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“Touchless Touch”

abstract. This research project, Touchless Touch, 
explores the delicate relationship that 
exists between society and wilderness 
heritage.

     Wilderness heritage is becoming more 
and more endangered. Expanding 
populations and technology place 
greater pressure on wilderness areas 
and precious ecological environments. 
Society faces a dilemma due to 
the value of such precious space.  
As both protector and destroyer, how 
does humanity engage with this space? 

 Architecture presents a possible 
solution to this problem. The fabric of 
architecture has the power to establish 
a mutually beneficial relationship 
between civilisation and wilderness.
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1.0 introduction
1.1  Research Question. How can the fabric of architecture enable us to be touchlessly in-touch with wilderness heritage at the Poor Knights Islands?

Figure 1.1 The Poor Knights Islands on route from Tutukaka Harbour.
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The natural conditions found in con-
servation areas can be likened to a kind 
of paradise. The Poor Knights Islands 
are a marine and land reserve with 
both a thriving biodiversity and sensi-
tive cultural history. The clear waters 
are entered by divers from the local 
and tourist sectors yet the land remains 
prohibited to public access. 
  The purpose of this project is to 
provide a responsible access to the 
wilderness heritage for all people, 
divers and non-divers alike. It would 
explore how architecture can provide 
the opportunity to lead us close enough 
and quietly enough to the immensity 

and power of the wilderness where we 
are moved by the experience without 
causing damage to it. The opportunity 
to… pass through… stop… wait...  
and just ‘be’ – within a wilderness 
environment is the goal.   
    This project aims to discover how 
to construct the boundary between 
humans and a  wilderness heritage site.  
The intension is to create permeability 
in one direction only. Such permeability 
should generate a powerful impact on 
the human sensorium, establishing 
a non-toxic relationship for human 
beings with the wilderness heritage 
context.  

It is about architecture that is there but not there; in the way that a scuba diving suit is a seamless connection to the ocean.

1.2 Aims and Objectives

Touchless Touch is conceived as a response to the desire to be in touch 
with some of our more precious natural heritage rather than severed 
from it as mandated by its New Zealand Nature Reserve’s status.

How can we be touchlessly ‘in-touch’ with natural heritage? 

1.3 Outline of the Project
The following outline briefly describes the centre and the extents of this thesis.
This project explores the idea of 
touch. There are three frontiers to this 
exploration. The physical/relational, 
the social and the metaphorical. These 
aspects of the project are expanded 
upon in the following pages. 
    To contextualise this investigation 
I will first present the underpinning 
question of the project, describe the 
current situation at the site and then 
outline the intentions of the project as 
a whole. 
    The underpinning question which 
is the consistent thread throughout 
this project comes from the idea 
of ‘Touchless Touch’; How can we 
be touchlessly in-touch with our 
wilderness heritage? The premise 

for this question is unveiled by the 
current scenario of the site. Other sub-
questions presented in this document 
tend to be biased towards one of the 
frontiers which this project engages. 
    Today at the Poor Knights Islands 
there is a ‘no-touch’ policy under its 
nature reserve status. Access to land 
requires a permit but observation of 
the marine reserve is acceptable; this 
generates both relational and physical 
boundaries. 
 Only scuba and free divers cross the 
physical boundary and appreciate 
the spectacular and sublime spatial 
qualities fostered by the conservation 
cause.
  This project proposes a place for a 

deeper connection with wilderness 
heritage, beyond  the limitations our 
physical bodies impose. It is intended 
that this access enables a broader range 
of people to encounter this experience.
    The way we approach, use, enter 
and touch wildernesss space is of 
both national and global significance. 
Architecture is a means by which a 
solution may be found to this difficult 
dilemma of preserving our wilderness 
heritage. The fabric of architecture has 
the potential to establish a relationship 
to this space void of destructive 
wilderness heritage consequence. 
    It must be noted at this point that the 
ideas of heritage, and wilderness will 
be examined in section 2. 
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Architecture involves creating 
relationships between things. We 
use materials to separate and divide, 
connect and surround entities. 
Physically we experience this 
through protection from the natural 
elements, for example, by regulating 
temperature and light. Experientially 
we perceive the transfer of connection 
or disconnection which this generates 
at the interface between the entities 
involved. Architectural boundaries 
are built physical entities. They 
are an arrangement of materials, a 
construction built to satisfy function 
and purpose. Such construction 

deals with the problems of durability, 
waterproofing and resistance to external 
forces. It enables us to dwell in areas 
where our natural skin can not support 
us, for example, by creating a weather 
barrier. The boundary enables us to be 
separate from a context, the physical 
world around us, while at the same 
time be reliant on other characteristics 
of that same physical world.  
Can such a sophisticated boundary 
enable humans to be “touched” by a 
physically untouchable environment; 
our wilderness heritage? 
 Boundaries are relational 
architectural tools. They provide 

us with the ability to choose the 
extent to which we are immersed 
in or withdrawn from a context. 
These relational conditions have 
implications on both sides of boundary. 
The interior surface is physically 
touched by people and the exterior 
surface by the natural environment. 
We experience the delineation and 
juxtaposition of these two environments 
through the boundary conditions. 
The impact of this mediation and 
control of intimacy is facilitated 
by the architectural devices. These 
allow us to see or touch a boundary, 
engaging our sensory perception.

Can we still feel like we are part of an environment while being distinctly separate? 

This frontier is concerned with the nature of the boundary  in a wilderness 
setting. The following discusses the  plasticity of an architectural boundary. 
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People are in connection with the 
environment every day. We touch the 
environment and the environment 
touches us. In our cities and urban 
spaces, all wilderness seems to have 
been carefully manicured out of 
existence. We derive little satisfaction 
from these “man-made forests”. Our 
consciousness is becoming more 
aware of a deeper relationship to 
nature and its importance through 
media and conservation initiatives. 
Buildings touch the site through a 
connection to the ground and by 
the way they operate and function. 
We can float above, immerse within, 

and stand beside environments 
through the use of architecture. Here 
architecture is conceived of not in a 
narrow focus, but in a much wider area 
of responsibility, extending beyond 
the weather skin of the boundary. 
  This project’s social purpose is 
to impact the individual through 
a wilderness experience, so that a 
society of individuals, so impacted, 
would become stewards rather than 
destroyers of our existing and future 
heritage.  
     Typically the banishment of people, 
society and its artefacts, including 
architecture, from wilderness areas has 

occurred because they are seen as toxic 
and detrimental to those protected 
places. This project challenges this 
negative assumption. Instead that 
architecture is intimately related as to 
inspire those who are harmoniously  
exposed to this environment. People 
could even be better educated about 
the wilderness heritage to appreciate 
conservations’ positive and negative 
impacts. Such positive impact may 
even include tailoring the architecture 
to actually be an additional ecological 
habitat for the flora and fauna of the 
natural heritage site in question. 

A key challenge for this project is to facilitate an experience which evokes a personal response to a wilderness setting 
through architecture.  Characteristic of a wilderness experience is a sense of wonder, discovery, joy, and fulfilment (Alison 
Ballance, ‘The heart of the matter’ - WILD HEART).  

So it is the hope of this project, that architecture connects people to the richness and power of their wilderness heritage, to be the 
conduit or vessel for this relationship, void of destructive wilderness heritage consequence.  
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In the past the need for recovery of 
valuables from shipwrecks spurred 
the development of two experiential 
diving devices: the diving bell and 
the diving helmet, invented by John 
Deane Whitstable in 18201. Since this 
time divers have been increasingly in 
touch with a previously untouchable 
environment; the submarine 
environment.   Through being immersed 
within the openness, closure and mass 
of the marine environment, we become 
far more connected and aware of the 

1 Paul, Stanley. Sport Diving: The British Sub-
Aqua Club Diving Manual, (Musselburgh, 
Scotprint Ltd, 1988), 24.

beauty within the ocean. The rawness 
and power of a wild environment is 
exposed. The development of diving 
suits and breathing apparatus helped 
divers explore ‘another world’ which 
was foreign to them. This apparatus is 
important in the relationship between 
man and ocean; life hangs in the 
balance of these working in harmony. 
   Although divers are immersed 
in another environment they are 
separated by the protective envelope 
they wear. 

    The contradiction of separation yet 
connection is significant. As divers, 
we can be physically and emotionally 
touched by the environment without 
causing damage to it. The project will 
use the diving suit as a metaphor for 
an architectural exploration of how 
architecture can ‘dive’ into a wild 
wilderness heritage space. The fabric 
of architecture will be the building 
element of focus for this endeavour 
where “touchless touch” occurs.

The architectural intention is best described metaphorically as the divers suit. 

Figure 1.2 Scuba diver immersed.

Figure 1.3 Early divers suit sketch. 
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The focus of the project is the 
relationship of people to a wilderness 
setting. 

The challenge is the design of the 
architectural boundary in such a 
delicate and vulnerable environment. 

The outcome of such a relationship 
has the potential to threaten the 
very nature  of a wilderness setting.  
A place void of human habitation. 
Such an agenda generates a paradox 
with a difficult challenge. Will the 
relationship be successful or purely 
destructive? This is the beauty of the 
design environment. An opportunity 
to explore and discover what could be 
possible.

1.4 Focus and Challenge

Figure 1.4 My father diving into the depths. 
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1.5 Methodology The approach was to design with 
the current knowledge at hand 
then analyse the design outcome 
while always looking to draw upon 
immediate contextual feedback, such 
as scale, location, access, spatial and 
ecological qualities, which would fuse 
with the design intention. 
    The following cyclic process was used: 
analyse context, propose architecture, 
deepen understanding of the context, 
propose architecture, resource existing 
knowledge, propose architecture, 
again, analyse relationship to context 
inside and outside the boundary.  
This cycle is repeated until the design 

The project addresses the research problem by the development of alternative 
solutions throughout the design process.  

intention is achieved. 
    Analysis of the experience caused 
by such a design in such a context 
impacted the development of the 
design response to the problems and 
issues which arose. 
   The significance of the project’s 
relationship to context required 
a constant appreciation for the 
architectural implications on both 
sides of the boundary. The interior 
experience perceived by people, and 
the exterior experience where the 
design outcome had the potential to 
be poisonous to the existing spatial 
experience as a whole. 

Figure 1.5 Jean Guichard: La Jument Lighthouse, France.
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2.0 existing knowledge
Figure 2.1 Craig Potton: Fiordland
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2.1  Heritage.

Heritage refers to a complex collection 
of inherited elements, artefacts, ideas, 
customs, existing and past realities.  
These aspects are recognised by a 
particular group of people for the 
intrinsic past, present and future 
values; often essential to their identity.  
The continuation and access to 
heritage is of central importance to 
New Zealanders.    
   This project focuses on one of those 
identifying elements of our heritage; 
wilderness. 
    The Center for Heritage Society of 
University of Massachusetts defines 
heritage in the following way:
  ‘Heritage is the full range of our 
inherited traditions, monuments, 
objects, and culture.  Most important, it 
is the range of contemporary activities, 
meanings, and behaviours that we draw 
from them. 
    Heritage includes, but is much more 
than preserving, excavating, displaying, 
or restoring a collection of old things.  
It is both tangible and intangible, in 
the sense that ideas and memories--of 
songs, recipes, language, dances, and 
many other elements of who we are 
and how we identify ourselves--are as 
important as historical buildings and 
archaeological sites. 
    Heritage is, or should be, the subject 
of active public reflection, debate, and 
discussion.  What is worth saving?  What 
can we, or should we, forget?  What 
memories can we enjoy, regret, or learn 
from?  Who owns “The Past” and who 
is entitled to speak for past generations?  
Active public discussion about material 

and intangible heritage--of individuals, 
groups, communities, and nations--
is a valuable facet of public life in our 
multicultural world. 
    Heritage is a contemporary activity 
with far-reaching effects.  It can be 
an element of far-sighted urban and 
regional planning.  It can be the platform 
for political recognition, a medium 
for intercultural dialogue, a means of 
ethical reflection, and the potential 
basis for local economic development.  It 
is simultaneously local and particular, 
global and shared.
    Heritage is an essential part of the 
present we live in--and of the future we 
will build.’’2

   The Department of Conservation 
(DOC) has been set up to act for 
the people of this country to be the 
steward of some parts of the Heritage 
of New Zealand. The DOC considers 
heritage as of a historical nature. It has 
developed a three part definition for 
categorising different aspects of this 
historical heritage:“Fabric, Stories and 
Culture”.3 
  In considering “wilderness” for this 
project, we find that it is into the 

2 Center for Heritage and Society. Heritage 
definition, Http://Www.Umass.Edu/Chs/
About/Whatisheritage.Html (accessed 
February 15, 2012).

3 New Zealand Department of Conservation. 
Historic heritage definition, Http://Www.
Doc.Govt.Nz/Conservation/Historic/
Managing-Heritage/What-Is-Historic-
Heritage/Historic-Heritage-Has-Three-
Elements (accessed February 20, 2012).

first of the three elements, “Fabric”, 
that DOC has chosen to nest the 
idea of “wilderness”. It is of notable 
consequence that this fabric element 
encompasses what we see or touch4 

   Both of these definitions of heritage 
suggest that we  should be in-
touch rather than severed from our 
inheritance. This is at the heart of the 
dilemma for  conservation authorities 
which decide on the degree of access  
to heritage. This is particularly true for 
wilderness heritage.
  In some places we are divorced from 
this heritage in order that it continues 
for future generations. But to what 
end if the values of these spaces are 
unappreciated?    
 The “wilderness” ideas 
communicated over the last two 
centuries will be described in the 
following pages. This understanding  
will then be used to define implications 
for the “Touchless Touch” architecture 
of this project.    

4  Ibid.

Wilderness.

 

The subtle difference between 
these management systems is that 
preservation keeps the original state, 
while conservation recreates the 
original state. 
     At the heart of the two facets is the 
idea of ‘keeping’. The depth of meaning 
in this word anchors the complexity 
of our relationship to wilderness 
today. The word ‘keep’ refers to our 
responsibility to wilderness. It is 
the verb that  causes our relational 
dilemmas. As Aldo Leopold once said 
“The oldest task in human history: to 
live on a piece of land without spoiling 
it”.7    
    From a position which understands 
the different nuances of meaning in 
the word ‘keep’, one can appreciate 
the complexity of the role of the 
‘keepers’ and its affect on wilderness 
management. 

