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ABSTRACT

Public libraries have existed in society for 
centuries. They play a crucial role in the 
community to provide a free and safe space 
for all members of its community regardless 
of race, education level, socio-economic 
status, gender and age. Through their level 
of accessibility, it functions to reduce the 
inequalities that exist in society. For the small 
island nation of Samoa, its one and only public 
library facility functions to serve the majority 
of the country’s population. However, as 
public libraries overseas continue to reform 
and redevelop with the times, the Nelson 
Memorial Public Library of Samoa continues 
to remain traditional in its form and function. 
This is largely due to a lack of resources, lack of 
funding, run-down and old-fashioned facilities, 
and due to a lack of community awareness and 
engagement. 

The Nelson Memorial Public Library represents 
an important part of Samoa’s history. The 
current issue that Samoa is facing is the 
demolition of many of its heritage buildings 
that represent so much of the country’s 
history. In 2016, the Samoan government 
released a proposed Apia Waterfront 
development plan. One of the objectives was 
to ‘preserve culture through the upgrade 
of heritage buildings and sites’. The aim, 
therefore, is to preserve the historic library 
building, whilst also adopting new design 
methods to make it more relevant to the 21st 
century. 

This project includes an overview of some of 
the significant events of Samoa’s history. A 
social analysis of various parts of the Samoan 
culture will also be conducted, looking 
at aspects of the culture that are socially 
significant. This project will also include a 
literature review of the current challenges 
faced by public libraries overseas and the 
solutions, as to provide insight in how best to 
make the new design functional. 

The goal of this project is to redesign the 
library building to one that is aesthetically 
pleasing and relevant to the current times; 
a building that will influence community 
awareness and engagement through the 
integration of modern and contemporary 
features, whilst still preserving the culture and 
history of Samoa for generations to come. 
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INTRODUCTION
Background of  the Project

Samoa is a country full of history and rich 
in culture and traditions. It is a country that 
has experienced many historically significant 
events that have led to its situation today. Such 
events include the arrival of the missionaries, 
the colonisation period and the successful 
fight of the Mau movement to gain Samoa’s 
independence in 1962. 

Despite its continuing to develop as a country, 
Samoa still faces challenges with literacy 
rates. The overall literacy rates for reading and 
writing in the English language are low.1 One of 
the major limiting factors is the lack of quality 
resources such as books and library facilities. 
This lack of access is most notable in rural 
areas and for those from lower socio-economic 
classes. 

The need to improve literacy in the English 
language has become more and more 
apparent. One way that this can be addressed 
is by redeveloping the current public library. 
The Nelson Memorial Public Library, situated 
in the capital city of Apia, is the only public 
library in Samoa. Unfortunately, the library 
facility is outdated and run down; it lacks 
resources and is underused. This is primarily 
due to a lack of financial assistance, lack of 
building maintenance and lack of training for 
its staff. 

1. Silafau Sina Vaai, Tuiloma Amituana’I, Vernetta Heem, 
Kathleen Arp, Eteuati Koria, “A Matter of Minds and 
Means,” The Journal of Samoan Studies 4, (2015):  21, 
http://journal.samoanstudies.ws/storage/2015/08/A-
Matter-of-Minds-and-Means.pdf

Project outline

This research project explores the history 
of Samoa, looking specifically at events 
connected with reading, education and 
literacy. To encourage the use of the library, 
this project investigates ways to improve 
community awareness and engagement. In 
keeping with Samoa’s plan for redevelopment, 
this research project aims to relate to the 
Planning and Urban Management Agencys 
Apia Waterfront project and its objectives. This 
research project prioritises the preservation 
of history and culture, while also creating a 
modern space by integrating the traditional 
with the contemporary. As this project looks at 
the preservation of history and the integration 
of the old with the new, the proposed design 
aims to restructure the current building and 
maintain it at its current site. This is most 
important as the objective of this design is to 
create a space that will represent culture and 
history for years to come. 

Figure 1. Nelson Library 
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Research Question



Aims/ Objectives of  the project

This project aims to redevelop the public 
library from its current form, to create a 
building that preserves and showcases the 
history of Samoa. The project also aims to 
create an architectural building to attract the 
community, as to improve awareness and use 
of the library facility. The design for the public 
library consists of three objectives: 

Redevelop the library 

The first objective is to redevelop the library 
to create a new facility that is sustainable 
and functional. The main focus will be to 
redevelop the structure of the building to 
provide a suitable environment that promotes 
the safekeeping and preservation of its books. 
Lack of financial assistance and a lack of 
maintenance mean the library will have to be 
sustainable and energy-efficient. 

Reconnect the library with the   
community

The second objective of this project is 
to develop a design that reconnects the 
community with the library. Currently, 
the Nelson library still functions with the 
traditional rules and regulations of a public 
library. In order to reconnect with the 
community, the library will have to move 
away from traditional form and regulations 
and consider more progressive notions 
regarding library operations and services. This 
redevelopment also promotes community 
engagement by prioritising their needs and 
wants to ensure a community centred facility. 

Represent the library with its culture 

The third objective of the research project is 
to represent the Samoan culture in the design. 
The design aims to integrate features to 
represent the culture and heritage of Samoa. 
The preservation of culture and heritage in 
the designing of the library is essential as a 
way to protect the history and culture for the 
generations to come. 

Scope and limitations

With the project’s aim of redeveloping the 
public library in Apia, Samoa, this research 
project draws inspiration from public libraries 
in Australia and New Zealand. At the same 
time, it is clear that the application of any 
design ideas to Samoa may be limited, since 
New Zealand and Australia are developed 
countries with sufficient financial support. 
This project aims to create a building targeted 
at all age groups, rather than just its current 
target group of students. The library will aim 
to provide services and supports that will 
cater to the needs of all its patrons. The new 
proposed design aims to preserve parts of the 
original structure and integrate them with new 
contemporary and modern features to ensure 
the history and culture of Samoa is not lost. 
Due to limitations of time, this research project 
will only look at the analysis and integration of 
specific parts of the Samoan culture. 
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Methodology

In this project, two methods of investigative 
research are used: research for design, and 
research by design. 

Research for design begins with an analysis 
of the history of Samoa. It pays particular 
attention to specific historical events that were 
influential to the development of Samoa. The 
purpose of the analysis was to highlight the 
importance of culture and history in Samoa 
and the importance of retaining this in the 
design for future generations. Much of the 
information gathered regarding the history 
of Samoa is sourced from published books, 
published journal papers, newspaper articles 
and through internet websites. 

As Samoa is still in its initial stages of 
implementing conservation and heritage 
regulations, this project looks at overseas 
models which can be applied to the 
conservation of the public library in Samoa. 
A review of the works of literature is also 
conducted to identify the challenges and 
barriers public libraries are currently facing 
as they sit on the brink of obsoletion. The 
purpose of this is to adopt any successful 
changes that may have been initiated overseas 
and applying it to the development of the 
public library in Samoa.  

The research by design approach looks to 
analyse certain aspects of the Samoan culture. 
This is done by analysing the layout of the 

local village, the structure and materials of 
a traditional Samoan house or fale, and by 
looking at the importance of relationships in 
the Samoan culture.  The design concept of 
this library is structured around the notion 
of Va or relationships, and its meaning to the 
Samoan people. 

Four precedent studies are analysed in this 
research project. The analysis looks specifically 
at how cultural aspects are represented, how 
community engagement was obtained, and 
how the old was merged with the new in 
public library design. 

A site visit was conducted to analyse the 
site of the current building. As there are no 
existing measurements or drawings of the 
library, the site analysis also included taking 
measurements and making a drawing of the 
building. To ensure the relevance of the new 
building with any future development plans, 
the proposed Apia Waterfront Plan was also 
analysed to identify the goals of the urban 
planning department. Also, research into the 
Planning and Urban Management Agency 
regulations was conducted to ensure the 
building would be up to their standard. 

13





Apia – a historical overview

Origin

The origin of Samoa is found in stories passed 
down from generation to generations, about 
Polynesian voyages that took place across the 
Pacific Ocean thousands of years ago. Studies 
show that the Lapita culture, a prehistoric 
people of the Pacific Ocean, were the first to 
migrate and settle around the Pacific Islands 
from 1600 BCE to around 500 BCE.2 The oldest 
known site of human occupation in Samoa 
is thought to be in Mulifanua on the island 
of Upolu, where a Lapita pottery excavation 
was found, dating back to about c. 2850-
2700 BP.3 Stonework pyramids and mounds 
in a star formation can be found throughout 
the islands, and these have inspired various 
theories about the origin of Samoa. One such 
theory is that the mounds may have been used 
for residential structures, as territorial markers 
or even as pigeon-catching mounds.4

2.  “Lapita Culture”, Wikipedia, accessed 24th April, 
2020,  https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Lapi-
ta_culture&oldid=950814705. 
3. Helene Martinsson-Wallin, “Samoan Archaeology: A 
Review of Research History.” Archaeology in Oceania 42 
(2007): 12,  www.jstor.org/stable/40387364.
4. David J. Herdrich , “Towards an understanding of 
Samoan star mounds.” The Journal of the Polynesian 
Society Volume 100, no. 4 (1991): 381 – 436, http://
www.jps.auckland.ac.nz/document//Volume_100_1991/
Volume_100%2C_No._4/Towards_an_understand-
ing_of_Samoan_star_mounds%2C_by__David_J._Her-
drich%2C_p_381_-_436/p1

European Discovery

The late 1700s saw the arrival of European 
whalers and traders, with the first written 
record of Dutchman Jacob Roggeveen 
sighting the islands in 1722 onboard the ship 
Tienhoven on his way to look for the ‘Terra 
Australis Incognita’ or the unknown Southern 
continent.5 Today the term palagi is used to 
identify foreigners, relating to the moment 
when Samoans first saw visitors on the 
horizon, with pa translating to a bang such as 
that from a gun and lagi meaning sky. 

