio



P R E C E D E N T
F I N D I N G S

Tectonics expressed through the timber column 
and exposed wall frame

Red corrugated cladding expresses the rural 
context

Overal form speaks to a utilitarian farm shed 
vernacular 

Trampers Shelter, RTA Studio
Trampers Shelter, RTA Studio (Photo by RTA Studio). Trampers Shelter, RTA Studio (Photo by RTA Studio).



P R E C E D E N T
F I N D I N G S

Tectonics of structure relates to the sloped ter-
rain and the mountain ranges.

Timber decking softens the transition between 
the concrete slab to the graveled slope.

Combination of tectonics and stereotomics 
with the concrete structure and steel overhang. 

Routeburn Shelter, Wyatt + 
Grey Architects Studio

Routeburn Shelter, Wyatt + Gray Architects 
(Photo by Wyatt + Gray Architects).

Routeburn Shelter, Wyatt + Gray Architects 
(Photo by Wyatt + Gray Architects).
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Geomaps

Local Context



Abstraction of area

Local Context
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Site Plan

Local Context
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Mahurangi West Hall
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Initial Concept
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Stage One



D E S I G N
P R O C E S S

Stage Two
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Stage Three
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Stage Four
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Stage Five
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Stage Six
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Stage Seven
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Stage Eight
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Tectonic Model 1:5
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