The meaning of  ‘Keep’:  
“verb (past and past participle kept) 
[with object] 
(1) have or retain possession of. 
(2) continue or cause to continue in a 
specified condition, position, course, etc. 
(3) provide for the sustenance of 
(someone).
(4) honour or fulfil (a commitment or 
undertaking). noun 

(1) [mass noun] food, clothes, and other 
essentials for living.
(2) [mass noun] archaic charge; control. 
Origin: late Old English cēpan ‘seize, 
7 The Aldo Leopold Foundation. Leopold 

Quotations, Http://Www.Aldoleopold.Org/
Contact/Stan.Shtml (accessed March 18, 
2012).

The ‘Touchless Touch’ of this 
project aims to immerse itself in the 
paradoxical nature of wilderness 
management. I will first present 
the underpinning wilderness ideas 
relevant to this project, and then 
elaborate on the paradox of wilderness 
management.
     Wilderness is an idea that is threaded 
throughout history. Literature records 
personal feelings, attitudes and 
definitions of those who have pursued 
wilderness experiences. Today, these 
descriptions provide many facets to 
the wilderness idea, both conceptual 
and physical. Two of the major facets 
currently explored are ‘preservation’ 
and ‘conservation’. These are both 
pertinent to the development of 
wilderness management strategies.         
    The origins of these words highlight 
the similarities and differences of these 
facets: 

Preservation, to preserve:  
“verb.[with object] (1) maintain 
(something) in its original or existing 
state. Latin origin: praeservare, from 
prae- ‘before, in advance’ + servare ‘to 
keep’.5   

 Conservation, to conserve:  
“verb.[with object] (1) protect 
(something, especially something of 
environmental or cultural importance) 
from harm or destruction. Latin origin: 
conservare ‘to preserve’, from con- 
‘together’ + servare ‘to keep’.”6   
5 Simpson, J. A.  Concise Oxford Dictionary. 

tenth ed. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2001)

6 Simpson, Concise Oxford Dictionary. 

Figure 2.2  Department of Conservation,“The State of Wilderness in New Zealand.” 
Wellington, (2001). 10.
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take in’, also ‘care for, attend to’.”8

With this idea of ‘keeping’ the following 
historical  record is examined to show 
how keeping of wilderness has been 
developed into a more and more clear 
concept over the last two hundred 
years.   

Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) 
and Ralph Emerson (1803-1882) 
are early references to this problem. 
These two American leaders of the 
transcendentalism movement held 
the core beliefs that society and its 
institutions corrupted the purity of the 
individual and that in both man and 
nature there was inherent goodness. 
Thoreau believed: “In wilderness is 
the preservation of the world”9 while 
Emerson said; “In the woods we return 
to reason and faith.”10

John Ruskin was a contemporary of 
Thoreau and Emerson, born in 1819. 
As a famous Victorian art critic based 
in Europe, he delighted in a personal 
connection to wilderness elements: 
“Sunshine is delicious, rain is refreshing, 
wind braces us up, snow is exhilarating; 
there is really no such thing as bad 
weather, only different kinds of 

8 Simpson, Concise Oxford Dictionary. 
9 Porter, Eliot. In Wildness Is the Preservation 

of the World, (New York: BBS Publishing 
Corporation,1962).

10 Potton, Les Molloy and Craig. New Zealand’s 
       Wilderness Heritage, (Nelson: Craig Potton 
       Publishing, 2007), 9.

good weather.” Out of this positive 
appreciation for wilderness elements, 
he expresses the need for a direct wild 
experience; “To appreciate the  beauty 
of the snow flake, it is necessary to stand 
out in the cold.”

John Muir, back on the other side of 
the Atlantic, was a seminal wilderness 
commentator born in 1838. He 
founded the oldest and most influential 
grass roots environmental organisation 
called The Sierra Club. 
  Muir recorded his adventures in the 
wild and his writing still lies at the 
core of wilderness literature. He has 
many ideas about wilderness, of which 
some have been very significant to this 
project, such as the following notions: 
Everything is connected:
“When we try to pick out anything by 
itself, we find it hitched to everything 
else in the Universe.”11 
That wilderness is to be experienced; 
“In every walk with nature one receives 
far more than he seeks.”12 
Wilderness is restorative:
“Everybody needs beauty as well as 
bread, places to play and pray in, where 
Nature may heal and cheer and give 
strength to body and soul.”13   
That the Wild is beautiful:

11 Books, Sierra Club. My First Summer in 
        the Sierra, (Boston: Houghtn 
        Mifflin. 1988)
12 Muir, John. Steep Trails, (Harvard University: 

Houghton, 1918), 128.
13 Ehrlich, Gretel. John Muir Nature’s Visionary,  
      (Washington. D. C: National Geographic, 
       2000), 96. 

“Pounding the rugged cliffs of Oregon 
Coast, the Pacific never failed to inspire 
Muir with its “grand, savage harmony.”14 
and “God never made an ugly landscape. 
All that the sun shines on is beautiful, so 
long as it is wild.”15 
That connection with wilderness is a 
necessity:
“Thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-
civilized people are beginning to find out 
that going to the mountains is going 
home;  that wilderness is a necessity.”16 

Aldo Leopold, another famous 
American environmentalist, was born 
in 1887. He was also an author, scientist, 
ecologist, forester who was famous for 
the development of his ‘land ethic’. This 
ethic encouraged those considering 
human objects in wilderness space to:
“Examine each question in terms of what 
is ethically and aesthetically right, as 
well as what is economically expedient. 
A thing is right when it tends to preserve 
the integrity, stability, and beauty of the 
biotic community. It is wrong when it 
tends otherwise.”17 
Leopold suggested the influence 
society’s attitude towards the use of 
land: “We abuse land because we regard 
it as a commodity belonging to us. When 
we see land as a community to which we 

14 Ehrlich, Gretel.  John Muir Nature’s Visionary, 
189.

15  Ibid. 156.
16  Ibid. 139.
17 Leopold, Aldo. A Sand County Almanac and 
       Sketches Here and There, (New York: Oxford 
       University Press, 1949).

belong, we may begin to use it with love 
and respect.”18 
    Leopold’s attitude of Man’s need 
to belong to the land as a part of an 
ecological community  will be used to 
influence this  project’s attitude to this 
marine wilderness:
“There are two things that interest me: 
the relation of people to each other, 
and the relation of people to land.”19 He 
highlights how wilderness awakens us 
to reality:
“Wilderness can give rewards and 
penalties for wise and foolish acts…
against which civilization has built a 
thousand buffers.”20 It is this exposure 
to danger in wilderness which is seen 
as a virtue. It reminds us of our own 
vulnerability when we are alone with 
wilderness. As mentioned earlier he 
reminds us of the dilemma of our 
destructive human nature: “The oldest 
task in human history: to live on a piece 
of land without spoiling it.”21 It is no 
wonder Leopold defines conservation 
as a harmony between man and land, 
yet he remains grounded in this belief 
by the countering thought that:
“We shall never achieve harmony with 
land, any more than we shall achieve 
absolute justice or liberty for people. In 
these higher aspirations, the important 

18  Leopold, Aldo. A Sand County Almanac and 
Sketches Here and There. Foreword. viii.

19 Meine, Curt. Aldo Leopold: His Life and 
Work, Wherefore Wildlife Ecology?, 
(Madison:University of Wisconsin Press, 
1988/2010).

20  Leopold. 270.
21 The Aldo Leopold Foundation.

thing is not to achieve but to strive.”22 

Frank Lloyd Wright (1867-1959) 
communicates his interests in the 
ideas associated with wilderness: “I go 
to nature every day for inspiration in 
the day’s work. I follow in building the 
principles which nature has used in its 
domain.”

Sir Edmund Hillary, (1919-2008), 
the famous New Zealand mountaineer 
spent a lot of time in wilderness areas. 
He believed in the need to preserve 
wilderness because it can be tamed 
when not  separated from civilisation. 
He believed in a physical cost being 
attached to entering wilderness space; 
“Nature needs time for growing and 
sleeping, free from automobile fumes 
and massive tractors, away from 
the cacophony of snowmobiles and 
trail bikes. There are plenty of tamed 
wonders for all to goggle at through 
vehicle windows – we must retain our 
wilderness areas where nature can 
develop in its own calm way and where 
only those humans who are prepared to 
walk and sweat a little qualify to go.”23

‘The Wilderness Movement’ (1997) 
derived from advocacy of interest 
groups associated with back country 
recreation. It advocated that wilderness 
was taken for granted by DOC:
“The Conservation Act requires DOC 

22 Ibid.
23 Hillary, Edmund. Nothing Venture, Nothing 
      Win, (United Kingdom: Coronet Books,   
      1977).

to foster recreation on the lands it 
manages, but this has been interpreted 
by successive administrations as less 
important than DOC’s mandate to 
conserve indigenous ecosystems and to 
advocate for conservation in general. 
Since its creation, DOC has been 
preoccupied with:
- Biodiversity conservation (especially 
recovery plans for threatened species 
and the eradication or control of pests 
and weeds).
- Developing a partnership with Maori 
tribal groups in the management of 
conservation lands.
- Managing the increasing number of 
international visitors and regulating 
(through concessions) the use of the 
conservation estate by the tourism 
industry. 
  Only with the renewed emphasis 
provided by the Visitor Strategy exercise 
of the mid 1990s has the need to 
protect New Zealand’s remaining true 
wilderness reassumed some degree of its 
former priority.”24

Dr Les Molloy wrote a number of 
seminal books on New Zealand natural 
history. With a decade of experience 
working at DOC as principal adviser 
on natural history interpretation he 
has a great depth of knowledge and 
appreciation for wilderness in New 
Zealand.  Molloy confesses to confusion 
around the idea of wilderness; 
“The word ‘wilderness’ must be one of 
the most misunderstood in the English 

24 Conservation, Department of. “The State of 
Wilderness in New Zealand.” (2001).
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language.”25 
      He informs us of the New Zealand 
wilderness management origin;
“The idea of legally protecting large 
areas of wilderness also had its origin in 
North America and culminated in the 
passing of its Wilderness Act in 1964. 
New Zealand’s concept of an individual 
wilderness experience and places called 
‘wilderness areas’ largely stems from this 
American model.”26 
      He looks at the relationship between 
wilderness and the tourism industry 
today ; “This type of adventure tourism 
in the back country is heavily marketed 
as a hallmark of the ‘New Zealand 
Tourist experience”.27 But David Round, 
again, aptly points out: 
“Adventure tourism is a contradiction in 
terms. Adventure involves being unsure 
what will happen; tourism requires 
a predictable, saleable experience. 
Tourism therefore inevitably involves a 
commercial element, and tourists are 
consumers of experiences. Their purpose 
is not so much to re-create and refresh 
themselves as to collect experience  
trophies.”28

  He highlights the pressures on 
wilderness space; “The number of 
international visitors to New Zealand 
doubles between 1993 and 2006, to 
reach 2.42 million in 2006. The NZ 

25 Potton, Les Molloy and Craig. New Zealand’s 
      Wilderness Heritage, (Nelson: Craig Potton 
      Publishing, 2007), 9.
26 Potton, Les Molloy and Craig. 9.
27 Ibid. 316.
28 Round, David. “Not Good Enough! Tourism  
      and Recreation.”  (2006).

Tourism Strategy 2015 estimates that 
this number will grow by around 4 per 
cent per annum and result in 3.5 million 
arrivals in 2015.”29 
   Molloy brings our attention to 
the future prospects for wilderness 
areas; “Physical difficulty is the intent 
of DOC’s Wilderness Policy; not to 
deny access in the hope of protecting 
it, but instead to leave the wilderness 
open for those with enough physical 
and mental toughness to travel there, 
enjoyably, safely, and without the need 
for ‘mountain handrails’.”30 We can 
begin to see the porosity in the term 
wilderness through Molloy’s writing.

Mick Abbot and Richard Reeve 
collated 17 essays by trampers, 
scientists, conservationists, policy-
makers, photographers, historians, and 
writers in their book ‘WILD HEART: 
The possibility of wilderness in Aotearoa 
New Zealand’ published in November 
2011. The ideas and questions which 
come out of this book are compelling 
examples of what wilderness in New 
Zealand is understood to mean today. 
In summary they define:
   “The multidimensional, changeable 
character of wilderness as a geographical 
description of place, a cultural construct 
and a deeply personal response to 

29 Association, New Zealand Tourism Industry. 
     “Draft New Zealand Tourism Strategy 2015.” 
      Wellington: Ministry of Tourism, 2007.
30 Potton, Les Molloy and Craig. 316.

natural frontiers.” 31 They challenge us 
to think; “So what of the possibility of 
wilderness in, and for, Aotearoa New 
Zealand? As a people, we have yet to 
appreciate the scope of the role that 
wilderness could play in guiding our 
evolving society. Wilderness, in a word, 
is porous: It has many entry points, both 
physical and conceptual. As a wellspring 
of cultural generativity, it offers a 
pathway to sustainability, introducing 
twenty-first-century homo sapiens, 
hands-on, to the natural ecosystems on 
which our existence ultimately depends. 
Nature is not simply inert; one does not 
exit the wild unchanged.”32 
  This project is an attempt at the 
challenge they outline and positions 
itself in the paradox they describe; 
“As many contributors observe, 
wilderness management now and into 
the future is specifically an issue of how 
we allow technology to bear on nature.    
     In this respect, use is quite different 
from exploitation. The distinction is 
a matter of judgment that combines, 
paradoxically, recognition of the 
usefulness of wilderness with our need 
to preserve it. For if regions of wild land 
are to serve the greatest good, their long-
term value must not be undermined 
by short-term economic and political 
thinking, penetrated by tourist highways 

31 Reeve, Mick Abbott and Richard. Wild 
      Heart: The Possibility of Wilderness in 
      Aotearoa New Zealand, (Dunedin: Otago 
      University Press, 2011),13.
32  Reeve, Mick Abbott and Richard. 202.

and mines, or by the roads, dams 
and towers of ‘renewable’ energy. The 
challenge is not to diminish, but rather 
foster, engagements in which both the 
quality of the experience and its capacity 
to shape us are enhanced.”33  
  They encourage involvement in 
the idea of wilderness: “We invite 
our readers to launch themselves into 
these currents of threads of debate and 
discussion – continuing our existing 
journeys and beginning new ones – 
towards what might be possible for 
wilderness and people together in 
Aotearoa New Zealand.”34

Alison Balance is a biologist and 
film maker who has worked for the 
television production company NHNZ 
(Natural History New Zealand) 
starring in wilderness documentaries. 
She wrote an enlightening essay in 
‘Wild Heart’ (2011). Her ideas about 
wilderness resonate with this project.   
  Balance has a dual understanding of 
wilderness as concerned with place 
and experience:
  “There is a legislative definition of 
wilderness that helps to encapsulate the 
reasons why designated wilderness areas 
have been set aside within national parks 
or other protected areas. This definition 
describes the absence of visible human 

33 Ibid. 203.
34 Ibid.

civilisation such as huts and tracks, and 
has, as its core, the recreational ‘ideal’ 
of meeting nature on its own terms. But 
I’m searching for a personal definition of 
what wilderness is, and what it means 
to me.”35 
  She suggests the existence of the 
sovereignty of nature in a wilderness 
experience:
 “With the Navy helicopter and 
inflatable boats safely aboard Te Kaha, 
there were no human sounds, just noise 
of wind and birds. This was a world 
where nature had the upper hand. If I 
turned my back on my companions, I 
could imagine that I was the first person 
ever to set foot here. I was filled with 
the sense of freedom, of escape, and of 
possibility. And I realised that almost 
every time I thought about wilderness. 
I thought of it not as a place, but as an 
experience – that ultimately, for me, 
wilderness was a personal, emotional 
destination.”36

  A significant contribution to the 
understanding of the social context in 
a wilderness setting is eluded:
  “Solitude is not a given on islands. 
In fact, there’s a strange irony about 
islands, that in some of the most isolated 
places on earth you can have the most 
intense social interactions you will 
ever experience – forced to live in close 

35 Balance, Alison. “The Heart of the Matter.” 
      (In Wild Heart: The Possibility of Wilderness 
      in Aotearoa New Zealand, edited by Mick 
      Abbot and Richard Reeve. Otago, 2011), 81.
36 Balance, Alison. 88.

quarters with people who may start 
as strangers, but with whom you very 
quickly develop an intense intimacy. 
Even when you share the island with 
just a handful of others, you seldom 
spend much time alone.”37   
   She also discusses the acceptance 
of human presence in a wilderness 
setting:
   “But this human presence I can accept 
– one driven by a desire to ‘do good’ by 
the endangered kakapo, to ensure the 
survival of the nocturnal heart.”38 
  All these descriptions of wilderness 
can be categorised into either a 
legalistic description or a subjective 
personal experience. It is this personal 
wilderness experience that is central to 
the this project and has had the most 
effect on the design process. 