Tracking and charting the Pacific islands 
played a central role in the extension of 
British control into the South Seas during 
the first decades of the 18th century. British 
navigators, officials and entrepreneurs hoped 
to build routes that would enable crews to 
survive and navigate the largest ocean in the 
world finding new land, trading routes and the 
Northwest Passage.6 The expansion of trade 
and commercial networks began to broaden. 
Goods were in high demand in Europe such 
as whale oil, which was used in lamps before 
petroleum and gas became widely used. The 

5. The Cyclopedia of Samoa 1907 (Apia: Historical and 
Cultural Trust, 2016), 2.
6. Sebastian Kroupa, Stephanie J. Mawson, Doris 
Brixius,  “Science and islands in Indo-Pacific worlds.” 
The British Journal for the History of Science 51, 
no. 4 (2018): 659-667,  https://www.cambridge.
org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/
view/1C6F5911677AA44563AF25DF1D5EF1DF/
S0007087418000730a.pdf/science_and_islands_in_in-
dopacific_worlds.pdf 

Pacific Ocean was a good source of such a 
commodity, bringing many ships to the region 
from 1780 onwards. 

Goods from China such as tea, silk and 
porcelain were in demand in Europe, and 
when men sailed across the Pacific, they had 
to look for something to trade for them. In the 
Pacific, they collected fruits, pork and other 
sorts of food. They also collected sandalwood 
and sea slug, which was in demand in China for 
making chests and burning incense and dried 
bêche-de-mer for food and medicine. Thus, 
the Pacific Trade Route developed.7 

By the 1820s, several Europeans had settled in 
Samoa. Some were criminals who had escaped 
from prison-settlements in New South Wales, 
Tasmania and Norfolk Island. Others were 
sailors who had become tired of the hard life 
on board the whaling ships; they were known 
as beachcombers.8

7. Malama Meleisea and Penelope Schoeffel, Lagaga: A 
Short History of Western Samoa (Suva: Institute of Pacific 
Studies, 1987), 43.
8. Meleisea and Schoeffel, Lagaga, 45.

Figure 2. Apia. Samoa, antique print 1888 
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Missionaries: origins of  reading in 
Samoa

The arrival of Western missionaries had a 
significant impact on Samoa. The arrival of 
Christianity helped to change the beliefs of the 
Samoan people from gods of the sun, earth, 
heavens and the sea, to the one God. Today, 
culture and religion are much intertwined, 
with the way of life in Samoa founded on the 
word of God. On the national coat of arms for 
Samoa is the saying Fa’avae I le Atua, meaning 
God to be the foundation of Samoa. 

The early 19th century saw beachcombers 
preaching Christianity; however, this was not 
approved by trained missionaries who arrived 
later in the mid-19th century. However, a 
young gentleman by the name of Sio Vili, who 
was taken on board visiting ships and visited 
Australia and neighbouring islands, returned 
to Samoa and tried to introduce Christianity in 
Samoa in the 1820s.9

Lotu Ta’iti

Reverend John Williams from the London 
Mission Society arrived in 1830 at Sapapali’I, 
Savaii bringing with him Christianity. He 
brought with him the church known as Lotu 
Ta’iti as he came from Tahiti where Christianity 
was established in 1798.10 The Congregational 
Christian Church of Samoa (as it is known 
today) is the longest established church in 
Samoa. It was founded in England in 1795, by 
a group of Christians of various non-conformist 

9. Meleisea and Schoeffel, Lagaga, 45.
10. Meleisea and Schoeffel, Lagaga, 55.

Protestant denominations, to spread the 
gospel among the heathens.11 This church 
differed from others in that its decisions were 
made by the congregation rather than by 
bishops or ministers.

With eight other teachers from Rarotonga, 
John Williams arrived in Samoa at a time 
where there was an ongoing war between 
Malietoa Vainu’upo and Aiga-ile-Tai, and the 
chiefs from A’ana. The armies of Malietoa 
invaded the entire district, burning the villages 
to the ground and overran their palisades.12 
Upon his return in 1832, Malietoa Vainu’upo 
won the war against A’ana and gained the 
four papa or district titles which made him a 
paramount status of Tafa’ifā. 

Two years later, the first books in Samoan 
arrived, printed at the LMS Mission in 
Huahine in the Society Islands. This led to the 
translation of the bible in Samoan in 1839 with 
a printing press built at Faleilatai. Later the 
press was moved to the Leulumoega district 
where a school and theological college was 
built in the village of Malua in 1842. 

John Williams travelled to Vanuatu where he 
was killed on the 20th of November 1839. His 
remains were later brought back and buried in 
front of the CCS church in Apia.

11. “London Missionary Society,” Wikipedia, The Free 
Encyclopedia, accessed March 20, 2020, https://en.wiki-
pedia.org/w/index.php?title=London_Missionary_Soci-
ety&oldid=961399867 (accessed June 8, 2020).
12. Albert Wendt, ‘Guardians and Wards’: ( A study of 
the origins, causes, and the first two years of the mau in 
Western Samoa), Tidal Pools: Digitized Texts from Ocea-
nia for Samoa and Pacific Studies,  http://nzetc.victoria.
ac.nz/tm/scholarly/tei-WenGua-_N67672.html 

Figure 3. John Williams



Lotu Toga

The long relationship between Samoa and 
Tonga was instrumental in the establishment 
of the Wesleyan or Methodist church in 
Samoa. John Wesley (1703-1791) founded 
The Methodist Church in England and the first 
Wesleyan mission in Tonga in the 1820s. 

With Wesleyan missionaries in Tonga, John 
Williams had informally agreed that Samoa 
would be left to the London Missionary 
Society since the Wesleyans were setting 
up missions in Fiji. In 1835, Peter Turner, a 
Wesleyan missionary based in Tonga came to 
Samoa with Tongan teachers on the request 
from one of the ali’i paia, Lilomaiava.13 
Ignoring the informal agreement between the 
LMS and Wesleyan missionaries, Wesleyan 
teachers agreed it was their duty to respond 
to the Samoan’s appeal. Unfortunately, the 
Wesleyan Mission headquarters decided 
in 1838 to withdraw Turner, who then left 
Samoa in 1839. The King of Tonga visited 
Samoa in 1842, and in 1847 pleaded to the 
Wesleyan Church leaders to send missionaries 
to Samoa. In response, Rev. Martin Dyson and 
Rev. George Brown arrived in Samoa in 1857. 
Later, a theological college was established in 
the village of Piula in 1868 to train Samoan 
pastors. 14

13. Meleisea and Schoeffel, Lagaga, 60
14. Gary Pringle, “Heritage Assessment Apia, Samoa” 
(Master’s Thesis, University of Sydney, 1989), 10, https://
ses.library.usyd.edu.au/handle/2123/18189

Figure 4. Piula Theological College Chapel built between 
1912-1919. 
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Lotu Pope

With the LMS and Wesleyan congregations 
already established in Samoa, Samoans were 
told not to accept the Catholic missionaries. 
There was animosity between the Catholics 
and the Protestants which dated back to the 
16th century. They also feared that with the 
Catholic representing the French, they would 
later colonise Samoa as they did with Tahiti 
and French Polynesia. 

The Marist Brothers were established in the 
early 19th century by French curate Marcellin 
Champagnat to educate the children of the 
peasants who had struggled to rebuild their 
lives after the Napoleonic Wars.15 They were 
commissioned by Pope Gregory XVI to bring 
Catholicism to the Western Pacific in 1835.

When the Marist Brothers arrived in Falealupo 
in 1845, Father Foudaire and Father Violette 
were not welcomed. They carried on to 
Safotulafai and again were denied. It was not 
until they arrived in the village of Sale’ula were 
they welcomed by the village chief Tuala. The 
first-ever mass in Samoa was in Tuala’s home. 
They continued their journey and arrived in 
Apia and met John C Williams, who was the US 
Consul at the time, and Mr George Pritchard, 
who was the British Consul. Pritchard later sold 
land in Mulivai to the Marist Brothers.

In 1875, a Catholic Catechist training college 
was established first at Mount Vaea, and 
later relocated to the village of Moamoa. 

15. John Hazelman, “Brief History of Marist Brothers 
Primary School Mulivai”, Marist Brothers Old Pupils 
Association, updated August 14, 2013, https://www.
maristoldpupils.ws/brief-history-of-marist-brothers-pri-
mary-school-mulivai.html

This college was instrumental in building an 
education system in Apia with their original 
institution based in Saleufi.

In 1909, the German School was built in 
Mulivai along Beach Road. The Marist Brothers 
were also behind the establishment of the first 
collegiate institution in Samoa, known as Saint 
Joseph College in 1950. A decade later, the 
school relocated to Lotopa with the increase in 
the number of students, and later to Alafua in 
1989, where it still stands to this day.16

16. “History of St. Joseph’s College in a nut shell,” Marist 
Brothers Old Pupils Association, Accessed April 19, 2020. 
https://www.maristoldpupils.ws/history/

Figure 5. Marist Brothers School 1909
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Literacy in Samoa

The arrival of Christianity to Samoa had 
a significant impact on Samoa not only in 
terms of religion but also in education and 
literacy. In the early 1800s, the missionaries 
taught Samoan people reading in the English 
language, by using Bibles and lesson cards.17 
In Samoa, reading and writing are learnt not 
only in formal schools but also informally in 
churches. For example, the CCS has what is 
known as ‘Aoga Faifeau’, which is afternoon 
classes held for the young children and youth. 
In these classes, they learn how to read and 
write using the bible and through singing 
hymns.18 

In 2006, the Samoan Census showed that 
between the age 15-24, the literacy rate 
for reading in Samoan language was 90%, 
compared to the English language reading rate 
of just 76%.19 Similarly for writing, the rates 
were Samoan at 90% and English at 76%.

2018 saw the release of the Samoa Disability 
Monograph which looked at disability 
statistics. When comparing literacy rates of 
those with disabilities versus those without, 
the literacy rates in those without a disability 
was much higher at 68.5%, while persons with 

17. Silafau Sina Vaai, Tuiloma Amituana’I, Vernetta 
Heem, Kathleen Arp, Eteuati Koria, “A Matter of Minds 
and Means,” The Journal of Samoan Studies 4, (2015):  
21, http://journal.samoanstudies.ws/storage/2015/08/A-
Matter-of-Minds-and-Means.pdf
18. Samoa Bureau of Statistics, Samoa Population and 
Housing Census Report 2006, 2008, page 17-19.
19. Samoa Bureau of Statistics, Samoa Population and 
Housing Census Report 2006, 17-19.

had a rate of 38.1%. The literacy rates were 
significantly lower in those aged between 5 
and 17 years.20 Furthermore, literacy rates 
were much higher in urban areas compared 
to rural. This again highlights the importance 
of providing a public library to allow access 
to educational resources for children in lower 
socio-economic classes. 