37 Ibid. 83.
38 Ibid. 88.
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- wilderness is a necessity.
 
- the sovereignty of nature.

- wilderness evokes a deeply personal 
  response.

- spiritually/mentally/psychologically 
  restorative.

- preserve the integrity, stability, and  
   beauty of biotic community. 

- aspire to achieve harmony.
 
- intense social interactions occur.

- significant for identity.

- danger in wilderness a necessity for  
   self-reliance and vulnerability.

- replicable building principles in   
   nature.

- real exposure needed.

- degrees of human presence acceptable. 

- manage how technology to bear on 
   nature. 

- use is different from exploitation. 

- never compromise the long term 
   benefit of wild land. 

- foster engagements where the quality 
   of the experience and its capacity to  
   shape us are enhanced.

- back-country experience in demand. 

- physical cost associated with access to 
   wilderness. 

- danger of  taming wilderness. 

- balancing of wilderness qualities and 
   recreational needs difficult.

wilderness ideas summary.

The following ideas are significant to the design process.  

Figure 2.3 Seals in their natural habitat at the 
Poor Knights Islands.

Figure 2.3.1 Cape Maria van Dieman, Far North, New Zealand.



28 29

1. Escape 
‘Its nothing like your normal life’, 
‘involves stripping everything back to 
the bare essentials of life - food, shelter, 
warmth and companionship.’

2. Challenge
‘urge to test capabilities and move be-
yond comfort zones’, ‘The element of be-
ing unsure’.

summary: wilderness experience values.

3. Self-reliance  
‘Wilderness can give rewards and 
penalties for wise and foolish acts...
against which civilisation has built a 
thousand buffers.’ - Aldo Leopold

4. Exploration
‘following your nose’, ‘discovering new 
places’.

5. Solitude 
‘wonderfully rejuvenating’, a time to 
‘switch off ’.

6. Close to nature 
‘immersed in’, or ‘at one with’ nature.

summary: wilderness setting values.

PHYSICAL:  

Physical Remoteness. 

‘physically and perceptually remote’, 
‘totally non-human habitat’, 
‘you’re just a visitor’, 
‘keep the track as it is - wild, muddy, 
raw.’

SOCIAL:  

Absence of interaction with people 
except if they share a similar journey.

‘the sense that you are exploring where 
no man has been before’, ‘I don’t want to 
see anybody when I’m out there.’
‘And so there was a kind of mutual re-
spect between our two groups - we were 
both out there having an adventure.’

MANAGERIAL FEATURES:  

Dominance of nature

‘The management of wilderness is a 
paradox’
‘key strategy is to minimise 
management presence’
‘lack of rules and regulations enable 
recreationists to do as they please’
‘‘tracks and facilities can detract from 
perceptions of remoteness and 
compromise the sense of self-reliance’.39

39 Kerry Wray, Stephan Espiner and Harvey 
Perkins. “Interpreting Remote Recreation 
Experience.” (In Wild Heart: The Possibility 
of Wilderness in Aotearoa New Zealand, 
edited by Mick Abott and Richard Reeve. 
Dunedin: Otago University press, 2011), 
137-139.
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2.2 Precedent architecture
What are positive and negative examples of architecture in wilderness space?
There are both positive and negative 
examples of the relationship between 
architecture and wilderness. 
Technology can be found in many 
natural settings all over the world but 
this study focuses on those found in 
remote wild environments. 
   This analysis seeks to examine the 
different ways in which precedent 
technology bears on wilderness. It is 
interested in the relationship between 
civilisation and wilderness, particularly 
the effect of the wilderness setting and 
experience values previously outlined.
   With respect to Abbott and Reeve,  
wilderness management now and into 
the future is “specifically an issue of how 
we allow technology to bear on nature.”
The following pages will analyse the 
success or failure of selected precedents 
to foster an “engagement in which both 
the quality of experience and its capacity 
to shape us are enhanced.”

Figure 2.4 Collage of technology bearing on nature.
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great barrier reef platform
Precedent 1

Figure 2.5  Glass bottom boat, Great barrier reef platform.

Figure 2.6  Great barrier reef platform, Australia.

This floating platform on the great 
barrier reef is a prime example of 
civilisation dominating a wilderness 
setting.  It reflects commercial pressure 
exploiting wilderness values. The 
design intention, as advertised on 
the operators website, is about; ‘your 
personal reef discovery’, but it is padded 
out for all the luxuries of a resort. 
    The perception of physical remoteness 
is minimised by the visually obvious 
human development built on the reef. 
The social experience would be more 
like a resort than a remote wilderness 
refuge. The  dominance of nature would 
not be apparent due to the design of the 
boundary.

The key aspects influential design 
process are the following:
- what not to do in a wilderness setting.
- access for swimmers and divers 
- attention to docking of boats in a  
   marine setting.

ESCAPE:  low

CHALLENGE: low

SELF-RELIANCE: low

EXPLORATION: medium

SOLITUDE: low

CLOSE TO NATURE: medium 
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underwater hotel
Precedent 2

Figure 2.7-8 Rangi Island Underwater Hotel, Maldives.

This  exclusive 5x9 metre space is 
submerged 5 metres below the surface 
just off the shore of Rangali Island, 
Malidives. Usually in operation as a 
restaurant, meals cost $120-$150US 
dollars with a 14 person capacity. The 
quality of this experience would  rate 
highly for most people.  It provides 
closeness to a natural habitat and a 
unique experience beyond our physical 
capabilities. However, its wilderness 
qualities are limited as it is furnished 
with the comforts and luxuries we 
find in a civilised environment. This 
is not the type of relationship that this 
project intends.  

The key aspects of this precedent 
which have been influential in the 
design process are the following:
-connection to marine fauna and flora.
-submarine light qualities.
-transparency.
-technology.

ESCAPE:  medium

CHALLENGE: low

SELF-RELIANCE: low

EXPLORATION: medium

SOLITUDE: high

CLOSE TO NATURE: medium/high
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abandoned bridge
Precedent 3

Figure 2.9 Wanganui ‘Bridge to Nowhere’, New Zealand.

This is a significant New Zealand 
precedent known as ‘The Bridge to 
Nowhere’. The structure remains 
as the southern access point to the 
Mangapurua Valley for trampers 
and mountain bikers today. It has 
no connecting roads and DOC 
briefly describes the reason for 
its abandonment on their historic 
conservation web page; “Forces of 
nature defeated servicemen returned 
from World War One. Visit the bridge 
they left behind in the ‘valley of 
abandoned dreams’.”40 

The key aspects of this precedent which 
have been influential in the design 
process are the following:
-sovereignty of wilderness.
-barrenness.
-materials.
-platform for contrast and recognition.
-disconnectedness.
-ageing and patinae of material.
-scale.
40 New Zealand Department of Conservation. 

Wanganui ‘Bridge to Nowhere’ infromation, 
Http://Www.Doc.Govt.Nz/Conservation/
H i s t o r i c / b y - R e g i o n / M a n a w a t u -
Whanganui/Bridge-to-Nowhere, (accessed 
February 20, 2012).

ESCAPE:  high

CHALLENGE: medium

SELF-RELIANCE: medium

EXPLORATION: high

SOLITUDE: medium

CLOSE TO NATURE: high
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reef lighthouse
Precedent 4

Figure 2.10 - 11. Eddystone Lighthouse, United Kingdom.

This isolated lighthouse is located 
on the Hands Deep reef, 14km SW 
of Rame Head, United Kingdom, 
positioned at 50° 10’.80 N 04° 15’.90 W. 
It was first established in 1703 and has 
been rebuilt four times. The current 
tower was established in 1882 with a 
height of 51 metres. 41

The key aspects influential in the design 
process are the following:
-sense of refuge.
-verticality.
-symmetrical geometries.
-vertical circulation.
-sovereignty of wilderness.

41 Eddystone, Lighthouse history, Http://Www.
Eddystoneeel.Com/Lighthouse%20history.
Htm, (accessed April 5, 2012).

ESCAPE:  high

CHALLENGE: medium

SELF-RELIANCE: medium

EXPLORATION: medium

SOLITUDE: high

CLOSE TO NATURE: high
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ship wreck
Precedent 4

Figure 2.12 -13. HMNZ Waikato Shipwreck. Tutukaka. New Zealand.

This New Zealand Navy ship HMNZS 
Waikato was decommissioned in 
1998 and now lies 30 metres below 
the surface on the ocean floor as a 
recreational diving site. It is located off 
the coast of Tutukaka in Northland, 
New Zealand. It is used by the same 
dive company that operates at the Poor 
Knights Islands. I have dived on this 
wreck and swam through some of its 
dark forgotten rooms which are now 
inhabited by fish, crayfish and eels. 
It is an exciting adventure  with high 
exploration factor. The site has a strong 
sense of being connected to the wild 
environment.

The key aspects influential in the 
design process are the following:
-man-made cave environment.
-material as substrate for marine flora.
-rust considerations.

ESCAPE:  high

CHALLENGE: high

SELF-RELIANCE: high

EXPLORATION: high

SOLITUDE: medium

CLOSE TO NATURE: high
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navigational buoy
Precedent 6

Figure 2.14 Navigational buoys ready to be deployed.

Figure 2.15 Fairway Buoy, Dorset, England.

Fairway Buoy can be found at the 
entrance of Poole Harbour, Dorset in 
the South of England.  This technology 
has been used for many decades to aid 
the navigation of ships. These buoys are 
left alone, moored to the ocean floor 
and survive the toughest of storms. 
    What is significant about the ocean 
buoy concept is its characteristic of 
being detached from civilisation. It 
does not challenge the wilderness 
qualities but merely excepts its place 
within it. Perhaps this comes from 
the simple engineering response to its 
environment. It simply does what it is 
made for. It is a geographical datum 
within the ever changing dynamic 
mass of water we call the ocean.

The key aspects influential in the 
design process are the following;
- structural datum within a dynamic 
   environment.
- isolation and disconnection.
- immersion.
- cross section through habitats.
- touching both marine and terrestrial
   environments.

ESCAPE:  high

CHALLENGE: high

SELF-RELIANCE: high

EXPLORATION: medium

SOLITUDE: high

CLOSE TO NATURE: high
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2.3 Ecological Context

Figure 2.16 New Zealand BushWeta sketch.

The ecological context is central to 
the wilderness setting that this project 
endeavours to be in-touch with. It is 
one of the major reasons for choosing 
this site. The Poor Knights Islands have 
an amazing biodiversity of flora and 
fauna which cannot be compromised. 
Any human intervention whether 
permanent or temporary must not 
cause any damage. 
    It is the priority of the conservation 
authority (DOC) to ensure  the 
protection of the site’s unique ecology.
Les Molloy describes it as follows:
“Low coastal forest (kunuka, kohekohe, 
puriri, pohutukawa, karaka and 
tawapou) has established itself on the 
undulating summits of the two main 
islands, Tawhiti Rahi and Aorangi. The 
icon plant of the islands is Xeronema 
callistemon, the rare Poor Knights 
lily, which forms extensive carpets on 
the open ground and along the cliff 
edges. Because the islands have been 
separated from eastern Northland for 
at least 120,000 years - and remained 
free of rats and cats - the lizard and 
insect faunas, in particular, are notable 

for the number of endemic and rare 
species. There are large weta, such as the 
cave weta and Poor Knights giant weta. 
The islands are an important tuatara 
habitat, too, and there are two species 
of geko (including Duvaucel’s gecko, the 
largest in the country) and five skinks. 
The islands are also an important 
breeding ground for millions of seabirds, 
especially petrels and shearwaters.”42

    Biosecurity is an important system 
arising from the conservation mandate 
that protects the ecology of the site. For 
more information on the biohazards 
and quarantine strategies see the 
appendix.
  The key aspects influential in the 
design process are the following:
- vertical stratification of habitats.
- types of flora and fauna at the site.
- growth of flora on structures.
- biosecurity risks.
- quarantine strategies.
42 Potton, Les Molloy and Craig. New Zealand’s 

Wilderness Heritage. 9

Figure 2.17  Collage of Poor Knights Island’s Ecology.
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2.4 Physical Context

Figure 3.18   DOC Aerial photograph.

The physical nature of the site is 
a spectacular characteristic of the 
context to be in-touch with. Both the 
land and marine environments are 
influential to this project but it is  more 
closely associated with the physical 
marine qualities than the land. The 
presence of the physical land qualities 
is maintained through a locational 
proximity. Les Molloy beautifully 
summarises the Poor Knights Islands 
physical  context as a whole;“The Poor 
Knights Islands have an international 
reputation for diversity of their marine 
fauna. As a result, 1890ha of the waters 
surrounding the islands (with a land 
area of only 271ha) were protected as 
New Zealand’s second marine reserve 
in 1981. The islands are remnants of 
old ryholitic volcanoes, their margins 
carved by the sea into sheer 200 m high 
cliffs (which also extend up to 100 m 
below sea level). The cliffs are riddles 
with caves and archways, which add 
to the scenic diversity and the diving 
attractions of the Poor Knights. The 
islands lie in the warm East Auckland 
Current, allowing many species from 

tropical waters far to the north to thrive 
here. There are schools of trevelly, blue 
maomao, wrasses and demoiselles, and 
a colourful array of anemones, sponges, 
bryozoans and spiny urchins clinging to 
the rocks.”43 
An in-depth description of this 
context can be found in the appendix. 
The aspects of this context which are 
significant to the design process are the 
following:
-topography.
-materials and texture aesthetic
-light qualities.
-weather conditions.
-location.
-visibility.
-tidal variances and zones.

43 Potton, Les Molloy and Craig. New Zealand’s 
Wilderness Heritage. 47

EAST AUCKLAND CURRENT
This current is the source of nutrients 

and clear waters that make the Poor 
Knights Islands marine experience 
different from the mainland coast.

Figure 2.19 Generalised path of the East Auckland Current. 
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Figure 2.20 Bathymetry map 
produced by high resolution 
multibeam sonar. The edge of the 
coloured areas aligns with the re-
serve boundary. Reproduced from 
“Poor Knights Island Literature 
Review 2009.”

Figure 2.21 Habitat map of 
the Poor Knights Islands.Re-
produced from “Poor Knights 
Island Literature Review 2009.”

Chart NZ521
The islands can be seen on the horizon 
from many positions along this stretch 

of coast. Most tourist voyages to the 
islands depart from Tutukaka. 

TUTUKAKA

POOR KNIGHTS ISLANDS

approx. 23km

Figure 2.22 Poor Knights Islands Marine Chart. 
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2.4.1 Site Visits
first_january 2012
This initial site visit explored the 
entire perimeter of the islands by boat. 
Significant natural features where 
photographed for the purpose of 
getting an appreciation of the character 
of the islands as a whole. Which areas 
were of special natural beauty and 
which were more discrete?
   We drove the boat into Rikoriko 
and Jan’s Cave then scuba dived and 
photographed the underwater site 
around the entrance to Jan’s cave (on 
the south western side of Aorangi 
Island).

second_april 2012
This next visit explored a central site 
located between Tawhiti Rahi and 
Aorangi. Photographs documented 
the site above and below water. The sea 
floor terrain was of particular interest 
on this visit. 
    A site which had both shallow and 
deep reefs was desirable for a potential 
underwater observation point. This 
northern side of this site is known 
as ‘the canyon’ and drops of sharply 
into a deep reef. The opportunity for 
observation crossing both of these 
spaces was in consideration. 

third _august 2012
On returning to the islands after a long 
period of design, a new site had been 
selected. Because the decision was 
based on the topographical data from 
marine charts and we needed to check 
the depth and distance from the cliff to 
inform a suitable location for the ocean 
buoy concept.  
  The depth sounder provided an 
accurate sea floor contour and we 
could confidently analyse the best 
positioning of the structure. We were 
looking for a position that would 
maximise the range of vertical spatial 
experiences above and below the water. 
  A dive at the chosen location 
confirmed the underwater experience 
desired. We happened to see a small 
bronze whaler shark and many sizeable 
snapper as well as many other reef fish. 
The underwater visibility was not the 
best this day, this was a good reminder 
that no two dives in the same place are 
ever the same.

Figure 2.23 Opus, site visit boat.

2.5. Cultural Context
How is the idea of wilderness significant in the New Zealand culture?

The cultural context encompasses the 
values and application of wilderness 
ideas. New Zealanders value these 
cultural ideas and experiences for 
many reasons.  Let us consider what 
the following national organisations 
value about our wilderness: New 
Zealand Department of Conservation, 
Outward Bound and The Spirit of 
Adventure.

The Department of Conservation 
have set aside national parks and 
wilderness areas for the “benefit, use 
and enjoyment of the public”44 They 
describe the different values of this 
purpose; “People respond to particular 
national parks and their features in 
different ways, at different times in 
their lives, and experience their benefits 
differently. For some, the parks are a 
setting for adventure where the sheer 
joy of physical activity and the deep 
satisfaction of meeting the challenges 
of nature’s terms can be experienced 
alone or in the company of friends. For 
44 Conservation, Department of. “General 

Policy for National Parks.” (Wellington, 
2005). Foreword.

others, they are places of natural quiet, 
and of spiritual significance invoking 
thoughts of forebears or life forces. To 
many, the opportunity to see, hear or feel 
natural New Zealand in a national park 
is a reinforcement of their identity 
as New Zealanders, an aesthetic or 
sensual pleasure and release from 
the stresses of everyday life. The power 
of national park wilderness qualities, 
scenery, or flora and fauna can inspire 
creativity in numerous ways. For 
others, who may no longer be capable 
of visiting them, there is nevertheless a 
philosophical or moral satisfaction 
in knowing such places exist and will 
continue to exist.”  

Outward Bound was established in 
1962 after years of dedication from 
committed individuals passionate 
about education in wilderness. It is 
a programme which operates out of 
Anakiwa near Picton, New Zealand 
pushing people to their limits away 
from the comforts of civilisation. Kurt 
Hahn, the founder of Outward Bound 
shares its vision; “The aim of education 
is to impel people into value-forming 

experiences... to ensure the survival of 
these qualities: an enterprising curiosity; 
an undefeatable spirit; tenacity in 
pursuit; readiness in sensible self-denial 
and above all, compassion.”45 The 
objectives of the programme are the 
following: self-development, social-
development, awareness of values, 
environmental education and the 
meaning of service. 

The Spirit of Adventure Trust is 
an organisation that operates in 
a similar way to Outward board. 
Using a large ship they sail around 
New Zealand training youth crews, 
teaching life skills along the way. The 
disconnection with civilisation is 
important for this programme which 
is heavily set in wilderness space.  The 
focus of the programme is on team-
work, developing communication 
skills, self-reliance, self-discipline, 

45 Outward Bound New Zealand. Course 
objectives, Http://Www.Outwardbound.
Co.Nz/About-Outward-Bound-Nz/Course-
Objectives (accessed July 10, 2012).

self-esteem, resilience, confidence 
and leadership.46

For Maori people the ideas of 
wilderness are embraced. Wilderness 
connections are significant for their 
identity as Tangata Whenua, ‘people 
of the land’. This site is particularly 
culturally sensitive due to its history. 
Hapu’s from the Ngatiwai tribe 
resided on the islands until the early 
1800’s when there was an inter-
tribal massacre. A deeper spiritual 
connection to land is treasured by 
Maori who consider the islands 
sacred.

In summary, these organisations 
recognise the value of wilderness for 
the following: 
-spiritual connection.
-reinforcement of identity.
-aesthetic or sensual pleasure.
-inspiration and creativity.
-personal development.
-recreational qualities.

46  The Spirit of Adventure Trust. Course 
objectives, Http://Www.Spiritofadventure.
O rg . Nz / In d e x . P hp ? Pa ge = Hi s t or y 
(accessed April 5, 2012).
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2.6 Social Context

The social context of a  wilderness 
setting is influenced by the types of 
people and the activities involved. As 
Alison Balance has mentioned, some 
of the most intense social interactions 
take place in isolated settings. Despite 
negative social connotations of 
isolation, it is often a place of true 
‘togetherness’. There are many different 
types of recreation in wilderness areas 
but this project considers the social 
activities of a back-country hut and of 
dive charter boat. Let us consider these 
experiences:
    The ‘Back-Country Hut’ experience is 
coordinated by DOC, who manage over 
950 back-country huts in conservation 
areas across the nation. These huts 
provide a place to stay for trampers, 
fishermen and hunters -  a refuge from 
bad weather and a place to rest after a 
day of adventure.  These huts do not 
have any cooking utensils, pots, pans 
or food, showers, sheets or blankets. 
Everything must be carried in and 
taken away with you including refuse. 
Toilet paper is generally not supplied. 
It is important to plan what you are 
going to take with you when venturing 
out into wilderness. The huts do supply 
bunks or narrow sleeping platforms 
and sometimes a gas cooker. Water is 
often provided by a rain catchment or 
a stream filled tank. There is usually 
a log book in the cabin which visitors 
fill out for safety purposes, and can 
also write a small description of their 
experience. It is always interesting 
to look through the book to try and 
recognise any of the names of previous 

occupants. Many huts that are popular 
with hunters usually have meat safes 
and/or dog kennels outside away 
from the hut. Most huts have candle 
holders when lighting is not provided. 
It is expected that the hut is kept 
clean and tidy so a broom, brush and 
pan are provided. Some of the more 
popular huts have DOC wardens who 
look after the facilities. They provide 
information about track conditions, 
weather forecasts, and information on 
natural, cultural and historic values 
of places. The huts often retain their 
original design and materials if they 
are of historical value.47 
  Mark Pickering describes New 
Zealand back-country huts as: “Living 
refuges” that are “not a luxury but a 
necessity”.48

   The social activities are usually 
centred around the preparation of 
food, hygiene and sleeping in the 
huts. Conversation usually occurs 
over a hot cup of tea or simple coffee 
made on your portable gas cooker. 
Stories are shared about the day’s 
adventures over the preparation of a 
meal. Sometimes after cooking and 
cleaning up, conversation and simple 
games (like playing cards) feature as an 
evening wind-down. Discussions with 

47 New Zealand Department of Conservation.  
Backcountry hut information, Http://Www.
Doc.Govt.Nz/Parks-and-Recreation/Places-
to-Stay/Backcountry-Hut-Information 
(accessed February 20, 2012).

48 Pickering, Mark. Huts. Untold Stories from 
Back-Country New Zealand, (Christchurch: 
Canterbury University Press, 2010). 15.

strangers from all parts of the world take 
place. I can well remember talking to an 
American tunnel engineer in a hut on the 
Greenstone Track in the South Island.
     The social setting on a dive charter to 
the Poor Knights Islands is very similar 
to that of the back country hut except 
you generally don’t stay the night on a 
charter. Generally you feel relaxed and 
at ease in conversation with strangers 
sharing a common interest. The social 
connections begin as you arrive at the 
marina for departure. Next is the loading 
of dive gear into the boats and into the 
correct storage areas. It is important that 
gear is secured safely. Things can move 
around while travelling, rolling about on 
the sea. A briefing of the day’s activities 
is usually done prior to departure. 
Subsequent information is delivered at 
the site in regard to specific dive sites. 
There is usually an outdoor wet zone and 
an indoor dry zone. The outdoor wet 
zone is characterised by dive gear and 
movement in and out of the water. People 
wearing warm jackets tend to stand out in 
this zone when travelling looking out to 
sea enjoying the wind. Once at the islands 
some people stay in their wet suit all day. 
Others like to change after a dive to warm 
up in their clothes. Inside the boat people 
enjoy talking over food, and looking at 
photos taken throughout the day. Some 
people like to warm up and get away from 
the business of the main deck by lying on 
the bow of the charter boat in the sun at 
anchor.  
   Sharing a common interest in the marine 
environment, divers invariably tend to 
share thoughts and observations that have 
a common theme of conservation.

Figure 2.24 ‘The adventurer’s face’.
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 -carry what you intend to use.

-simple refuge away from the elements.

-wet space and dry space

-warm hub

-basic kitchen facilities

-basic sleeping platform

-places of private retreat

-place for communal gathering

-gear preparation area

-washing facilities

-candle lighting or torch hooks

-briefing area

-basic ablutions

-secure storage area

social context summary. -packing and loading gear

-boarding vessel

-travel

-docking/anchoring

-briefing

-diving/walking/swimming/kayaking/

-changing (gearing up)

-entering and exiting the water

-cooking

-observation

-eating

-warming up

-sleeping

-basic entertainment

The following ideas and activities are significant to the design process.  

Figure 2.25 The briefing before an expedition inside a ‘hut’.
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2.6 Economic Context

Describing the economic context I 
will firstly present the larger economic 
factors. The more immediate details 
related to this project will follow. The 
areas of investigation are:
-NZ expenditure on conservation.
-Contribution of tourism to GDP
-Local tourist diving operations.
-The cost of a local dive charter 
-Demand for untouched wilderness 
experiences.

The 2011 forecast asset-related 
operating expenditure on conservation 
was $141.5 million.49  This expenditure 
is divided up into various conservation 
priorities. The subdivisions of the 
expenditure relevant to this project are 
listed below from the 2011 budget vote.
• ($15.4M) working with communities to protect 
natural and historic resources.
• ($3M) services to control weed and animal 
pests on lands administered by the department in 
relation to regional pest management strategies.
• ($5.7M) the protection and conservation 
management of historic heritage.
• ($166M) management of natural heritage 
including the maintenance, restoration and 
protection of ecosystems, habitats and species.
• ($142M) recreational facilities and services, 
and the management of business concession.

49 New Zealand Department of Conservation.  
Annual conservation expenditure, “Http://
Www.Doc.Govt.Nz/Publications/About-
Doc/Annual-Report-for-Year-Ended-
30-June-2011/14-Departmental-Capital-
and-Asset-Management-Intentions/14_3-
Capital-Expenditure-Intentions, (accessed 
July 20, 2012).

• ($29M) identification, protection, management  
and maintenance services of natural and historic 
places, and the ongoing maintenance of the 
Moutua Gardens Reserve, as well as funding for 
New Zealand biodiversity projects.
• ($53M) departmental capital expenditure.50

The New Zealand Government 
summary of the contribution tourism 
had in the 2011 financial year:
•    ($23B) total tourism expenditure.
• ($9.7B) international tourism expenditure 
contributed 16.8% to New Zealand’s total 
exports of goods and services.
•   ($13.2B) domestic tourism expenditure.
•   ($6.9B) direct tourism contribution to GDP.
•   ($8.8B) extra value from industries supporting 
tourism.
• The tourism industry directly employed 91,900 
full-time equivalents (FTEs) (or 4.8 percent of 
total employment in New Zealand).
• ($1.7B) tourism revenue generated GST.51

Diving at the Poor Knights Islands is 
the primary recreation activity today.  
Sim-Smith and Kelly describe the 
tourism activity at the marine reserve: 
In 2003–2004 approximately 1053 
commercial trips were made to the 
Poor Knights carrying a total of 14,836 
passengers. Between 1999 and 2004

50 Conservation, Department of. “Http://Www.
Treasury.Govt.Nz/Budget/2011/Estimates/
Est11conser.Pdf.” (accessed July 20, 2012).