At a tertiary level, tutors raised concerns 
regarding a weakness in English, both with 
written work and in oral presentations. 
In response to this, researchers looked at 
analysing the literacy rates and to uncover 
what barriers and challenges were faced by the 
students. In their study, the researchers found 
that students who went to private schools 
fared better in terms of reading and writing 
compared to those in public schools because 
of access to resources. When comparing two 
of the local private schools, Robert Louis 
Stevenson School (RLSS) and Pesega College, 
they found that “both RLSS and Pesega have 
quality libraries and provide small group 
reading instruction for students according to 
their reading ability (for the former at primary 
level and the latter from Year 7 upwards). 
By contrast, students in government schools 
do not have ready access to quality library 
collections or reading instruction.21 They also 
found that those in private schools had higher 
exposure to high-quality reading resources 

20. Samoa Bureau of Statistics, 2018 Samoa Disability 
Monograph: An Analysis of the 2016 Population and 
Housing Census, 2018, page 23-24
21. Vaai, Amituana’I, Heem and Koria, “A Matter of 
Minds and Means,” 28

compared to those in public schools. About 
socio-economic status, those in private schools 
such as RLSS generally came from families of 
higher socio-economic status, and thus had 
access to high-quality reading materials in 
their homes.22 This was in contrast to more 
impoverished families who struggle even 
to provide uniforms and school material 
for their children. They found that students 
who graduated from private schools had 
high exposure to reading materials in both 
languages with good quality libraries.

It is important to emphasise this and keep 
in mind when designing a new library that 
support for those in lower socio-economic 
communities and the rural areas is organised. 
One way would be to try and organise a book 
delivery system for rural schools, or to provide 
government-funded transportation to bring 
the students to the public library in town. 
However, the service would need to be one 
that is affordable, feasible and realistic.

22. “A Matter of Minds and Means,” 28



Figure 6 and 7. Malua Printing Office, Apia.
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Apia township, “the Beach”

A foreign settlement emerged unnoticed 
by the Samoans in the 1850s. Apia Harbour 
thrived with wild, dangerous and drunken 
adventurers from around the world. This led 
to the construction of shops, hotels and liquor 
saloons catering for the increase in the arrival 
of ships to Samoa. Along with Kororareka, Bay 
of Islands in New Zealand, Papeete in Tahiti 
and Levuka in Fiji, Apia had become one of 
the main ports in the South Pacific termed 
the “Hell Holes of the South Pacific”.23 The 
agricultural market saw an influx of travellers 
to the Pacific as there was a rising demand for 
agricultural products back in Europe. 

John C. Williams, the son of LDS missionary 
John Williams, was appointed the US consul 
in Samoa, and in 1842 he began exporting 
coconut oil, which grew to be the countrys’ 
most imported commodity. 

In the 1850s, Apia grew significantly with the 
increase in commercial trading in the Pacific. 
1857 saw Germany entering the trading 
market with the arrival of a German company, 
J. C. Godeffroy und Sohn, in Samoa. By 1860s, 
resource harvesting in the Pacific grew from 
whaling to the harvesting for coconut oil. 
Theodor Weber, who was Godeffroy’s head 
agent in Samoa, came up with the idea of 
exporting dried coconut flesh (copra) and 
processing them back in Britain, which reduced 
freight cost and increased profits. He also 
introduced the idea of oconut plantations.24 

23. Meleisea and Schoeffel, Lagaga, 76.
24. Patricia O’Brien, Tautai (Wellington: University of 

J. C. Godeffroy und Sohn became known as the 
Deutsche Handels-und Plantagen-Gesellschaft 
der Südsee Inseln (DHPG) or German Trade 
and Plantation Company in the South Sea 
Islands. They were a plantation company and 
labour traders who were well occupied in the 
Pacific and with branches in New Guinea and 
Micronesia.25 

By the 1870s, Apia was dubbed “The Beach” 
and was known for shipping and recreation. 
The location of Apia was best because it was 
outside of the traditional Samoan village 
system and it thus became a port town. 

Municipal government 

By 1879, the High Commissioner and Governor 
of Fiji, Sir Arthur Gordon, visited Samoa 
to negotiate a British-Samoa Treaty which 
focussed on improving trade between the 
islands, sorting out land disputes, establishing 
a naval station and a coaling depot. Eventually, 
a Municipal Convention saw the three powers 
gain unprecedented power, and Apia’s 
settlement became an area of self-governance 
and neutral territory.26 A Municipal Board was 
formed with the responsibilities of raising 
revenue, government policies, the construction 
of public works and the supervision of 
sanitation as well as appointing a magistrate 
to oversee administration.  They were also 
responsible for drafting regulations to oversee 

Hawaii Press, 2017), 9. 
25. O’Brien, Tautai, 9. 
26. Meleisea and Schoeffel, Lagaga, 101 

the development of Apia, although there was 
not much development due to the lack of 
revenue. Some of the developments under 
the municipal board included the pedestrian 
bridge over Mulivai and Vaisigano river and the 
reformation of Beach Road between Savalalo 
to Vaisigano River.

Throughout history, disputes over titles and 
land have long been a conflicting issue. One 
of the most significant disputes in the Samoan 
history was between two rival groups, Sa 
Malietoa and Sa Tupua who sought dominance 
over the other, and with the Imperial powers 
involved, fighting broke out. The Europeans 
profited from this and bought land around 
Apia, deserted as a result of the conflicts.27 
In some occasions, they would buy land off 
matais for the damages they made during 
the battles. When questioned about the land 
ownership, they would seek support from their 
naval countrymen.

When Malietoa Moli, son of Malietoa 
Vainu’upo, died in 1860, two candidates vyed 
for the Malietoa title. His son Laupepa, who 
was a young student at Malua Seminary and 
a faithful Christian, and the other, Talavou, 
Malietoa Moli’s half-brother, who disliked the 
London Missionary Society. However, both 
were bestowed the Malietoa title within their 
respected families. 

27. O’Brien, Tautai, 11.

Figure 8. Map of Apia 1900
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In 1869, a war broke out between the two 
Malietoas, which was known as the ‘the war 
of the Faatasiga’.28 During the war, Malietoa 
Talavou’s supporters damaged the British 
Consul and burnt the flag. The war ended 
with an ifoga, a samoan practice of seeking 
forgiveness, and Malietoa Talavou returning to 
Savai’i. His one condition was for the kingship 
to be shared between the two families. 
Malietoa Laupepa and Tupua Pulepule became 
the joint kings, and a new government was 
formed.  The government included the Fono 
of Ta’imua (the House of Nobles), with a 
representative from the seven members of 
the main district. Also, there was a Fono of 
Faipule (the House of Representative) with 36 
of the representatives from the sub-districts, 
Secretaries of Treasury, State, Interior, War and 
Land, A Chief Judge and a Registrar.

The American interest in Samoa was 
more concerned about safeguarding their 
commercial trading then to colonise, by 
setting up a naval base and a coal depot. In 
1872, US Navy Captain Meade conducted a 
survey of Pago Pago harbour on Tutuila and 
negotiated a deal with Chief Mauga. This led 
the US-American President, Ulysses S. Grant, 
to authorise Colonel Albert B. Steinberger to 
visit Samoa as his emissary. Steinberger arrived 
in Samoa in 1874 and became an advisor 
amongst the Samoan leaders. Steinberger 
made a secret agreement to act on behalf 
of German commercial interest in exchange 
for their support for his efforts to negotiate a 
workable government in Samoa. He influenced 
the restructuring of the government body to 
allow one King to rule at a time, alternating 
between Sa Tupua and Sa Malietoa. As a result 

28. Meleisea and Schoeffel, Lagaga, 78.

of his work, Steinberger was made the new 
Premier of the new government. 

The American Consul, S. S. Foster and George 
Turner of the LMS suspected Steinberger of 
using his power for his own personal gain, 
and that of Germany. In 1876, Foster publicly 
declared that the American government had 
not authorised Steinberger. Foster persuaded 
Malietoa Laupepa to deport Steinberger, 
which angered the members of the Ta’imua 
and Faipule who sacked him from his kingship. 
Malietoa Laupepa returned to Malie, Savaii 
and led a rival government which was known 
as the Puletua. In 1876, Malietoa Laupepa 
clashed with the Ta’imua and Faipule headed 
by Tupua Tamasese Titimaea in Faleula and 
became victorious. Unfortunately, there was 
no response from the foreign Consul, which 
led to the disbandment of the Ta’imua and 
Faipule.

Malietoa Talavou took matters in his own 
hands with his supporters and set up camp 
at Mulinu’u. A new government was formed 
known as Pulefou which Malietoa Talavou 
was made King with Malietoa Laupepa as 
the vice king. However, in 1880, Malietoa 
Talavou passed away, making Malietoa 
Laupepa the sole King once again in 1881. His 
crown was challenged by Tui Atua Mata’afa 
Iosefo, who was unsuccessful in his bid. This 
caused an uproar in the Sa Tupua family, who 
later formed a rebel government based in 
Leulumoega in A’ana, against the supporters of 
Sa Malietoa. Fighting broke out between the 
two sides with the foreign navy intervening 
to make peace. A treaty was signed onboard Figure 9. Mata’afa Iosefo



the US naval ship Lackawanna, and the re-
united government was formed with Malietoa 
Laupepa remaining as King and Tamasese as 
the vice king.29

In 1884, Malietoa Laupepa petitioned to the 
Queen of England for the protectorate over 
Samoa from Germany. Theodore Weber, the 
German Consul at the time, heard of this and 
evicted Malietoa Laupepa from Mulinuu, 
claiming the land under Germany. At the same 
time, he persuaded Tamasese to be the new 
King. Tupua Tamasese and his supporters 
marched from Leulumoega to battle and 
defeated Malietoa Laupepa who was then 
exiled to the Marshall Islands by the Germans. 
Tupua Tamasese then claimed the Malietoa 
title and declared himself Tafa’ifa, which 
angered many Samoans.