51 Government, New Zealand. “Tourism 
Satellite Account: 2011.” (Wellington: 
Statistics New Zealand, 2011), 61.

the number of charter boats trips to the 
Poor Knights Islands only increased by 
5%, however, the number of paying 
visitors to the island increased by 36% 
(Saul, 2001; Edney, 2004). A 1999 
survey showed that approximately 
80% of charter boat passengers 
were international tourists.  26% of 
passengers came to New Zealand 
specifically to visit the Poor Knights 
Islands (Teague, 1999). 
   December and January are the busiest 
months with up to 16 charter boat 
visits per day (Hawkins, 2007). 
      In June 2008 the Tutukaka charter 
boat fleet comprised 10 companies 
with a combined capacity that could 
transport 333 passengers per trip to the 
reserve daily. However they were only 
loading a maximum of 250 passengers 
each day, reflecting safety awareness, 
the passenger experience, and divers 
space requirements.  
   Two vessels left the business due 
to economic conditions in 2009 (K. 
Hawkins, DOC, pers. comm.). 
   Between December 2004 and 
February 2005 DOC surveyed the 
number of commercial and private 
boats visiting the reserve and number 
of passengers aboard over 17 days. 

-13 boats per day visited the reserve.
-63% were commercial charter boats.
-35% were private boats
-2% were of unknown status.
Commercial boats averaged 14.2 passengers, 
while private boats averaged 3.7  passengers.52

   The cost of a dive charter trip to the 
Poor Knights Islands today ranges 
from $150-$300 which involves two 
dives over one day. The cheaper rates 
are for divers using their own gear.53

  
The current demand for being in-
touch with an ‘untouched’ wilderness 
environment was highlighted by 
a TradeMe auction sold by the 
Department of Conservation on June 
10th 2012 to the Snares islands to one 
person for just over $11000. Like the 
Poor Knights Islands, the Snares Islands 
are a Nature Reserve.  The auction was 
advertised as the following; 
“This is a unique opportunity to visit two of New 
Zealand’s iconic islands the Snares and Codfish/ 
Whenua Hou. The Snares are an incredibly 
untouched place....birds and seals rule the island. 
Tourists are not allowed ashore here because the 
whole island is peppered with bird burrows... 
this is a unique opportunity that would allow the 
lucky winner to go ashore The Snares. Experience 
literally millions of seabirds and thousands of 

52 Carina Sim-Smith, Michelle Kelly.“A 
Literature Review on the Poor Knights Islands 
Marine Reserve” (2009).

53  Dive Tutukaka. Charter rates, Http://Diving.
Co.Nz/What_We_Do/Divers/Trips_Rates  
(accessed April 5, 2012).

penguins as well as a range of birds found no 
where else in the world. This really is a once in a 
lifetime opportunity to observe and participate in 
some important work that DOC do. You will work 
with a small DOC team to catch ands transfer 
the endangered Snares Island snipe, as well as 
assist with a range of other tasks. This trip would 
take place in early December 2012 – weather 
dependent. You will need to be a bit flexible. It will 
be for approximately 8 days. Moderate standard 
of fitness and agility required. You’ll need normal 
tramping gear – a list will be provided and there 
will be both day and night time work. Transport is 
by yacht and accommodation in a standard back 
country hut. The trip would leave from Bluff, with 
the successful bidder needing to get to Invercargill 
and accommodate themselves the night before 
departure for a team briefing and quarantine 
check. All money from this auction will go to 
the Million Dollar Mouse fund....Thanks to The 
Department of Conservation for kindly donating 
this item”.54

54 Trademe. Snares Island expedition 
auction, Http://Www.Trademe.Co.Nz/
Travel-Events-Act ivit ies/Act ivit ies/
Auction-480726037.Htm (accessed June 30, 
2012).

Figure 2.26 Sir Edmund Hillary on the New 
Zealand Five dollar note.
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2.7 Sustainability 
and Services

A waste treatment system useful 
for this project is the Hynds aerated 
wastewater system. This is an 
environmentally sensitive alternative 
to the septic tank. This system utilises 
submerged aerated filtration (SAF) 
technology that produces a clear 
odourless liquid suitable for watering 
natural flora. It is a low maintenance 
high performance operation which 
would be suitable at the site. 
    Basically the design is a dual tank 
which separates the anaerobic settling 
process from the aerobic filtration 
process. A biological filter in-between 
maximises the effect of the aerobic 
treatment. After repetitive aerobic 
cycles the waste is filtered again, 
returning any solids back to first 
holding tank. Clear water is the by-
product of the aerobic filtering process 
and this is pumped out of a separate 
holding tank. A useful feature is the 
electronic alarm system which warns 
the owner of the service requirements 
of the system. 55

55 Environmental, HYNDS. “Domestic 
Wastewater Systems.”  (2006). 6.

This system could fit within structure 
of a design. If adapted, the following  
key design requirements are needed:
-anaerobic holding tank .
-aerobic filtration tank.
-clean by-product excretion point.
-obvious location for electronic alarm.
   
Wind power would be a useful source 
of energy for this project. There are 
many kinds of wind turbines with 
different shapes, sizes and energy 
outputs. Some of the earlier wind 
turbine designs featured multiple-
bladed concepts with a high solidity 
rotor. The main disadvantage was the 
excessive forces attracted in extreme 
wind speeds. Today these designs have 
developed to use slender, fewer,  and 
longer blades in both horizontal and 
vertical axis concepts.56 
  A vertical axis wind turbine would 
best suit the intentions of this project.
The benefits with this design is that 
it is quiet, safe, reliable and visually 
discrete.  

56  Laboratory, Wind Energy Department Riso 
National. “Guidelines for Design of Wind 
Turbines.” (2010).

Other useful power generation 
technologies that may be of additional 
use are photovoltaics and wave 
turbines.

waste treatment solar power wind power 

Figure 2.27 Aerated wastewater system. Figure 2.28 Photovoltaics. Figure 2.29 Vertical axis wind turbine. 
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3.0 design process

3.1 BRIEF
1.  Experience
Establish the sovereignty of 
wilderness and enable a wilderness 
experience that encompasses the 
following values:
- escape
- challenge
- self-reliance
- exploration
- solitude
- closeness to nature

2.  Aesthetic Requirements:
The aesthetic requirement of each 
space/ building element needs to 
respond to the specific physical 
environment it is engaged with. 
For example, the aesthetic may be 
responding to wilderness qualities 
like rawness, openness, calmness, 
movement.

3. Functional Requirements:
Above 
- loading dock
- RIB davits
- kitchen
- dining
- briefing space
- ablutions
- dry storage
- sleeping pods
- self contained services
- power generation
- equipment storage
- water collection and storage
- first aid facilities
- communications post

Upon
- dock
- surface interface
 
Below
- kelp forest reef observatory
- oceanic marine observatory
- submarine cave observatory
- sleeping cabin

4. Potential Operators:
- DOC
- NIWA
- Dive Tutukaka

The design is intended to create a managed access to the wilderness heritage of the Poor Knights Islands for both tourists and the New Zealand Public.



62 63

3.2 SITE ANALYSIS
3.2.1 physical analysis  This analysis responds to the selected 

aspects of the physical context which 
are pertinent to the development of the 
design process. 
  Topography above and below the 
water will most likely influence the 
location of the proposed structure 
because of its relationship with the 
ecological experiences.
  The materials and textures of the 
site generate a strong aesthetic. It 
may beneficial for the aesthetic of the 
structure to sympathize with these 
exiting qualities.
  The location of the structure would 
certainly have a significant visual 

impact on the wilderness setting. 
It would be important to find a 
position which is not already a prime 
destination point at the site.
  The different weather conditions 
would produce very different wild 
experiences. It could be beneficial for 
the design to consider these variances.
  The changing visibility of the site is 
connected to the weather conditions 
but is of particular interest to this 
design as a place of observation. 
  The tidal differentiation would have 
an affect on any structure in the marine 
environment, attention to this factor 
could enrich the design.

Figure 3.2 Topographical drawing.Figure 3.1 Aerial photograph.

section cc

shallow reefs

historic maori village historic maori village
deep reefsdeep reefs

tawhiti rahi
aorangi

c
c

Figure 3.3 Typographical drawing of Tawhiti Rahi and Aorangi Islands.
Figure 3.4 Sectional drawing of Tawhiti Rahi and Aorangi Islands.
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northern arch

A

10
0m

Rikoriko cave

shallow reefs

section AAThe perception of being physically 
remote is enhanced in this wilderness 
setting by the islands separation from 
the mainland by a large body of water. 
The horizon line of the ocean surface is 
our only connection back to civilisation.

A

Figure 3.5 Section AA location diagram.
Figure 3.6 Section AA drawing through 
Rikoriko cave, Aorangi Island.

section BB

10
0m

established native forest

‘Middle Arch’

steep exposed cliffs

deep reefs

very deep reefs

The topography of the site is dramatic 
both above and below the waterline. 
However, our perceptions of distance 
change either side of this boundary 
between the terrestrial and marine 
worlds. Life is organised in a vertical 
stratification across this topographical 
differentiation. 

B B

northern arch

Figure 3.7 Section BB location diagram
Figure 3.8 Section BB through Middle Arch, 
Tawhiti Rahi Island.
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Figure 3.9 Sketch of the main group of islands looking south.

jans cave_aorangi island

There are many spectacular natural 
caves and arches on the Poor Knights 
Islands. The beautiful textured 
rock surface is one of the standout 
characteristics of these features. This 
surface shows the evidence of the erosion 
process which  leaves behind a rugged 
and raw aesthetic. The connection to 
in a wilderness setting is apparent by 
this visual reminder of the relationship 
between land,  seasons and time.

Figure 3.10 Jan’s cave weathered rock surface 
sketch.



68 69

spatial spectrum 

surface

undulating summit

cliffs
arches
caves
historic maori burial caves

tree canopy
forest 
forest floor
bird burrows
historic rock walls
historic maori village

cliffs
arches
caves

undulating seafloor

terrestrial flora+fauna

terrestrial flora+fauna

marine flora+fauna

air rock

rock

rock
dirt

rock

rock
sand

water

200m
100m

current legal access extents 
     (no-touch policy) 

This diagram shows the current access to 
the wilderness space. Although we may 
be physically or legalistically separate, 
architecture could provide a proximity 
to these other features void of destructive 
consequence.
Figure 3.11 Stratification spatial features and 
current access extents diagram for the Poor 
Knights Islands.

rikoriko cave_aorangi island

The massiveness  of the cliffs and caves is 
characteristic of the site. A strong sense 
of exploration, discovery and closeness 
to nature is experienced when in the 
proximity of such amazing natural 
features.
Figure 3.12 Rikoriko cave and cliff sketch.
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3.2.2 ecological analysis. This analysis draws conclusions from 
the significant aspects highlighted 
earlier as well as from my own 
ecological experiences at the site. These 
considerations are strongly linked to 
the physical/relational frontier of this 
project.
     There are amazing wildlife encounters 
underwater and on land at the Poor 
Knights Islands. What you see, hear, 
or in-touch with changes considerably 
with the seasons. 
    The land offers a variety of ecological 
experiences. One example is the 
thousands of ocean feeding petrels 
flying through the tree canopy and onto 
their forest floor burrows morning and 
night. It is described by one DOC staff 
member as “watching  maggots crawl 
over the ground there is so many.” In 
addition, the bellbird song at 4:30am 
is apparently a beautiful  tune to hear 
first thing in the morning. Tuatara, 
giant weta and the duvaucel’s gecko are 
a rare site and more likely to be seen on 
Lady Ellis Island further south; part of 
the Hen and Chicken Islands.
    The marine ecology is much more 

dynamic and varied. One of the major 
differences from an observation point 
of view is the ability to be in proximity 
to the ecology when underwater. 
Particularly if you are stationary. The 
ecology moves towards you at a faster 
rate than on the land. Often fish are 
inquisitive and will swim up close to 
have a look. Fish swim at the site in 
large schools and some cruise alone.        
     It is not uncommon to be circled 
by hundreds of fish in summer, in what 
locals call a ‘boil up’.  This is a time of 
frenzied feeding caused by blankets 
of small krill that excite species like 
kahawai, trevelly and blue maomao. 
In turn this attracts kingfish, snapper 
and sharks to the scene. As a diver this 
is an incredible place to be with so 
much wild activity in close proximity 
- it is truly amazing. My personal 
favourite is being totally surrounded 
by large kingfish as the size of these 
fish is impressive and they effortlessly 
glide through the water like large 
torpedoes.  In quieter moments it can 
be fascinating to look  into the fading 
blue distance in anticipation of what 

new fish may come into view. 
    Because of the many fish species 
found at the site (listed in the ecological 
context section of this document) and 
the experiences available in contrast 
to that of the land, this project will 
position itself in proximity to the 
marine ecology. 
       It may be possible to organise spaces  
vertically to engage with particular 
types of ecology.
  The structure could become an 
additional ecological habitat for flora 
and fauna. If this is mutually beneficial 
then it would be wise to use substrate 
which encourages reef growth. 
  The location of the quarantine 
process would be best away from the 
site as it currently operates. However, 
additional decontamination measures 
may need to be employed to protect the 
ecology from the operation and use of 
the structure.
  Finally, it may be prudent for the 
services of project to be fully self 
contained to minimise the risk of 
spillage and mess involved with 
transfer systems. 

Figure 3.13 My friend Dylan holding a Duvaucel’s gecko body found floating in the ocean at the Poor Knights Islands.
Figure 3.14 Diver in-touch with Blue Fin Tuna ecology.
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3.3 cultural analysis. Out of the cultural context arise 
underlying expectations about what a 
wilderness experience will be like and 
what it will give. These expectations 
are subjective and personal to the 
adventurer. Let’s consider the aspects 
of the cultural context outlined:
 A deep personal response to 
wilderness is expected. It is not always 
necessary for this to take place alone 
but the design should facilitate levels 
of exposure and withdrawal from the 
environment as well as consider public 
and private spaces for this to be served.
  The aesthetic and sensory pleasure 
expected of a wilderness experience 
needs to be protected. The views 
within and outside the structure need 
to considered as well as the impact 
of the structure as a whole on the 
surrounding setting.
   Inspiration and creativity are as 
expected in a wilderness setting. The 
needs of different creative activities 
could be considered.
  How will the programme of 
the building encourage personal 
development and challenge the 

individual to get out of their comfort 
zone?
  The design could benefit a greater 
range of people if it caters for a variety 
of recreational activities.