Mata’afa Iosefo rose to the occasion and 
declared war against Tupua Tamasese in 
1888. The Three Powers sent naval support as 
fighting spread through Apia. Unfortunately, 
the great cyclone of 1889 destroyed six 
German and American ships stationed at Apia 
Harbour.30 Even though Mata’afa Iosefo was 
victorious, he was not declared King and the 
three powers sought answers in Berlin where 
the Treaty of Berlin was drafted, giving shared 
custody to the three powers over Samoa.

Malietoa Laupepa returned that same year and 
was favoured and acknowledge by the Berlin 
Act to be King, but he felt Mata’afa Iosefo 
should be King. His supporters persuaded 
him to lead the battle against Mata’afa Iosefo. 
Mata’afa Iosefo was defeated and exiled by 

29. Meleisea and Schoeffel, Lagaga, 90.
30. O’Brien, Tautai, 13.

the foreign powers in 1893. Five years later, 
in 1898, Malietoa Laupepa died and the same 
year, Mata’afa Iosefo, having signed a pledge of 
allegiance to Malietoa Laupepa, was brought 
back from exile.31 

Mata’afa Iosefo was expected to take up 
kingship. However, two other candidates vied 
for kingship: Tupua Leaalofi I, Tupua Tamasese 
Titimaea’s son, and Malietoa Tanumafili 
I, the son of Malietoa Laupepa. The local 
rivalry between Mata’afa Iosefo and Malietoa 
Tanumafili I was supported heavily by the 
three great powers and eventually Apia again 
was divided with trenches and fortifications 
along Mulinu’u where Malietoa’s forces were 
based, while Mata’afa was based in Vailele. 
The tension between the two was abolished 
when the USS Philadelphia bombed Apia. This 
led to Mata’afa agreeing to a cease-fire to 
save bloodshed upon his people. The matter 
of kingship was taken to the Supreme Court 
and the Chief Justice  decided in favour of 
the youthful Malietoa Tanumafili.32 The three 
powers ordered all armament over to the 
new King Malietoa Tanumafili. However, he 
declined so that he may go to college in Fiji, 
which led to the abolishment of kingship in 
Samoa.

A Tripartite Convention took place in 
Washington in 1899, and the archipelago 
divided between the Germans and the 
Americans with the British having no interest. 
German took control of Upolu, Savaii, Apolima 
and Manono while the US took control of the 
eastern island of Tutuila and Manua group. 

31. Meleisea and Schoeffel, Lagaga, 92.
32. Meleisea and Schoeffel, Lagaga, 98.

Figure 10. Malietoa Laupepa 
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German Samoa

Politics and impacts on Samoans - Apia 
Development

On the 1st of March 1900, Dr Wilhelm Solf 
appointed himself as governor and raised the 
German flag at Mulinu’u. During its time in 
power, the Germany colonial administration 
embarked on an ambitious program of public 
works and community improvements. 

Under the German rule, Samoa saw its first 
public education system, a hospital sponsored 
by the governor and an extensive road 
network. In 1903, the German administration 
built the Apia Courthouse on the corner of 
Beach Road and Ifi’ifi road. An extension was 
added in 1907 to house more government 
offices and was designed by German Architect 
Albert Shaafhausen, who acted as the 
government architect. Schaffhausen was 
instrumental to the architectural heritage of 
German Samoa. The Courthouse is the oldest 
building from the colonial era still standing 
today in Samoa. 

The German colonial administration also 
erected two government school buildings for 
the children of Europeans at Ifi Ifi in 1905 and 
a separate school for the native children in 
Malifa in 1907. In 1912, the administration was 
responsible for investigating possible water 
sources to establish a permanent water supply 
for Apia. In 1913, they saw the completion of 
a wireless system to allow for international 
communication.33  

33. Pringle,"Heritagae Assessment Apia, Samoa," 46. 

During the German era, cacao production 
and export in Samoa grew tremendously. The 
three powers had established many of the 
agricultural plantations, but there was a need 
for more workforce to help expand the crops. 
At this time, German companies began to 
bring in Chinese and Melanesian workers to 
work on the plantations. 

The influx of migrant Chinese workers grew 
hugely, and by 1914 there were 2,200 Chinese 
workers in Samoa. Such a number lead to the 
establishment of a Chinese consul in Apia in 
1920.34 Unfortunately, there is little evidence 
of Chinese architectural heritage from this 
era, as some were destroyed during a fire. 
Significantly though, the establishment of the 
first reinforced concrete building in Sama was 
by Chinese immigrants, with the building of 
the Leung Wai family laundromat. 

The Chinese settlers became well established 
in Samoa with many setting up businesses and 
families on the island. Back then, relationships 
between Chinese men and Samoan women 
were frowned upon, and the Chinese-Samoan 
people were considered inferior. However, 
nowadays, many of these Chinese Samoan 
families are some of the most successful 
business people. There is still a strong tie 
between China and Samoa, with Samoa still 
relying heavily on the Chinese government 
for aid. There has also been a recent influx 
of Chinese immigrants to Samoa, including 
labourers and business people and the 
influence of Chinese architecture is most 
evident around the country. 

34. Pringle, “Heritage Assessment Apia, Samoa,” 52.

Despite the developments made by the 
German administration economically, the 
Samoan people still faced much turmoil 
culturally and financially from the German 
government. The imposition of high tax rates 
and the removal of cultural practices such as 
the ie toga or fine mat, lead to the people 
of Samoa fighting for their rights. In 1908, 
the Mau o Pule was established and was led 
by Lauaki Namulau’ulu Mamoe,  a leading 
Tulafale and ‘king maker’ of Fa’asaleleaga, to 
“protest for Samoan self-governance against 
interference in sacred cultural rituals and 
the imposition of tax payment.”35 The rebel 
movement challenged the German rule and its 
Samoan supporters lead by Mata’afa Iosefo. In 
1909, Lauaki and other chiefs were exiled to 
Saipan to avert a blood bath against Solf and 
his army. Under NZ rule, they were brought 
back but unfortunately Lauki died on his 
wayback.36

35. O’Brien, Tautai, 26.
36. Michael Field, Mau : Samoa’s Struggle for Freedom. 
Revised edition ( Auckland. Polynesian Press, 1991), Chp 2



Figure 12-17. The Motootua Hospital, Tivoli Hotel on 
Beach Road, Observatory in Mulinu’u, Apia Sports Club, 
Post Office and Coconut Plantation.

Figure 11. German Samoa flag
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New Zealand Samoa

When the first world war broke out in Europe 
in 1914, the British government asked NZ to 
seize a German wireless station in Samoa. 
The radio satellite was capable of sending 
long-range Morse signals to Berlin, and its 
acquisition was of great importance to the 
British government. New Zealand sent troops 
to German Samoa, and takeover was swift 
as Germany did not have any military troops 
stationed there. It was at this time that New 
Zealand proclaimed occupation of Samoa. This 
would spark the beginning of New Zealand’s 
impact on the history of Samoa. 

In 1918, Samoa was hit by an outbreak of 
the Spanish influenza, leading to the death 
of 7,000 people. The influenza outbreak was 
brought to Samoa by a ship which arrived from 
New Zealand. This was one of the most pivotal 
moments in the history of Samoa. It was at 
this time that the people of Samoa began their 
journey to become an independent state, 
and thus, the Mau resistance movement was 
born.37

In 1928, the head of the New Zealand 
administration in Samoa, George Richardson, 
requested navy warships to be sent to Samoa 
to fight the resistance. In 1929, during a 
peaceful parade held by the Mau to celebrate 
the return of two of its exiled members, the 
worst incident in New Zealand and Samoas 
history occurred. Fighting broke out in the 

37. “The rise of the Mau movement,” Ministry for Cul-
ture and Heritage, updated September 2, 2014, Accessed 
March 20, 2020, https://nzhistory.govt.nz/politics/sa-
moa/rise-of-mau. 

streets leading to police opening fire into the 
crowd. Tragically, this lead to the death of at 
least eight people, including the head of the 
Mau movement, Tupua Tamasese Lealofi III. 
To this day, the anniversary of his death is 
remembered as Black Saturday’. 38  
In 2002, New Zealand extended an olive 
branch to the Samoan people in a bid to build 
and strengthen a better relationship between 
the two countries. Prime Minister Helen Clarke 
formally apologised to the Samoan people for 
the New Zealand government allowing a ship 
carrying influenza to Samoa, and for the Black 
Saturday shootings. 39

38. “Black Saturday”, Ministry for Culture and Heritage, 
updated 2-Sep-2014, Accessed March 20. 2020, https://
nzhistory.govt.nz/politics/samoa/black-saturday.  
39. “Helen Clark’s apology to Samoa,” New Zealand Her-
ald, 4 Jun, 2002, https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/
article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=2044857

Figure 18. New Zealand Samoa - Flag raising in front of 
the Old Courthouse.
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Ta’isi Olaf  Fredrick Nelson

One of the most influential figures in the 
Mau movement was businessman Ta’isi O. F. 
Nelson. A determined campaigner for Samoa 
in its fight for independence, he suffered 
financially and physically. Unfortunately, he 
was exiled twice and never lived to see the 
Samoan flag raised at Mulinu’u in 1962. His 
father, August Nelson was from a small town 
in Sweden who was lured to the Pacific during 
the gold fever years in New Zealand and 
Australia. He later moved to Samoa in 1867 
and settled on the Northern coast of Savai’i in 
Safune and married Sinagago Masoe.40 Ta’isi  
was born on February 24 in 1883, in Safune. 
He spent his early years receiving an education 
at the French Marist School. He worked for the 
DHPG where he acquired skills and knowledge 
in trades, politics, plantation operations and 
shipping operations. 

From DHPG, he moved back to Savai’i where 
his father resided to help with the family 
business, the Nelson Company in Safune. It 
was during this time in Savaii where he met 
the prominent leader of the Mau o Pule, 
Lauaki Namulau’ulu Mamoe.41 After some time 
in Savaii, Ta’isi and his family moved to Apia 
and established A. Nelsons & Son at Matafele 
in 1908, which later became one of the leading 
trading companies exporting copra in Apia. 
He married Rosabel Edith Moors, who was 
the daughter of a well-known businessman, 
Harry J. Moors. They had five children; their 
youngest child died in the 1918 influenza 

40. O’Brien, Tautai, 9.
41. O’Brien, Tautai, 26.

epidemic that killed a third of the population 
in Samoa.42 In the 1920s, Ta’isi financed the 
building of the Apia Town Clock in honour of 
those who fought in the war, and in memory 
of his youngest son, August Nelson. He was a 
knowledgeable individual who was also able 
to speak three languages: German, English and 
Samoan. He housed a four-hundred volume 
library at his prestigious house in Tuaefu, 
which was designed by local architect, Fred 
E. Syddall. In her book titled Tautai, author 
Patricia O’Brian describes how she uncovered 
Ta’isi’s books when Ta’isis house was 
renovated in 2012.

Newspapers were first introduced to Samoa 
in the late 1800s by the missionaries. In 
later years, Colonial administration in Samoa 
used newspapers as a means of promoting 
government views on issues and events. 
Together with other local traders, Ta’isi 
established a newspaper called the Samoa 
Guardian. Their aim was to oppose colonial 
enterprise and support indigenous views and 
causes.43 The newspaper was printed in purple 
ink to match the colour of the lavalavas worn 
by the member of the Mau. 

Ta’isi died in 1944, and in 1946, his daughters 
worked with the administration to create 
a memorial for their beloved father and 
to remember the contribution he made 
to Samoa.  O. F. Nelson and Co. dedicated 
a building for the Returned Servicemen’s 
Association (RSA). In 1960, the family 
dedicated the Nelson Memorial Public Library 
in honour of Ta’isi who loved reading books 
and learning.

42. O’Brien, Tautai, 18.
43. O’Brien, Tautai, 131.

Figure 19. Ta’isi O. F. Nelson

Figure 20. Nelson Tuaefu residence (right).
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DESIGN RESEARCH

Figure 21. Beach Road, Apia by A.H. Forsgren Studio
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What is a public library?

A public library is a public facility open to all 
members of a community, to provide access 
to information and resources for educational 
purposes. Koontz and Gubbin stated that;

“A public library is an organisation 
established, supported and funded by the 
community, either through local, regional or 
national government or through some other 
form of community organisation. It provides 
access to knowledge, information, lifelong 
learning, and works of the imagination 
through a range of resources and services 
and is equally available to all members 
of the community regardless of race, 
nationality, age, gender, religion, language, 
disability, economic and employment status 
and educational attainment.”47 

Traditionally, the role of a library has been to 
provide access to books and reading materials. 
Libraries have traditionally provided a quiet 
space for its patrons to read and study. Many 
have argued that the role of the library may 
soon become obsolete due to the availability 
of information on the internet; however, public 
libraries remain an invaluable asset in our 
society with a revised purpose. 

47. Christie Koontz and Barbara Gubbin, “The mission 
and purposes of the public library,” in IFLA Public Library 
Service Guidelines (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2010), 01.

Library – an introduction to the   
programme

Societies have evolved through time 
questioning existing knowledge, searching 
for new knowledge, advances in technology, 
and through organised human activity. Our 
history has been written from clay stones to 
scrolls, to written texts and now, recorded 
as digital information on the internet.  With 
all this invaluable information, we have 
required a place to store this information for 
our current and future generations. Libraries 
have existed as institutions tasked with the 
preservation and dissemination of knowledge 
and information.44 The first evidence of written 
works was in 2600 BC, where archives of the 
earliest form of writing were in the form of clay 
tablets found in the temple rooms in Sumer.45  
In previous times, libraries were not open to 
the public but reserved for an elite group. The 
great Library of Alexander, founded about 
300 BC, was believed to be only available 
to those with proper scholarly and literacy 
qualifications.46 As time went by and the 
availability of institutions such as universities 
grew, libraries became more and more evident 
in society. Today, public libraries are readily 
available in communities for educational and 
recreational purposes. 

44. R. Raman Nair, “Public Library Purpose,” in Public 
Library Development (New Delhi: Ess Ess Publications, 
1995), 6-17.
45. “History of libraries,” Wikipedia, accessed September 
1, 2019, https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=His-
tory_of_libraries&oldid=914563763 
46. Barbara Krasner-Khait, “The History of the Library,” 
History Magazine, October 2001, https://www.histo-
ry-magazine.com/libraries.html 

Figure 22. Public Library Services



In the 21st century, library services have moved 
on from its traditional form to adopting a 
more community-centred approach providing 
services and support for the community it is 
catering to. Libraries have always traditionally 
been a safe place, open for all with no stigma 
or prejudice.  As such, it needs to focus on 
catering for the needs of all its community 
members, being it of different age groups, 
people of different socio-economic statuses 
and different ethnic groups. 

Much of the changes now in libraries 
worldwide consist of providing community 
support. The libraries have changed in terms 
of its physical structure, and in the experience 
it provides. One of the biggest challenges’ 
libraries face today is in engaging people to use 
its services. To encourage more community 
engagement, many public libraries now offer 
services such as book readings, senior classes, 
dancing, and school tutorials. They also offer 
services such as assistance with job searches, 
cooking classes, and activities for children. 
Offering classes for the elderly such as arts and 
crafts and dancing helped to address senior 
isolation and loneliness. Between 2017 to 
2018, more than 1.2 million New Zealanders 
attended these programmes.50

Leslie Burger, director of the Princeton Public 
library, was tasked with creating a new library 
suitable for the 21st century. Her vision was 
to move from a more traditional function 
to that which supports the community with 
their needs and wants. Burger and her team 
changed the experience of the library:

50. Wenman, “The Changing Faces of Libraries.”

“We offered them books they wanted to 
read when they wanted to read them. 
We changed our hours to make it more 
convenient to come to the library.  We 
created customer-friendly use policies. We 
offered after school homework assistance 
and exam prep at the library, installed a 
Redbox DVD dispenser available 24/7, café 
service, career counselling, employment 
assistance, citizenship prep and legal 
advice on immigration issues, hosted 
community forums about race, hosted 
a human rights and environmental film 
festival, and embraced new technologies 
to enhance the service experience.”51

Many libraries have also freed themselves of 
the traditional ‘no food, no drink, no talking 
‘rules to provide a more inviting environment 
for its users. The addition of cafés within the 
libraries is in keeping with the current café 
trend, providing library patrons with access to 
coffee and food. Having a café in the library 
also attracts more people to the library, from 
business meetings with clients to students 
coming in for a study group. Access to free 
WIFI facilities has also attracted many patrons 
to the library. The Halifax central library in 
Nova Scotia, Canada is a prime example of a 
library that has adapted to the challenges and 
changes of the 21st century. Asa Kachan, chief 
librarian and CEO, said, “I care more about 
citizens feeling welcome in the library than 
about them spilling coffee on a paperback.”52

51. Nikolay Malyarov, “Transforming libraries for 
21st-century communities,” The Insider Magazine, August 
15, 2019, https://blog.pressreader.com/library-trends/
transforming-libraries-for-21st-century-communities 
52. Brian Bethune, “How public libraries are reinventing 
themselves for the 21st century,” Macleans  January 25, 
2018, https://www.macleans.ca/society/how-public-li-

Current Trends and Challenges

The advancement of technology, widespread 
access to the internet and changes to society 
have left libraries around the world with many 
challenges. Widespread and affordable access 
to internet services and the ease of using 
online web searches has meant fewer people 
are using the libraries to loan books and access 
information. In Wellington, between 2015 to 
2017 items issued dropped from 2,922,593 
to 2,803,240, while in Auckland a drop from 
14,200,000 to 13,500,000.48 

Despite these reductions in loans, the number 
of memberships and people engaging with 
their local libraries has continued to rise. From 
2014 to 2015, there were 1,376,600 library 
memberships, and between 2017 to 2018, 
this number rose to 1,410,125. It reflects the 
communities’ view of the importance of having 
a safe hub. Kat Cuttriss, Hutt City Libraries 
manager and chair of Public Libraries of New 
Zealand stated:

“Traditional use of libraries as a place to 
go and browse books is still there, but 
it’s becoming a much broader sweep of 
offerings and experiences,”. She continued 
saying that, “The public library is the one 
place, potentially the only civic place, where 
people are welcome to come no matter 
their background, their politics, their beliefs. 
For people who are disenfranchised, have 
mobility issues, are socially isolated, the 
very old and the very young, it can be the 
only comfortable place to be – and their 
ideas are welcome.”49

48. Eleanor Wenman, “The Changing Faces of Libraries,” 
Stuff, March 25, 2018, https://www.stuff.co.nz/good-
reads/102453146/the-changing-faces-of-libraries?rm=m. 
49. Wenman, “The Changing Faces of Libraries.” 35



Libraries in the Pacific

For many Pacific island nations, access to 
facilities such as a public library is rare. In the 
small island nation of Tokelau, there is no 
national archives, no national library, nor is 
there a public library. Instead,  the only access 
to reading material is at The University of 
the South Pacific Tokelau campus which has 
a limited supply of books for people to read, 
and only three schools in the country have 
libraries. 53 On the other hand, countries such 
as Fiji have at least five public libraries, and 
just recently, Tonga opened a public library for 
the first time, with the New Zealand people 
donating thousands of books.54

The Public Library in Samoa

The only public library found in Samoa is 
known as the Nelson Memorial Public Library, 
located in Apia. The library was first initiated 
in 1956 at various locations before finally 
establishing a permanent place at its current 
site in 1959; it officially opened in 1960. The 
public library was named after O.F. Nelson, a 
prominent businessman and historical figure 
in Samoa. It was through the generosity of his 

braries-are-reinventing-themselves-for-the-21st-century/
53. United Nations Education, Social and Cultural Organi-
zation, Book Provision in the Pacific Islands (Apia, Samoa, 
1999), 71.
54. Indira Stewart, “Tonga to open first public library sys-
tem with thousands of books donated from NZ,” First Up, 
Radio NZ,  September 2, 2019, https://www.rnz.co.nz/
national/programmes/first-up/audio/2018711371/tonga-
to-open-first-public-library-system-with-thousands-of-
books-donated-from-nz 

family donating land and some of the cost for 
the construction of the building, that Samoa 
was able to have a library of its own.55

Limitations/issues:

Compared to public libraries in developed 
countries, Samoa still faces challenges and 
issues such as poor library facilities, lack 
of resources and lack of access to digital 
information which many foreign countries 
have addressed long ago. Susanne Newton, 
a volunteer librarian from Australia, spent 
some time working in Samoa and was able to 
identify many of these issues as listed below.56

1. Lack of facilities: 

The Nelson Memorial Public Library has served 
as the country’s only public library for many 
years.