3.4 social analysis. Of all the activities and aspects of 
the two social contexts investigated 
the following conclusions have been 
drawn:
   The spaces need to be basic and only 
equipped with the essentials for a social 
experience expected in a wilderness 
setting.
   There needs to be spaces which 
accommodate all activities involved 
with the type of recreation involved 
with the site.
     The transition between inside and 
outside is important especially from 
wet to dry in order to create the warm 
refuge expected.
     There needs to be a separation from 
the business of activity to quieter slow 
pace areas where rest and rejuvenation 
are expected. 
      It is important to have communal 
shared space where interactions and 
discussions with other adventures can 
occur.

Figure 3.15 Tourist diving boat in Rikoriko cave, Poor Knights Islands.
Figure 3.16 DOC. Tribulation Hut, Ashburton, New Zealand.
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3.5 economic analysis. Revenue estimation:

Market:     5% of annual visitors.
Rate:    $1000/day.
Two day trip:     $2000/person

With 16 visitors -
Two day trip :     $32k
Three trips per week:    $96k

Annual revenue:     $5M

There are multiple conclusions that can 
be drawn from the economic context of 
this project.  The following conclusions 
have informed the design process:

- There is a demand for the wilderness 
experience that this project seeks to 
create. 
- The organisations and industries 
which this project associates have a 
strong financial context. 
- This project could afford to cost more 
than other structures in wilderness due 
to its unique setting and experience 
provided.
- The potential visitor charge-out rate 
to the public could be quite high, 
perhaps as much as $1000 per day.  
This would reflect the ecotourist 
potential and the uniqueness of the 
experience.  DOC could conceivably 
own and operate such a project, 
balancing public awareness and 
experience against a return on 
investment. 

Figure 3.17 Marine ecology on the  New Zealand Five dollar note.
3.8 alternative solutions
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This process investigated a wide range 
of possibilities that generated different 
wilderness experiences at the Poor 
Knights Islands (PKI’s). A piece of 
architectural structure offered the 
ability to allow exploration by placing 
visitors above, under, beside, across 
and within the site.
   A structure, extending the physical 
capacity to explore, could position us 
above, under, beside, through, across 
and within the site.
    There were different aspects of the 
context that informed the design 
development such as location, scale, 
spatial qualities and ecology.
  Location considered the proximity 
to existing dive destinations, natural 
features and access to ecology.
 Scale was used for confirming 
the dominance of wilderness over 
civilisation.
    Awareness of ecology of flora and 
fauna was extended both horizontally  
and vertically. 

The larger architectural considerations, 
beneficial for the design outcome, 
was the identification of the need for 
journey, prospect and refuge.  
  The main limitation for these initial 
design outcomes was the lack of 
confirmed building programme.  This 
was to be investigated in the next 
design development.

Key ideas developed:
- underwater journey/dive experience.

- no physical connection to land.

- ecological and physical experiences  
  within the marine environment.

- no dock, barefoot landing.

- appreciation of scale of the PKI’s.

DESIGN PROCESS
initial design_

Figure 3.18 The initial design problem diagram.

possibilities.
A selection from the wide range of possibilities investigated:

Figure 3.19 Archway sleeping platform. Figure 3.20 Unfolding sea pod. Figure 3.21 Barge and crane observatory. Figure 3.22 Tower between sea floor and tree 
tops.

3.8.1
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location: context feedback.
This location was chosen as an 
excursion base because of its central 
location between the two islands. A 
structure could be hidden amongst the 
smaller islands and be visually discrete. 
The aim was to avoid disruption of 
prime diving destination sites or the 
best natural features.

Figure 3.23 Location proximity diagram, 
central excursion base. 

access: context feedback.
These diagrams explore the spatial 
relationships created by the direction of 
arrival. The connection from the smaller 
rocky islands, was made on the premise 
that they were a decontamination 
gateway to the land of both islands. 

Figure 3.24 Access diagram, central excursion base.
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scale [plan]: context feedback.
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CENTRE SITE SCALE 1:200 // A1
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An understanding and appreciation of the size of these islands  was used to suggest appropriate scale for the project.
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Figure 3.25 Plan location diagram.
Figure 3.26 Plan scale investigation diagrams.
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scale [section] : context feedback.
The sheer verticality of the islands arising from the depths of the ocean are characteristic of this wilderness setting. 

section AA. scale 1:500/A1 section AA. scale 1:200/A1 section BB scale 1:500/A1
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Figure 3.27 Section location diagram.
Figure 3.28 Section scale investigation diagrams.
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physical qualities: context feedback.
Ecological habitats and natural features 
are significant for wilderness connection.

vie
w

Figure 3.29 Photograph direction diagram.
Figure 3.30 Physical characteristics of the central site.
Figure 3.31 Light qualities at the marine and terrestrial interface.

The marine and terrestrial interface: 
A blending of air and water in  this zone is 
a spectacular experience that this project 

engages with.

physical qualities: context feedback.
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The light qualities in the shallow reefs are very different from open water environments. 
Light reflects off the marine flora and fauna as they move about in their habitat, 
generating a dynamic observation experience.

context feedback: shallow reef ecology

Figure 3.32 Photo location diagram.
Figure 3.33 Shallow reef ecology at the central 
site.

When diving to a depth of 25 metres, changes in the colour spectrum and temperature 
occur. When standing on the sea floor, an awareness of the mass of water between 
you and the surface. A strong sense of self reliance and trust in the dive equipment is 
engendered.

context feedback: deep reef ecology

Figure 3.34 Photo location diagram.
Figure 3.35 Deep reef ecology at the central 
site.
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key outcome. 
‘air-water transition’ This design expresses the desire to be 

in-touch with the marine ecology and 
highlights the risk of reef damage. 
The sense of refuge within the pod as  
a place immersed within the marine 
world was  influential on the design 
process.
   Positioned in Rikoriko cave, a natural 
feature often visited by tourist boats.  
However, this should would seem   to 
compromise wilderness setting values. 
The man-made connection to the land 
reflects a permanent connection of 
civilisation. This was made to express 
the desire to be in-touch with the 
physical qualities above sea level in 
addition to the marine qualities below.

Figure 3.36 Pod concept model.
Figure 3.37 Pod above sea level photomontage.
Figure 3.38 Pod below sea level photomontage.
Figure 3.39 Pods attached to central islands in   
shallow reef relationship.

key outcome. 
‘underwater journey’

The underwater journey and sense of 
discovery is desirable if an experience 
Similar to scuba diving is to be 
replicated through architecture. These 
designs explore the journey from 
shallow reef to deep reef ecology.

Figure 3.40 Initial underwater journey sketch. Figure 3.41 Second underwater journey sketch.
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f i rst  a l ternat ive_

BRIDGE TO NOWHERE

Figure 3.42 Wanganui ‘Bridge to Nowhere’, New Zealand.
Figure 3.43 Diver experiencing wharf marine ecology.

This first alternative positions itself 
within the shallow reef ecology of 
the central site considered in the 
initial design stage.  The journey idea 
taken from ‘the diving experience’ 
was allied to the Wanganui ‘Bridge to 
Nowhere’ precedent:  to form a non-
touching, isolated man-made structure 
that paradoxically emphasises the 
sovereignty of wilderness. 
    The journey experience drawn in 
the initial design sketch on pg 87 
features a series of connected corridors 
changing in direction. When allied 
with the bridge precedent the journey 
is invested into a single horizontal 
direction.  This alternative develops 
a progression through space which 
utilises the interior walls, floor and 
ceilings, within this limited direction, 
to create levels of exposure and 
enclosure to the ecological habitat.   
    The Wanganui ‘Bridge to Nowhere’ 
is a strong example of the sovereignty 
of wilderness. The abandonment, 
barrenness and disconnected nature 
of this structure resonate with this 
development. 

This alternative investigates 
the following programmes: 
accommodation, kitchen, bathrooms, 
and services, gathering spaces, dive 
equipment storage, photography 
facilities and airlocks. These  
programmes all contribute to the 
interior space having a significant 
impact on both the social and 
wilderness experience.

introduction.3.8.2
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The bridge was nestled amongst these 
small central islands to be visually 
discrete and so not to disturb any existing 
destination sites .
   Scale was a significant consideration for 
this site because the surrounding islands 
were so small in comparison to the main 
islands.  An intervention threatened the 
wilderness setting values if it was too 
large here.

50M

60m

scale considerations.

Figure 3.44 Site model photographs. central 
excursion base.

The variety of spatial experiences above, 
in transition, and below sea level were 
investigated for potential wilderness 
values. The assigning of different 
programmes to these different spatial 
qualities influenced the organisation of 
spaces.

programme development.

Figure 3.45 Elevation sketch, access to rock face. Figure 3.46 Elevation sketch, programme organised with intertidal zone. Figure 3.47 Plan sketch, views to marine environment, programme 
organisation.
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heavy mass

connecting spine/surface

buoyant space

The alignment with sea level and immersion in the 
marine environment generated a closeness to the 
physical and ecological contexts for the design. Like the 
diving suit, the project was equipped with components 
that enabled the human exploration of ‘another world’.

barren space at arrival.

Initial ‘Bridge to Nowhere’ concept. Figure 3.48 Initial bridge concept elevation and section drawing. 
Figure 3.49 Initial bridge concept building components drawing.
Figure 3.50 Initial bridge concept underwater perspective drawing.

first perspective

surface connection

habitable space

circulation

sea floor interface
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The requirements for a calm surface for 
diver entry led to the development of a 

‘moon pool’ and air locks.

programme development.

Figure 3.51 Section through air lock and moon pool. Figure 3.52 Circulation space around the airlock. Figure 3.53 Section through airlock and circulation space.

upper refuge 

wet transition zone 

lower dry refuge

The structure responded to the 
environmental forces by allowing wave 
energy to pass over the tube and under 

the wharf.  the relationship between the 
components needed to respond to the 

transfer of both external and buoyancy 
forces.

structural development.

Figure 3.54  Plan and section of kitchen, briefing, staff accommodation.
Figure 3.55 Section through assemblage of building components.
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The aesthetic of these weight 
components reflected the joining of 

terrestrial and marine environments. 
The faceted components are similar to 

crayfish or weta exoskeletons.

aesthetic development.

Figure 3.56 Weta sketch.
Figure 3.57 Plan and elevation aesthetic 

development sequence.

Figure 3.58 Perspective sketch of component assemblage. Figure 3.59 Digital model of weight component. Figure 3.60 Digital model of component assemblage.
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The sovereignty of nature rules below 
the surface as the marine flora grows 

and forms a natural patina on the 
concrete ‘weight belt’.

Above the surface the same effect is 
achieved by barrenness of the wharf.

exterior experience.

Figure 3.61  Exterior perspective.
Figure 3.62  Underwater perspective.

A closeness to nature was established  
by the thick transparent acrylic tube. 

Openness and closure to this 
environment was controlled by the inner 

walls and floor.  

interior experience.

Figure 3.63 View of interior at the 
‘disconnected end point’.
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Figure 3.64 Bunk room interior perspective.

Figure 3.65 Air lock  and moon pool interior perspective.
Figure 3.66 Interior image location plan.

Figure 3.67 Kitchen and dining interior perspective.
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dining                                                 kitchen                                              briefing                                             equipment              loading              moon pool                                             air lock                  loading                                 ablutions                                                  accommodation                                                                        lounge

This design explores the horizontal 
five meters below the sea level datum.     
    Deriving from the ‘Bridge to 
Nowhere’ concept for which the 
destination point is a barren wharf. 
The sovereignty of the wilderness 
qualities is emphasised by the contrast 
between the disconnected wharf and 
its surroundings. 
    Below the surface the building is 
contradictorily obtrusive, parting 
the sea with a large translucent tube 
containing program and function. 
Unseen and not offending to the 
voyager above, this architecture allows 
us to be in-touch with wilderness 
qualities. 
    We can confidently and peacefully 
reside below the surface and gaze 
upon the magnificence of one of New 
Zealand’s premiere nature reserves. 
The uniquely lush New Zealand kelp 
forest glows in the sun outside our 
window, snapper devour kina before 
our eyes and schools of kohoru are 
chased by kingfish above our beds. 
By day we can explore the islands 
by small inflatable boats which leave 
from this excursion base nestled 
amongst the central group of small 
rocky islands. We navigate into caves 
and through archways and land on 
the beach. The sunset is admired and 
the sounds of ocean birds fill the air as 
we sit on the edge of the wharf for an 
evening meal  at the incredible Poor 
Knights Islands wilderness.

description.

Figure 3.68 Final ‘Bridge to Nowhere’ plan, five 
metres below sea level.
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dining                                       kitchen                                                 briefing                 equipment

access 

wharf

The design has multiple benefits in 
terms of touchless touch achievement 
and wilderness experience values. 
 The main touchless touch 
achievement in this alternative was 
the successful establishment of the 
sovereignty of wilderness.  In this 
marine setting, the disconnection 
from the land, isolation, barrenness, 
movement with tide and visual 
discretion of the design all 
contributed to this notion. 
    The successful wilderness values 
achieved were ‘escape’ and ‘closeness 
to nature’. The proximity to the 
marine ecology and the strong sense 
of refuge within the structure were 
key aspects of the design which 
achieved this end. 
The limitations of this alternative 
was that it only extended into a  five 
metre depth limiting the exposure 
to the diverse ecology found at the 
PKI’s. 

ESCAPE:  high

CHALLENGE: medium

SELF-RELIANCE: low

EXPLORATION: medium

SOLITUDE: medium

CLOSE TO NATURE: high

Wilderness experience rating:

Figure 3.69 Final ‘Bridge to Nowhere’ 
concept. Half section and elevation 
drawing.

Summary: 
‘Bridge to Nowhere’ design.
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second alternative_

OCEAN TOWER

Figure 3.70 Fastnet lighthouse, Ireland.
Figure 3.71 Oil rig being dry towed into position.  

This alternative aims to develop the 
following wilderness experience values 
that were unsatisfactory in the first 
alternative: exploration, self-reliance, 
solitude, and challenge. 
   Exploration values are limited in 
the ‘Bridge to Nowhere’ with only five 
vertical meters of ecological habitat 
exposed.  This alternative explores the 
wilderness experience opportunities 
from ten meters below to 50 metres 
above sea level.  
  Both the lighthouse and oil rig 
typologies are resonant with this 
alternative as examples of vertical 
structures that achieve a closeness 
to nature, strong sense of refuge 
and structural success in a marine 
environment.
   A new site is investigated at the 
northern end of the Poor Knights 
Islands that is exposed to extreme 
weather conditions where the rock faces 
of the islands disappear into depths of 
100 metres within a short horizontal 
distance. 
   New considerations for this vertical 
concept are structural stability, vertical 
circulation, vertical services, access in 
rough conditions, and portability issues.

introduction.