2. Lack of awareness and understanding: 

Unfortunately, not many Samoans have 
accessed a library due to a lack of awareness 
and understanding regarding its purpose. 
This further emphasises the need to grow the 
reading culture in Samoa. 

55. “History of National Library of Samoa,” National 
Library of Samoa, accessed September 6, 2019, http://
www.nationallibraryofsamoa.org/history.php 
56. Susanne Netwon, “Samoan Library, Australian Librari-
an: Connecting people and libraries through international 
volunteering” (lecture, Australian Youth Ambassador 
for Development, National University of Samoa, Aug 
3, 2010), https://www.slideshare.net/susannenewton/
samoan-library-australian-librarian-connecting-peo-
ple-and-libraries-through-international-volunteering

3. Access 

Another limitation is lack of access due to 
transportation issues, distance and financial 
constraints. People living in rural villages 
are usually the poorest of the population. 
They either live off the land or in most cases, 
one family member is working full time on 
minimum wage to provide for the entire 
family. Because of this, money becomes an 
issue for transportation costs, and often there 
is not enough money to purchase educational 
resources such as books. Many children do not 
have the luxury of having reading books readily 
available for use at home or even in the village 
schools. Access to the public library would help 
greatly; however, barriers such as those listed 
above still exist.  

4. Lack of internet access 

Samoa has only recently had access to 
broadband internet. However, internet access 
is very costly in Samoa. There is no availability 
of free internet access in public areas. Also, 
there is no available free public internet 
access in the library, limiting access to digital 
information. 

5. Lack of proper storage and maintenance 

Issues with humidity and insects are 
unfortunately a big problem in the public 
library. There is a lack of protocols with regards 
to proper care and handling of books as there 
is no adequate training available for the 
library staff. Therefore, the humidity in Samoa 
and problems with insects contribute to the 
detrimental effects on the books. Also, the 
vulnerability of the library building to climate 
change and natural disasters. 



Figure 23-25. Inside Nelson Library
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Heritage and conservation

ICOMOS

The International Council on Monuments 
and Sites (ICOMOS), is a UNESCO-associated 
worldwide non-governmental organisation, 
formed in 1965 from the discussion made 
between architects, historians and experts of 
the Venice Charter in 1964. Its purpose is to 
support the conservation, preservation, use 
and improvement of monuments, buildings 
and sites.  The ICOMOS is part of the Advisory 
Body of the World Heritage Committee, and 
its main goals are to implement and ensure 
that buildings or sites are protected under the 
conservation status of the World Heritage of 
UNESCO.57

When it comes to dealing with architectural 
heritage, it is essential to be aware of the 
current rules and regulations. Charters 
developed by ICOMOS such as the New 
Zealand Charter provide guidance for all those 
involved in conservation work. ICOMOS New 
Zealand was established in 1987 and was 
most recently revised in 2010. It follows the 
direction of the International Charter for the 
Conservation and Restoration of Monuments 
and Sites of the Venice Charter, 1964.58

57. “ICOMOS Mission,” International Council on Monu-
ments and Sites, accessed Sept 09, 2019, https://www.
icomos.org/en/about-icomos/mission-and-vision/ico-
mos-mission. 
58. “ICOMOS New Zealand Charter for the Conservation 
of Places of Cultural Heritage Value,” ICOMOS New Zea-
land Charter 2010, 1, https://www.icomos.org/images/
DOCUMENTS/Charters/ICOMOS_NZ_Charter_2010_FI-
NAL_11_Oct_2010.pdf   

New Zealand being such a multicultural 
place, a significant part of the NZ Charter is 
influenced by the local indigenous culture. The 
Maori culture plays a huge role in identifying 
needs and the conservation of their cultural 
heritage. It forms identity and improves well-
being and, for the present, has specific cultural 
significances and values and associations 
with those before us. It carries responsibility 
for the protection and practise of indigenous 
cultural heritage as well as the transfer of 
associated knowledge, traditional knowledge 
and practise.59

Heritage and Conservation in Samoa

One of the biggest issues face by Samoa is 
the lack of awareness and regulations around 
conservation. Samoa is a country proud of its 
heritage and culture; however, there is a lack 
of recognition towards the conservation and 
preservation of architecture. The demolition 
of heritage buildings and the erection of mass 
concrete structures is rapidly increasing. There 
is an idea that concrete structures symbolise 
the economic growth of the country; however, 
one could argue that these structures do not 
incorporate the culture and heritage of Samoa. 
By favouring restoration over replacement, 
we can preserve the ambience and character 
of a building and conserve a living part of the 
countrys’ history. It is essential to save our 
heritage building because it offers a sense of 
identity and continuity for future generations 
in this fast-changing world. Heritage structures 
depict a nations’ history and culture; they are 
the architectural legacy of our time. 

59. “ICOMOS New Zealand Charter,” 2.

Figure 26. The Old Courthouse - demolished
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2012 Samoa Law Reform Commission 
discussion on a National Heritage Board

To establish regulations around conservation, 
the government sought assistance from the 
Samoa Law Reform Commission to evaluate 
the feasibility of setting up a National Heritage 
Board to improve the preservation of its 
heritage sites. In its request, the government 
asked the Commission to investigate models 
from overseas heritage boards as a template 
for setting up a local board. 

Emphasis was put into preserving the heritage 
sites as it played an important part of its 
identity. The preservation of culture was 
important not only for the current generations 
but also for future generations to come. Of 
more importance was the conservation of 
heritage to show Samoa’s significance to be 
of universal value, so much so that it could be 
placed on the World Heritage List. 

Unfortunately, the commission found that 
establishing a heritage board would be a 
slow process requiring a lot of work to be 
put in place first before any results could 
be guaranteed. Given that heritage boards 
overseas were much more established 
after many long years of work, the idea of 
establishing a local board quickly was not 
feasible. However, the board did recommend 
that regulations and policies be established 
now to protect key heritage sites, and for time 
to take its course and have the heritage board 
put in the groundwork for the protection of 
future sites. 

stakeholders and project developers “...to 
open your minds with the possibilities that can 
transform our existing city into an enjoyable 
and functional place that is well thought out 
and designed.”60 

On of their proposed strategies to accomplish 
their vision for the waterfront project was to 
preserve and highlight the Samoan heritage 
and culture. In their proposal, they stated “The 
Old Courthouse Building will be adaptively 
reused to ensure preservation for future 
generations. Consideration will be given 
to developing an arts and culture ‘hub’ for 
downtown Apia, supported by cafes at the 
street level, private studios and galleries, as 
well as a museum showcasing waterfront and 
harbour history.”61 

The Old Courthouse 

Today, a group known as the Samoa Tofia 
Inc. is fighting for the preservation of the old 
Courthouse. The Samoan government has 
announced it is taking down the Courthouse 
with plans for a more modern structure in 
its place despite it being the oldest colonial 
building in the Pacific. This Courthouse was 
built in 1902 and served as the German 
Administration during German Samoa 
between 1900 to 1914 until New Zealand took 

60. “P.M. calls for open minds in Apia Waterfront Plan,” 
Samoa Observer, December 7, 2016, http://www.sa-
moaobserver.ws/en/07_12_2016/local/14667/PM-calls-
for-open-minds-in-Apia-Waterfront-Plan.htm
61. MNRE Planning and Urban Management Agency, 
Apia Waterfront Project: Waterfront Plan 2017-2026 
(Apia, Samoa, 2016),  38.

Reflect a unique Samoan Experience

Create an inclusive, safe and clean 
watefront

Enhance public domain for community 
use

Support oppurtunities for local busines 
initiatives

Connect people to the sea

Apia Waterfront Plan

In 2016, the Samoan government devised 
The Waterfront Plan, which entails the 
governments’ vision and the idea of how the 
waterfront could potentially be transformed in 
the next 10-15 years. The plan is to be used by 
future developers as a guide and encompasses 
five main goals. These five goals have been 
identified to help achieve the vision of the 
waterfront plan and are listed below:

In launching the waterfront project last year, 
the Prime Minister of Samoa asked potential



Apia – a historical overview

Origin
The origin of Samoa is found in stories 
passed down from generation to genera-
tions, about Polynesian voyages that took 
place across the Pacific Ocean thousands 
of years ago. Studies show that the Lapita 
culture, a prehistoric people of the Pacific 
Ocean, were the first to migrate and settle 
around the Pacific Islands from 1600 BCE 
to around 500 BCE.1 The oldest known site 
of human occupation in Samoa is thought 
to be in Mulifanua on the island of Upo-
lu, where a Lapita pottery excavation was 
found, dating back to about c. 2850-2700 
BP.2 Stonework pyramids and mounds in 
a star formation can be found throughout 
the islands, and these have inspired various 
theories about the origin of Samoa. That the 
mounds may have been used for residen-
tial structures, territorial markers or even 
pigeon-catching mounds.3

Discovery
The late 1700s saw the arrival of European 

1.  https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Lap-
ita_culture&oldid=950814705
2.  https://www.jstor.org/stable/40387364?se-
q=1&cid=pdf-reference#references_tab_contents 
- page 12
3. Volume 100 1991 > Volume 100, No. 4 > Towards 
an understanding of Samoan star mounds, by David 
J. Herdrich, p 381 – 436 The Journal of the Polyne-
sian Society

control. The Courthouse in the past housed 
the government headquarters of German 
and New Zealand administrations, but also, 
for many years it also housed Samoa’s own 
independent government. The demolition of 
the Courthouse casts uncertainty on whether 
the government has ever truly believed its 
promise that preserving Samoan heritage is a 
key goal of its Apia Waterfront project.

How the ICOMOS charter may help this 
project

In the NZ Charter, one of the key processes in 
conservation is adaptation. It is a vital term 
for this research project, suggesting that 
continuing its use and alteration or additions 
may be acceptable, while specifying that “any 
change should be the minimum necessary, 
should be substantially reversible, and should 
have little or no adverse effect on the cultural 
heritage value of the place” and further 
advising that new work should complement 
the original form.62  One of the main foci of 
the project is to preserve the original wall of 
the library building. Unfortunately, after being 
damaged in the 1990 and 1991 cyclones, the 
building underwent major reconstruction of 
the roof and a steel structure was installed 
within the walls. This could maintain the wall 
with the addition of a new development.

62. “ICOMOS New Zealand Charter for the Conservation 
of Places of Cultural Heritage Value,” ICOMOS New Zea-
land Charter 2010, 8, https://www.icomos.org/images/
DOCUMENTS/Charters/ICOMOS_NZ_Charter_2010_FI-
NAL_11_Oct_2010.pdf

Figure 27. Nelson Library
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Place – a discussion of  Samoan   
influences on the project

Nu’u

As human beings, we have an innate need for 
belongingness, and part of that need relates to 
having a place to belong. Christian  
Norberg-Schulz defines ‘place’ to have 
experience with history, relational, and having 
an identity or else it would be a non-place.63 
For Samoan people, this sense of place or 
belonging resides in their traditional villages 
known as nu’u. Albert Refiti, a research leader 
in the field of Pacific spatial and architectural 
environment, states that “the word nu’u 
comes from the expression na u’u, meaning 
holding on and grasping something firmly, as 
in taking possession of a place. It sways the 
meaning of dwelling space in the Samoan 
context towards a marker of identity.”64 

A nu’u represents our culture, our identity, 
a place where one belongs, or aiga, which 
means family. When Samoan people come 
together and meet, the first question asked 
is “O fea lou nu’u?”, meaning, “Where is your 
village?” To the Samoan people, nu’u is not 
just an address or where one lives; nu’u brings 
a sense of identity and represents one’s family. 
Serge Tcherkezoff defines nu’u as a circle 
of aiga, a circle of matai (chiefs) and their 
associated land.65

63. Christian Norberg-Schulz, The Concept of Dwelling: 
On the Way to Figurative Architecture (New York: Electra/ 
Rizzoli, 1985).
64. Albert Refiti, “Mavae and Tofiga: spatial exposition of 
the Samoan cosmogony and architecture” (PhD thesis, 
Auckland University of Technology, 2014), 176.
65. Serge Tcherkézoff and Francoise Douaire-Marsaudon, 

Samoa consists of 265 villages divided into 
traditional (nu’u mavae) and non-traditional 
(nu’u le mavae). Nu’u mavae has a traditional 
policy governed by a group of extended 
families within a territory, which typically 
extends from the top of the central ridge of 
mountains to the coast.66 Traditional villages 
still exist today, more so in the rural areas of 
Samoa. These villages still maintain the social 
and physical organisation and structure as 
those of their ancestors. Nu’u le mavae are 
villages composed of free-hold lands such 
as new settlements and large residential 
compounds located near Apia. These villages, 
unlike the traditional villages, do not have a 
village constitution nor a village council. 

The highest authority within a nu’u is held by 
the village council, which is in charge of all 
decisions regarding village matters. The village 
council, known as Pulega a matai, is made up 
of matais or chiefs. These men or women are 
the elected heads of each family who hold 
chiefly titles, and together they discuss all 
issues regarding the village and make decisions 
based on the village constitution, or Fa’avae. 
Each nu’u has its constitution passed down 
from generation to generation. They are 
unwritten laws or rules by which each village 
abides based on its customary practices.67 That 

“Culture, Nation, Society,” in The Changing South Pacific: 
Identities and Transformations (Canberra, Australia: ANU 
E Press, 2008), 259.
66. Annie Toailoa, “Exploring Community Engagement in 
Climate Change Planning: The Case in Samoa,” (Master’s 
thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 2017), 23.
67. Desmond Amosa, “Local government and good gov-
ernance: The case of Samoa,” Commonwealth Journal of 
Local Governance, Issue 7 (Nov 2010), 12. http://epress.
lib.uts.edu.au/ojs/index.php/cjlg 

is why each village has their own fa’alupega, 
which refers to the naming of titles. This is a 
fundamental component to Samoans and their 
culture, linking families to their origins.

In addition to the Pulega a matai, other groups 
make up the social structure of the village. The 
aualuma refers  to the womens’ committee of 
the nu’u. They are responsible for looking after 
the families, run fundraising activities for the 
churches and villages, and producing ie toga or 
fine mats and other crafts to sell as an income 
for their families. The second group is known 
as the aumaga, which is a group of the untitled 
men in the village. They are known as taule’ale’a 
who carry out duties for the village council and 
tend to the farms and fishing as a source of food 
for the village.68 The village council also elects a 
village mayor or pulenu’u, whose role is to act 
as the village representative or liaison with the 
central government.

68. Toailoa, “Exploring Community Engagement in Climate 
Change Planning: The Case in Samoa,” 24.

Figure 28. Social structure within a village



Another term for nu’u that was used until the 
late 19th century was fua’iala, which Augustin 
Kramer, a German naturalist who studied 
Samoan culture in the islands, defined fua’iala 
to mean village or a section of a village.69 Refiti 
states that fua’iala is more a connotation 
towards other pathways. A typical layout of a 
fua’iala  is shown in figure 1, which shows the 
aiga compound surrounding the malae (open 
field), with a section or area where the aiga 
resides known as a a’ai. 

Ala

Every Fua’iala is connected along a pathway 
(ala). Refiti emphasises the word ala of being 
connected to a’alala where a’a means roots 
and lala as branches. The connection of 
villages along the same pathway resembles 
that of a bamboo tree, with a linear network 
consisting of villages branching out like the 
leaves growing out from the stem of the 
bamboo. Though not native to Samoa, the 
bamboo can be found growing in the Samoan 
lands and holds historical significance as it 
symbolises the Chinese mass importation 
during the German rule over Samoa in the 
early 1900s. 

Ala forms a network system between villages, 
that allows the connection to flow from aiga 
to nu’u and its district or itumalo and further 
extends to malo or the central government. It 
represents a relationship between the aganu’u 
of Samoa and its identity. Refiti simplifies ala 
into a characteristic of understanding identity 
and acknowledging the process of fa’asamoa. 

69. Augustin Krämer, The Samoa Islands an Outline of 
a Monograph with Particular Consideration of German 
Samoa (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1994), 661.

“Ala as va creates relationships between nu’u 
and spaces beyond by connecting them along 
multiple pathways; ala as va also connects a 
person to social relationships and provides 
identity.”70

Malae

In each village, every a’ai encircles a malae or 
green space. This open green space is what 
combines the a’ai , making it an essential part 
of the community. Each family has a primary 
fale within the a’ai.  High ranking families of 
the village have guest fales which tend to 
be bigger than the primary family dwelling. 
Adjacent to the malae is the church buildings.  
The malae represents a spatial icon of the 
relationship between aiga (family) within the 
village, and its architecture physically reflecting 
the social space between families.71

The malae provide a social and political centre 
where the community can come together to 
host ceremonies and gatherings such as village 
games and celebrations. The malae are often 
considered a sacred and protected part of 
the village. In 2019, the Rehabilitation of the 
Fagatogo Pavilion in American Samoa was met 
with outcry from the village community over 
the extension of the pavement onto the village 
malae, the Malae o le Talu. In his opening 
prayer, Rev. Iasepi Ulu emphasised the villagers 
concerns regarding their malae, stating, “this 
is where the footprints of their ancestors are 
embedded.”72

70. Albert Refiti, “Mavae and Tofiga,” 176.
71. Jeannettte M. Mageo, "Ferocious Is the Centipede: 
A Study of the Significance of Eating and Speaking in 
Samoa," Ethos Vol.17, No. 4, Nov 1989, pp.387-427.
72. “Pavement not pleasing to the eye,” Talanei: News 
and more for American Samoa, Aug 29, 2019. https://
www.talanei.com/2019/08/29/pavement-not-pleasing-

Figure 29. Typical fua’iala layout

to-the-eye/ 
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Fanua oti

In every Samoan a’ai there is a burial ground 
situated in front on the maota or property.  
The Samoan people tend to bury their loved 
one on their property to keep them close by. In 
some cases, land is put aside as a burial ground 
for families. Having a burial ground also shows 
proof of ownership of that land. Designation of 
burial areas is hierarchical with the ali’i or high 
ranked chiefs buried near the malae in tombs 
and the villagers buried behind the house or 
the back.73 

73. Albert Refiti, “Mavae and Tofiga,” 116.

Figure 30. Fale with family grave in front. Photo by Jenni-
fer Newell



Spatial Arrangements

Samoa itself in its name represents the 
importance of centralised space to their 
culture. The term Sa can refer to either the 
forbidden, taboo, to set apart or to the sacred. 
The term Moa has numerous meanings, one of 
which indicates the centre. 

Bradd Shore, an American Peace Corp 
visiting Samoa in 1969, analysed the 
spatial arrangement of the Samoan village 
and described it using two models. In his 
description of a village, he wrote: “Samoan 
villages are strung out in a kind of line along 
the coast, with a road or path dividing the 
seaward half of the village from the inland 
half.”74 Shore proposed two models in his 
analysis: the radial or concentric (also called 
center–periphery) model and the binary linear 
front-back model. 

The first model proposed by Shore is the 
radial or concentric model. This model has the 
malae at its centre, with the village circling on 
the parameter. The front of the village faces 
towards the malae and the back leading away 
from the malae.75 

74. Bradd Shore, Culture in Mind: Cognition, Culture, and 
the Problem of Meaning (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1996), 269.
75. Bradd Shore, Culture in Mind, 269.

Figure 31. Radial model of a village in Foailalo, Savai’i. 
Red lines radiate from focal point (malae) outwards rep-
resenting formal dwelling from in and lesser outwatds.

Figure 32. Linear Model of Sala’ilua, Savai’i. Red lines 
towards inland and less important dwellings.