Figure 3.72 Interior continuous spiral staircase.
Figure 3.73 Interior spiral stairs between levels.

3.8.3
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Figure 3.74 Photograph plan location diagram.
Figure 3.75 The exposed Wild Beast Point looking towards Northern Arch.
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Figure 3.76 Access from sea level, R.I.B davits and ‘Hut’. Figure 3.77 ‘Water footings’ using the Archimedes principle of buoyancy.

first cave environment 
design

Figure 3.78 Relationship between circulation and programme. Figure 3.79 Underwater cave environment opportunities in structure.
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social hub

accm.

ablutions

equipment

services

observation

lift

Figure 3.80 Circulation below sea level positioned according to 
stability implications and experience opportunities.

Figure 3.81 Positions of observation pods within structure investigated 
for ‘closeness to nature’ opportunities.

‘hut’

sea level dock

Figure 3.82 Vertical circulation was considered in detail to inform the planning process. Figure 3.83 The threshold from sea level to the ‘hut’ generated a strong sense of refuge.
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-10m 0m 
Figure 3.84 Observation pod plan.  Figure 3.85 Wharf and R.I.B landing ‘beach plan.

3m  9m  12m 15m-50m 
Figure 3.86 Interior arrival plan. Figure 3.87 ‘Hut’ social level plan. Figure 3.88 Ablutions level plan. Figure 3.89 Accommodation plan.
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Figure 3.90 Final ‘Ocean Tower’ concept elevation and section. 
Figure 3.91 ‘Ocean Tower’ in position at Wild Beast Point.
Figure 3.92 Underwater perspective of observation pods.

This design explores the vertical fifty 
meters above and ten meters below the 
sea level datum; within a spectacular 
marine and land reserve. 
  This design seeks to revive the 
romantic form which now reminds 
us of our navigational past and once 
necessary position in the front line of 
nature’s fury. 
  In an attempt to connect people to 
the richness and power of their natural 
heritage this excursion base is located 
in an exposed position on the northern 
most point of the Poor Knights Islands, 
Wild Beast Point. 
    Reliant on the Archimedes principle 
of buoyancy the tower is floated and 
winched down into the depths to create 
a strong vertical rigidity.   
    A large concrete ‘beach’ is used for 
arrival and departure for excursions via 
inflatable boats. We withdraw up the 
tower and transition through places of 
exposure and enclosure; appreciating 
the stratification environments. 
  Large pelagic fish can be observed 
swimming through the sub structure 
of the tower from observation pods ten 
meters below the surface.

Wilderness experience rating: 

ESCAPE:  high

CHALLENGE: medium

SELF-RELIANCE: low

EXPLORATION: medium

SOLITUDE: medium

CLOSE TO NATURE: high

This alternative has not been successful 
in establishing the sovereignty of 
wilderness due to its solid visual 
appearance and confrontational 
relationship to environmental forces. 
It has been criticised as being a 
monumental and disrespectful to 
wilderness setting values. 
   
   This design has achieved an equal 
wilderness experience rating as 
alternative one. A benefit of this 
vertical design alternative is the strong 
‘closeness to nature’ value achieved 
because of the range of ecological 
habitats experienced. As seen in the 
image of the large wave crashing on La 
Jument lighthouse on pg 17 a powerful 
connection has been achieved but this 
project hopes to achieve a refuge which 
fits into the environment rather than 
oppose its dominance.
   The limitations of this design 
are the low levels of self-reliance, 
exploration, challenge and solitude. It 
does not achieve the range of porosity 
available, and was constrained by the 
misconceived idea of health issues 
around pressure. 

Summary: 
‘Ocean Tower’ design.
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third alternative_

OCEAN BUOY

Figure 3.93 Navigational Buoy drawing.
Figure 3.94 Fairway Buoy, Dorset, England.

3.8.4
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introduction.

The ocean buoy alternative aims to 
increase the ‘sovereignty of wilderness’ 
and the low wilderness experience 
values of the ‘ocean tower’ concept. 
   It was the relationship between 
the structure and the environment 
which was detrimental to establishing 
the sovereignty of wilderness idea 
in the ocean tower. So this concept 
aims to reduce the confrontation 
in relationship, to achieve a type of 
surrender which allows wilderness to 
dominate.
  The wilderness experience values 
which this alternative seeks to increase 
in the vertical concept are self-reliance, 
solitude and exploration. 
    This alternative will extend the span 
of the structure into deeper habitats, 
consider a new location that provides 
levels of shelter, develop an aesthetic 
response to the site, and provide an 
innovative marine observation.
   This structure extends fifty 
meters above and below sea level. A 
symmetrical approach to the overall 
form enabled an equal response to 
forces from any direction which was 
characteristic of the site.
    The design is based in a steadfast 
structural datum, contrasting the 
man made object with the ecological 
environment, intensifying observation.
   The design needs to be visually 
porous, merging the man made habitat 
with the ecological habitat in order to 
reduce the effect of monumentality 
that was a concern in the ‘Ocean 
Tower’ alternative.
    Key structural goals were positive 
buoyancy, stability.
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location. A new location was chosen which 
was sheltered from strong easterly 

wind which batter the eastern 
coastline. The new location has views 

of Northern Arch and is in close 
proximity to the rock cliffs of Tawhiti 

Rahi Island.

northern arch

wild beast point

Tawhiti Rahi Island

Figure 3.96 Ocean buoy located at the Northern end of the Poor Knights Islands..
Figure 3.97 Ocean buoy in position near Northern Arch and in the shelter of Tawhiti Rahi Island.

structural diagram.
This diagram illustrates how the 
structure responds to the environmental 
forces when a positive buoyancy exists.

Bouyancy force 
(BF)

3/4 (BF)
 structure weight

1/4(BF)
mooring weight

1/4(BF)
mooring weight

Figure 3.98 Structural forces diagram.
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These drawings investigate the impact 
of vertical circulation and load paths on 

structural form. 
They pursue a visual porosity to reduce 

the perception of the object and 
increasing attention to the site. 

The reduction of structural elements 
increases the visual porosity of the 

object.   

structure development. 
[section]
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Figure 3.99 -105 Development sketches of vertical structure.
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structure development. 
[plan]

These drawings investigated the 
impacts of sea level access and  

environmental forces on the structural 
form. 

rectilinear columns

wave and wind energy.

circular columns

large spans                                 

open
 sp

ace
s

concentrating load paths primary and secondary structure 
systems

Figure 3.106 -110 Structural plan development drawings.
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There is both an environmental force 
and architectural response to the 
design of the ‘ocean buoy’ structure. 
These aims impact on the overall form, 
aesthetic and wilderness experience.
    The environmental force response 
is about reducing the confrontational 
relationship that existed in the last 
‘ocean tower’ concept. The overall 
form of a large monolithic surface, 
which was in conflict with lateral 
environmental forces such as wave 
and wind energy, is now developed 
into a network of elements forming 
a structural frame.  This allows these 
external forces to pass through the 
primary structure. This rationale, 
and the need for stability in a fluid 
environment, favours a symmetrical 
form that spreads the effect of external 
loads from any direction evenly. 
Continuing this consideration curved 
columns were preferred to other 
rectilinear options investigated.
    The architectural response is about 
the need to increase the exposure to 
wilderness qualities and the need to 
maintain the sovereignty of nature.      

symmetrical structural design.
This idea has been discussed in the 
‘Bridge to Nowhere’ concept where 
the contrast and barrenness of the 
man-made object emphasises the 
wilderness qualities.  In this case, the 
barrenness is achieved by the large 
V-columns that separate compression 
rings in ten metre vertical intervals 
forming large open spaces. These 
exposed spaces are surrendered to 
the wilderness environment and 
reduce the dominance of man at the 
site. The effect is that wilderness is 
absorbed into the man-made space 
by an integration with this first 
boundary generated by the structure. 
   The aesthetic response is aligned 
with the architectural response 
to achieve a focus on wilderness 
qualities rather than the man-made 
object. Through the use of ordered 
proportions, like in nature, the 
structural design achieves a soft 
mutual existence rather than a obtuse 
irregular shape. 



128 129

structure development. 
[aesthetic]

The craftsmanship of these cast 
structural columns resonant with the 

wild characteristics of a wilderness 
setting. The structural design of this 

project intends to develop these 
qualities.

Figure 3.111-113 Casting architectural structural columns, University of Manitoba, Canada. 
Figure 3.114 A rock face at the Poor Knights Islands. Figure 3.115 -118 Model making testing casting and investigating aesthetic qualities.
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  DECK 1

This cave observatory increases both 
the architectural and structural benefits 
of the buoy within its wilderness 
environment through the provision 
of an ecological habitat found in the 
many underwater caves at the PKI’s.
   The increased architectural benefits 
of ‘exploration’ and ‘closeness to 
nature’ are generated by the type of 
ecological habitat and location at the 
bottom of the observation tube fifty 
meters below the sea surface. Steel 
sheets, ten meters in length clad the 
circumference of deck one and two. 
These walls, with a steel ceiling, encase 
a body of water assisting the stability of 
the buoy as a whole, while luring fish 
species in to take residence as marine 
flora establishes itself on the steel 
surface. The observation tube extends 
down into this cave environment with 
an observatory space. Flood lights 
can be switched on to illuminate the  
surrounding fish and attract inquisitive 
pelagic fish and squid.

[cave observatory] 

Figure 3.121 Exterior underwater perspective of cave environment.

Figure 3.122 Interior looking up spiral staircase from cave observatory.

Figure 3.123  Cave observatory.
Figure 3.119 Cave observatory Figure location diagram.
Figure 3.120 Exterior of cave environment sketch. 
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  DECK 2 - 4 

[ observation tube ]
The main wilderness values that 
this section of the buoy develops are 
‘closeness to nature’ and ‘exploration’.    
    A key feature of this design is 
the spiral staircase, chosen over a 
mechanical approach, for the multiple 
wilderness experience values that it 
establishes.
In response to a wilderness setting 
being a place of personal discovery. 
One can control the point at which 
they continue or return on their 
journey. The access to this wilderness 
setting is a physical challenge. The 
steep steps provide a level of difficulty, 
which Sir Edmund Hillary supports 

as necessary for access to wilderness 
space, as mentioned earlier on page 23.
     The spiral design leads the eye outward 
to focus on the wilderness qualities 
rather than the object. A key feature of 
the spiral stair case design is the dual 
step. This  benefits the observation and 
exploration experience by  allowing for  
both transition and pause spaces. 
Another benefit is that the staircase 
slows the journey down, in comparison 
to an elevator, and allows for a level of 
solitude. 
    The staircase requires a level of self-
reliance/vulnerability as you need to 
take care and watch your step.

Figure 3.124 Observation tube location diagram.
Figure 3.125 Underwater exterior perspective of observation tube.
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  DECK 5

[ marine cabin ]

The marine cabin is a response to 
creating an innovative marine-back-
country hut. It is about exploring how 
architecture could enable people to 
be immersed within an environment 
beyond their physical capabilities and 
enjoy the spatial qualities occurring 
there.
   It provides levels of enclosure and 
openness to the ecological habitat and 
provided a social setting where this 
experience can be shared with friends 
or people with similar interests. It 
enables people to stop, wait and just be 
within the marine environment.

Figure 3.126 Marine cabin location diagram.
Figure 3.127 -131 Sequence of development 
sketches.
Figure 3.132 Marine cabin section sketch.
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Figure 3.133-136 Planning development.
Figure 3.136 Marine cabin interior sketch development. Figure 3.137 Marine cabin exterior sketch development.
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  DECK 6

[ The ‘Boat Ramp’ ]

section

plan

The surface interface is a place of 
arrival for boats and would be used by 
the visitors throughout the day. Gear is 
unloaded onto this platform at arrival 
and can be lifted to the loading dock 
by pulleys and winches. It floats up and 
down with the tide and can be totally 
retracted under the loading dock out 
of reach from stormy conditions at sea 
level. Visitors can descend onto this 
platform via a ladder and enter the sea 
from its edge.

Figure 3.138 The ‘Boat Ramp’ location diagram. 
Figure 3.139 Boat ramp plan development sketch.
Figure 3.140 Boat ramp development sketch.
Figure 3.141 Boat ramp final development section.
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[ loading dock ]

  DECK 7

Activities in wilderness space tend to 
require a lot of gear. The packing and 
preparation for expeditions is a big 
part of the social context. Supplies are 
important for survival in these remote 
places, so its position ten metres above 
sea level, is a safe place away from the 
ravages of a wild sea. 
  On this deck three rigid inflatable 
boats (RIBs) are secured on the edges 
and when packed for an excursion 
further abroad and around the islands, 
they are lowered to sea level using 
davits. 
   Storage units keep scuba, snorkelling 
and kayak equipment tightly packed 
on this level in close proximity to the 
RIB loading zones.
  Access to services such as water, waste 
and power can be found on this level 
as storage tanks are attached below the 
floor.

Figure 3.142 Loading dock location diagram.

Figure 3.143 Circulation through structure. Figure 3.144 R.I.B and equipment storage. Figure 3.145 Physical model indicating scale. Figure 3.146 Photomontage into wild setting. Figure 3.147 Final development section.
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  DECK 8

[PKI ‘hut’]
The architecture intends to foster the 
social intensity experienced in an 
isolated setting, which Alison Balance 
refers to on page 25. The hut provides a 
place for cooking, eating, briefing and 
relaxing.
    It is a social refuge located 20 meters 
above sea level and provides a sense of 
escape from the harsh conditions. The 
design of this hub uses three smaller 
cabins on the same level to create a 
cluster. These spaces allow the wind to 
pass around and through the cluster 
reducing the force on the tower and 
effect of deflection. These cabins can 
be connected in calm conditions if a 
larger space is required. A veranda like 
outdoor space keeps the design basic 
and relaxed. At night basic low energy 
lighting would be used, perhaps even 
candles inside lanterns.
Figure 3.148 PKI ‘Hut’ location diagram.

Figure 3.149 Development section sketch. Figure 3.150 PKI ‘Hut’ plan.
Figure 3.151 PKI ‘hut’ elevation. Figure 3.152 -155 Physical model photographs.
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[ sleeping pods ]

  DECK 9

These sleeping pods provide a place of 
withdrawal and solitude.  Located 30 
meters above sea level these pods have 
vast views of the ocean and close views 
of the rock faces. Pivoted to balance 
like a hammock, stability is achieved 
despite small rolling deflections in the 
buoy as a whole.
Figure 3.156 Sleeping pods location diagram.
Figure 3.157 Hammock alternative plan.
Figure 3.158 Hammock alternative section.
Figure 3.159 Pod alternative plan.
Figure 3.160 Pod alternative section.
Figure 3.161 Exterior perspective.
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4.0 design outcome

This attempt to relate society to the 
delicate wilderness of the Poor Knights 
Islands, achieved a sovereignty of 
nature and high levels of wilderness 
experience in the ocean buoy design.
  The confrontational relationship 
that characterised alternative two is 
reduced by the new structural design.  
This was achieved through the visually 
porous frame the considered a gradient 
of proportions and aesthetic that 
inherent in the site. The absorption 
and integration of the environmental 
forces surrendered the dominance of 
man and established the sovereignty of 
wilderness at the site.  
   The following levels of wilderness 
experience are achieved by this design:

Escape: High.
The multiple small refuge’s within 
the structure create an inherent sense 
of escape. Nested up high above 
and enclosed below sea level, the 
experience would be as Abbott and 
Reeve  suggest as requirements for 
‘escape’: “nothing like your normal life...
it involves stripping everything back to 
the bare essentials of life - food, shelter, 
warmth and companionship.” 
(see page 28).

Challenge: High.
The distance required to travel, the 
steep vertical circulation, and the 
adventure activities of the site give this 
design a high challenge value. These 
aspects of the design would do as 
Abbott and Reeve require: “urge to test 
capabilities and move beyond comfort 
zones”, and generate “The element of 
being unsure”.

Self Reliance: Medium.
This value is achieved in part by the 
risks associated with movement down 
the observation tube. Total self reliance 
is reduced by the use of the buoy as a 
type of buffer which Leopold describes:
“Wilderness can give rewards and pen-
alties for wise and foolish acts...against 
which civilisation has built a thousand 
buffers.” (see page 28).

Exploration High.
The large stratification and range 
of habitats that this design engages 
through the observation tube and 
high level viewing platforms create 
a strong sense of exploration as one 
transitions vertically. As Abbot as 
Reeve discuss about exploration, the 
design facilitates: “following your nose” 
while “discovering new places’.

Solitude: Medium.
The ocean buoy design mainly 
provides shared space but there are 
areas of withdrawal where solitude 
can take place. The sleeping pods 
provide a solitude away from the 
activity found on other decks while 
the sleeping cabin below sea level still 
offers an experience that is Abbott 
and Reeve describe of solitude: 
‘wonderfully rejuvenating’, a time to 
‘switch off ’.

Closeness to Nature: High
The transparent tube with spiral 
staircase descending fifty metres 
below sea level generates a high 
closeness to nature value. The 
success of the structure acting as 
a fish aggregating device increases 
the proximity to the ecology of the 
site.  Above the water this value is 
achieved by the proximity to the cliff 
face which has spectacular physical 
characteristics.

Figure 4.1 Ocean Buoy section, on pg 148.

Summary: 
‘Ocean Buoy’ design.
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1:50 examination modelexamination renderings



154 1551:50 model, marine cabin 1:50 model, structural connection detail 1:50 model, cave observatory (-50m)

1:50 model, observation staircase

1:50 model, marine cabin

1:50 model, PKI hut

1:50 model, sleeping pods
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5.0 conclusion

This project has attempted to relate 
society to the delicate wilderness 
heritage of the Poor Knights Islands.  
   It arrives at the conclusion that the 
sovereignty of nature, as well as a deeply 
personal response, must be facilitated 
between man and wilderness for the 
‘Touchless Touch’ paradox to exist. 
      This paradox is understood by 
Abbott and Reeve with their collated 
definition of wilderness experience and 
setting values. These values of escape, 
challenge, self reliance, exploration, 
solitude, closeness to nature, physical 
remoteness, dominance of nature can 
be used to analyse the degree in which 
a touchless touch is established. 
  Using these values to develop 
the architecture of this project, 
a contribution to the body of 
architectural knowledge has been 
made. The project highlights the 
role of the architectural boundary in 
balancing wilderness qualities and 
recreational needs. 

The sovereignty of nature has been 
established in the final design by many 
aspects of this project. The structural 
design together with the function as 
a fish aggregation device (FAD) are 
key examples. These aspects achieve  
preservation of the integrity, stability 
and beauty of the biotic community, 
and the use rather than exploitation of 
wilderness space.
 The personal response is 
accommodated by the final design 
through an engagement with 
wilderness where the quality of the 
experience and its ability to shape us is 
enhanced. This is seen in the proximity 
to a stratification of ecological habitats 
and wild spatial qualities.

The limitation of this project is that it 
is limited to the marine environment. 
Future research could investigate the 
‘Touchless Touch’ of the terrestrial 
environment within New Zealand 
nature reserves and wilderness    areas.

So what does it mean to create a ‘touchless touch’ of wilderness heritage? 

Ocean Buoy 
Wilderness experience rating: 

ESCAPE:  high

CHALLENGE: high

SELF-RELIANCE: medium

EXPLORATION: high

SOLITUDE: medium

CLOSE TO NATURE: high
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7.0 appendix
 

The seabed geology and bathymetry 
of the site are described in depth 
by Sim-Smith and Kelly; “The Poor 
Knights Islands are located on New 
Zealand’s northeastern continental 
shelf at 35°28’S, 174°44’E. The volcanic 
origin of the Poor Knights Islands is 
obvious in the geology of the islands and 
the seabed. The islands are extremely 
steep, with cliffs reaching over 200 m 
above and extending over 100 m below 
sea level. The seabed drops sharply away 
from the coastline along much of the 
island, reaching depths of over 100 m 
within the 800 m radius of the marine 
reserve. 
  A shallow region joins Tawhiti Rahi 
Island and Aorangi Island, with depths 
typically less than 30m. Shallow, gently 
sloping rocky reefs exist at South 
Harbour, Maroro Bay, Nursery Cove, 
Bartle’s Bay, Cleanerfish Bay, and 
Lighthouse Cove. Away from the steep 
gradient of the islands the continental 
shelf is predominantly regular and flat, 
with the occasional peak rising sharply 
from the sea floor. 
  The continental shelf edge occurs 
approximately 10 km offshore of the 
islands at approximately 150–180m 
depth (Eade, 1967; Stewart, 2001).”

The hydrology of the site is also 
well documented by Sim-Smith and 
Kelly; “The East Auckland Current, 
passes north of New Zealand and 
flows down the northeastern coastline 

of New Zealand to East Cape 
following approximately the edge of 
the continental shelf….This current of 
warmer oceanic waters is usually held 
offshore by topographic trapping over 
the continental shelf (Sharples, 1997). 
Thus, a band of ‘resident’ hydrologically 
different coastal water usually exists 
between the mainland and the East 
Auckland Current. 
     On occasions during periods of 
intense stratification in spring–summer, 
strong southeasterly winds may drive the 
clear, warm oceanic waters of the East 
Auckland Current closer towards the 
mainland resulting in a rapid increase in 
water temperature (~2°C) and salinity 
(Sharples, 1997). This summer event, 
known by local communities as “the blue 
water coming in”, transports oceanic 
plankton and planktonic life-stages of 
subtropical species closer towards the 
northeastern coastline of New Zealand 
(Zeldis et al., 1995; Sharples, 1997.)
  The water is thermally stratified 
with surface temperatures typically 
5°C higher than temperatures at 100 
m depth. The depth of the surface 
mixed layer varies but typically ranges 
between 30–50 m (Stewart, 2001). The 
East Auckland Current is the main 
non-tidal current that affects the Poor 
Knights Islands, flowing predominantly 
southeast with a mean speed of 0.2 
m/s (Sharples & Greig, 1998). Waters 
around the Poor Knights Islands are also 
affected by onshore internal waves and a 

strong north–south tidal current, which 
reverses direction depending on the state 
of the tide (Kingsford &MacDiarmid, 
1988).Internal waves are generated by 
the interaction of tides, stratification, 
and bathymetry at the continental shelf 
edge. These waves facilitate vertical 
mixing of the water column drawing 
nutrients from deeper waters to the 
surface, and may provide a mechanism 
for the shoreward transport of larvae 
and plankton. 
  The main tide-driven internal wave 
travels towards the Poor Knights Islands 
at a mean speed of 0.3 m/s and has a 
minimum travel time of 30 hours from 
the closest generation region (Stevens 
& Abraham, 2005). Spring tides at the 
Poor Knights Islands have a maximum 
range of around 2 m and neap tides 
have a range of around 1 m (Stevens & 
Abraham,2005)”57

The average sea temperatures are 
advertised on dive company websites as 
23 degrees in summer and 14 degrees 
in winter. Average water visibility is 
between 15-30 metres.58

57 Carina Sim-Smith, Michelle Kelly “A Literature 
Review on the Poor Knights Islands 
Marine Reserve  “, edited by Northland 
Conservancy. Whangarei: National Institute 
of Water and Atmospheric, 2009. 

58 Dive, Wanna. “Http://Www.Wannadive.Net/
Spot/Australia_Pacific/New_Zealand/Ni/
Poor_Knights_Islands/.”

7.1 Physical context 
       appendix.
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7.2 Ecological context 
appendix.

Biosecurity has been investigated 
in this project because it needs to be 
aware of the potential risks in order 
not to damage the ecological context.
Any services such as waste or fuels 
which may be associated with this 
intervention must be self contained.
It is vital that the biosecurity risks are 
reduced through the design process. 
 According to Smith and Kelly 
vessel movement within the marine 
reserve is the most likely cause for the 
introduction of invasive organisms 
via hull fouling, ballast water, and 
sea chests. Six unwanted organisms 
have been identified with the Asian 
kelp Undaria Pinnatifida already 
been identified in the Marsden cove 
marina59.Considerations for the design 
process:
-Visitor decontamination
-Hull fouling for transport vessels.

59 Carina Sim-Smith, Michelle Kelly “A 
Literature Review on the Poor Knights 
Islands Marine Reserve  “, edited by 
Northland Conservancy. Whangarei: 
National Instititute of Water and 
Atmospheric, 2009.

Biosecurity hazards

Figure 7.1 Collage of biohazards for the Poor Knights Islands.

Pelagic fish

Helcogramma medium 
twister

Hypoplectrodes huntii 
red banded perch

Latridopsis ciliaris 
blue moki

Pempheris adspersus
big eye

Pseudolabrus miles 
scarlet wrasse

Pseudophycis breviuscula 
red cod

Scorpaena cardinalis 
scorpion fish

Seriola lalandii 
kingfish

Thrysites atun 
barracouta

Upeneichthys lineatus 
goatfish

Zeus faber 
john dory

Planktivorous fish

Caesioperca lepidoptera 
butterfly perch

Chromis dispilus 
demoiselle

Decapterus koheru
koheru

Hyporhamphus ihi 
piper

Scorpis aequipinnis 
sea sweep

Herbivorous fish

Aplodactylus arctidens 
marblefish

Kyphosus sydneyanus 
silver drummer

Odax pullus 
butterfish

Parma alboscapularis 
black angelfish60

60 Carina Sim-Smith, Michelle Kelly.“A 
Literature Review on the Poor Knights 
Islands Marine Reserve”, (Wellington,  
2009). 39.

Resident fish species.
This is a list of the common resident fish species expected to be encountered on a visit to the poor knights

Figure 7.2 Kingfish ‘schooling’.
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7.3 Economic context 
       appendix.

Figure 7.3  Department of Conservation guided trip to the Snares Islands TradeMe Auction. 2012.

7.4 Technology appendix.

Figure 7.4#A range of oil rig connections to the ocean floor.
Figure 7.5 A range of air-locks and moon pools.
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7.5 Structure appendix.

Figure 7.6  Initial engineering analysis of structural design. Robert Bird Group.

Wilderness theoretical position could 
have been outlined more.
“Not things like that” on the depth 
issue.. It’s important because.......
Video? Only shows the water.. How 
does the video illuminate the issue of 
the land?

Depth issue was not clearly 
articulated. That is the implications of 
that variation underwater. Maybe you 
could even graph the relationship.

Describe the functions/activities as 
programme. That is the architectural 
term.

Bridge to nowhere is a very romantic 
and resonant precedent. To make 
more use of it you need to contribute 
more analysis and be very clear about 
what is the value of it as a precedent e.g 
it is not a formal precedent.

Your descriptions of the experience of 
being underwater in your project were 
really evocative. (But there were no 
drawings of this which prompted the 
question by MC later in the critique)

Lighthouse is a withdrawal 
Monumentality is an area that could 
be explored through text. This was a 
discussion that took place after the war. 

Is the form/design relationship about 
technology or is it about human 
activity?... It becomes a landmark of 
human activity.( a monument?) see 
above.

Did it occur to you that you are using 
a spaceship language? Very seldom 
do you see lighthouses floating.... But 
then CS asks What about light ships 
.. Buoys

Separation...touch less touch was 
articulated but what about the 
lighthouse that looks like it should be 
there. Why not set it on the land?

Your  answer could be that the 
enquiry is about this idea of touch 
less touch.

MC reckons the tower is not going to 
survive the ravages of wind and tides 
and waves in that location.

What is the aesthetic... A visual idea 
or based on the solution to problems?

AW. What are the natural heritage 
values? That are worth conserving and 
that you can exploit architecturally.
Can you tether it so that a degree of 
movement that might be architecturally 
advantageous can occur.

What makes this distinct in terms of 
local values. What makes this different 
to Kelly Tarltons?

DC makes the point about the 
European boat which separates the 
user from the water as opposed to the 
Polynesian machine which locates the 
sailor on a platform in the sea.

MC what is the purpose of isolation.?

Is it a beacon to isolation.?

You did not cover the strata of the 
experience in engagement in the wall of 
rock. MC Should this be a celebration 
of technology?

How do you draw the experience of 
being at the site?

There are no interiors... The only 
interiors are site based interiors (the 
hand drawn ones of the cliff and cave)

Clarity of ideas. Are your drawings 
communicating the ideas that you 
intend. (Shin Takamatsu is a Japanese 
architect who draws in much the same 
manner as you)

Annika and CS: Look at the wharf 
and try and analyse the qualities that 
are present in that part and take those 
qualities to critique the tower.

1. The research question is the focus 
of the project. This is a question 
that faces all organisations who are 
dealing with natural environments 
and heritage and as such this 
work contributes to the body of 
knowledge around how this might be 
architecturally done.

2.  This is the kind of work that should 
be done in Schools of architecture.

Mid Year Critique 
Tuesday 19 June 2012
4.00- 5.07pm

Critics: 
Adam Wild, 
Marshall Cook, 
David Chaplin, 
Kerry Francis, 
Graeme McConchie,
Christoph Schnoor, 
and fellow students.

notes recorded by Kerry Francis.
7.6 Mid-year critique appendix.
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