In contrast,  the linear model describes a 
typical village schematic as divided into two, 
with a front (luma) and a back region (tua). 
Majority of the coastal villages have adopted 
this model with the mountains at the rear 
limiting the amount of space, eliminating the 
centralised style of a typical Samoan villages. 
Today, most of the modern villages, especially 
in the urban areas, follow this linear model. 
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Fale

The traditional Samoan dwelling is called a 
fale. For centuries the fale has been a symbol 
of Samoan architecture and still is today.  It 
consists of a simple post and beam type 
structure with a thatched roof. La Perouse, a 
French explorer in the late 18th century wrote; 

The best architect could not have given a 
more elegant curve to the extremities of the 
ellipsis that terminated the building; while a 
row of pillars at five feet distance from each 
other formed a complete colonnade round 
the whole. The pillars were made of trunks 
of trees very neatly wrought, and between 
them were fine mats laid over one another 
with great art, like the scales of a fish, and 
drawing up and down with cords, like our 
Venetian blinds. The rest of the house 
covered with leaves of coco-palm.76

The first fale built was called the Fale’ula 
which was built by a Tufuga-faufale during the 
mythological ages of Tagaloa-a-Lagi and the 
origins of Samoa. The fale is a focal point for 
us to come together under one roof and be 
as one under the foundation of our ancestors. 
It is a place where we can connect with our 
ancestors who lived in the same Fale before. 
Refiti states “like the cords and strings that 
lash and weave its materials together, also 
signifies the binding of social and genealogical 
memories into a powerful symbol…”77

The main three fale typology are faletele, 
faleafolau and the faleo’o.  The faletele or  

76. Refiti, “Mavae and Tofiga,” 176.
77. Refiti, “Mavae and Tofiga,” 195.

meeting house is a circular fale, with 2 to 3 
columns at the centre called the poutu. The 
poutu holds up the roof structure and an 
essential part of the building. The guest house 
or faleafolau has a more rectangular shape 
with rounded sides, with the poutu situated 
parallel on the sides. The last of the three is 
the faleo’o and is the  smallest of the three 
fale, and does not have a poutu at the centre. 
The fale has no walls with an open space floor 
plan except for blinds made from palm leaves 
that are raised and lowered for protection 
from the rain. 

Poutu

The poutu or central post holds up the roof 
structure of the faletele. The post connects the 
foundation to the roof structure, signifying the 
connection between the heaven or Lagi, and 
earth in the Samoan cosmology. The ridgepole 
or the ‘au’au is attached at the top end of the 
poutu with a lashing technique known as le 
sumu o le’ au’au. This technique is a system of 
looped patterns around the t-shaped junction 
and forms a diamond-shaped pattern.78 The 
pattern represents a fish, seen on traditional 
tattoos of a taupou (chiefs daughter), known as 
a malu. The taupou is the  “keeper of the pou’, 
the central post, also known as the poutu.79 
This signifies the connection between the fale 
and tagata, or the dwelling with the dweller. 

The poutu are the first to be raised in the 
construction of a faletele. From here,  the 
tufuga faufale can determine the length 
and width of the remaining structure. The 
tufuga faufale is in charge of overseeing the 
project and directing the men. Unlike Western 
cultures, historically, the Samoan people have 
not used any form of measuring apparatus 
when building. The tufuga faufale makes 
decisions by what he sees and is guided only 
by his eyes.  This technique has been passed 
down from generation to generation. When 
the poutu are upstanding, a fa’atuga ceremony 
is held to mark the completion of the first 
stage. The number of posts for the poutu 
usually represents the number of head chiefs 
in the aiga and can range from one to three. It 
can also represent the social structure of the 
village comprising of the three committees: 

78. Refiti, “Mavae and Tofiga,” 207.
79. Refiti, “Mavae and Tofiga,” 209

Figure 33. Faletele and Faleafolau by Albert Refiti



the pulenu’u, the auluma and aumaga. An 
ornament lashed between the poutu is the 
talitali, or non-structural shelves used to store 
personal belongings and artefacts. 

Paepae

The paepae is the foundation or platform of 
the fale. It is the last construction phase to 
be completed by the members of the aiga. 
Gottfried Semper describes the paepae as the 
“noblest symbols of society and civilisation 
-the hearth, [and] the highest expression of 
the same cultural idea, the altar.” He further 
describes paepae is an “elevated platform 
acting as a threshold between the world of 
noa, below, and the divine realm, above.” 80 
Refiti emphasises the spiritual importance 
of the paepae. It signifies the connection 
between the realm of our ancestors and the 
matai who are seated today. 

80. Refiti, “Mavae and Tofiga,” 127.

Figure 34. Construction sequence of 
a fale. From Mavae and Tofiga. Albert 
Refiti. Page 165
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Fale floor plan

Spatial Arrangements

Focus point - poutu

In the faletele, the visitor or the matais in a 
fono face each other towards the centre. Each 
matai is seated in front of a poulalo which 
represent their aiga and their ancestors. The 
fale has two sections, itu and tala. Itu, the 
curvature side of the fale is where the high 
chiefs are seated while the tala, the straight 
ends, is where the taupou and guests are 
seated. 

Modern Influence

The availability of materials in the late 
19th century saw the decline in the tufuga 
faufale traditional method of construction. 
The adoption of Westernised styles saw 
the transformation of the oval fale into a 
rectangular shape with cable roofed structures. 
Much of these houses used corrugated tin, 
timber trusses and concrete as it was more 
cost-effective and more durable during the 
cyclone seasons. 

Figure 35. Faletele floor plan

Figure 36. Original Falefono - demolished (right)
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Va

Samoa prides itself as a culture that prioritises 
and values relationships. “Va” is a concept 
that has been important to the core of 
Samoan culture and community. In 1996, 
internationally renowned Samoan writer and 
award winning poet Albert Wendt explained:

Va is the space between, the betweenness, 
not empty space, not space that separates 
but space that relates, that holds separate 
entities and things together in the Unity-
that-is-All, the space that is context, giving 
meaning to the things. The meanings change 
as the relationship/the contexts change. A 
well-known Samoan expression is ‘Ia teu 
le va’. Cherish/ nurse/ care for the va, the 
relationships. This is crucial in communal 
cultures that value group, unity, more than 
individualism; who perceive the individual 
person/creature/thing in term of group, in 
terms of va, relationships.81 

In particularly importance of Wendt’s 
definition of “va” is the Samoan expression 
of “ia teu le va”. This expression denotes the 
sacredness and importance of honouring and 
protecting not only physical spaces but also 
spaces or relationships between the Samoan 
people. Rev. George Pratt, a London missionary 
to Samoa, published a grammar and dictionary 
of the Samoan language in 1893, and defined 
Va as a space between. This ‘space’ refers 

81. Albert Wendt, “Tatauing the Post Colonial Body,” 
Span nos. 42-43 (1996): 18. http://www.nzepc.auckland.
ac.nz/authors/wendt/tatauing.asp#:~:text=The%20
act%20of%20tatauing%20a,ability%20to%20serve%20
the%20community.

not only to physical space, but also the 
relationships between people, their history, 
their culture, and their land. 82 

Aiono F. Le Tagaloa, a former professor of 
Samoan studies at the National University of 
Samoa explains that “there is the va-tapuia 
between brother and sister (the feagaiga 
relationship, the equivalent to a ‘sacred 
covenant’); the va-tapuia between the parent 
(especially father/mother) and offspring; there 
is the va-tapuia between male and female, 
between male and male - female and female; 
there is the va-tapuia between host and guest, 
there is the va-tapuia between matai; there 
is the va- tapuia between the dead and the 
living; there is the va-tapuia between man 
and his environment - sea and sky, flora and 
fauna; then there is the va-tapuia between the 
created and the Creator.83  

As evident above, different types of ‘va’ exist, 
but all play an essential role in sustaining the 
culture and community. Fundamental to the 
‘fa’asamoa’, is for these relationships to work 
in unity and harmony. Former Head of State 
of Samoa, ‘Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Ta’isi 
Efi once said, there are four key harmonies 
that hold the balance for the Samoan people:  
Harmony between man and the cosmos, 
Harmony between man and the environment, 
Harmony between fellow men and Harmony 
between man and self.84

82. George Pratt, A Grammer and Dictionary of the Sa-
moan language (Papakura: R. McMillan, 1984), 332. 
83. Aiono F Le Tagaloa, Tagaloa Personal Communica-
tions, 1994, in Sina Vaai, “Pacific Utopias and National 
Identities in the Twenty First Century”, Portal 2, no. 2 
(2005): 9,  https://epress.lib.uts.edu.au/journals/index.
php/portal/article/view/95/62
84. Tui Atua Tupua Tamasese Taisi Tupuo Efi, “In Search 

Va is truly the essence of the Samoan culture 
and is the foundation of aiga (family) and nu’u. 
In designing a valuable cultural space for the 
Samoan people such as a library, it is therefore 
essential to consider the relationship between 
the people, the community and their culture.

 

of Tagaloa: Pulemelei, Samoan Mythology and Science,” 
Archaeology in Oceania 42, no. 1 (2007): 1–17.



Figure 37. Va and the four harmonies
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Te Oro Arts and Music Centre

Location: Glen Innes, Auckland
Project Year: 2015
Site Area: 1481 sqm
Architect: Archmedia
Project Team: Lindsay Mackie with Bernard 
Makoare, Petelo Esekielu and Martin Leung-Wai

Te Oro was first initiated in 1995 following a public 
meeting with the local community of Glen Innes 
to explore the idea of an Arts centre. In 2012 the 
architects sought the opinions of a senior Maori 
artist/designer, Mana Whenua groups Ngati Paoa, 
Ngai Tai ki Tamaki and Ngati Whatua Orakei, and 
broader community members to come up with 
a design that was reflective of the community.85 
It was very important to the architects to have 
cultural representation and community input 
regarding their design and incorporated traditional 
narratives to create a unique building. 

Central to the design project was culture, history 
and community engagement. Evidence of art, 
culture and history is seen integrated into the 
physical design of the building, as well as its name. 
The name “Te Oro” was gifted to the building by 
Ngati Paoa and was chosen as it represented the 
Glen Innes community. Te Oro symbolised the 
wind blowing through across the local mountain 
or mauga, Maungarei. The architectural form also 
pays homage to the ancestors who voyaged from 
the pacific to Aotearoa. 

85. “Te Oro,” Auckland Design Manua, Auckland Council, 
accessed May 20, 2020, http://www.aucklanddesignman-
ual.co.nz/resources/case-studies/teoro 

The main concept for the building was to create 
a building representing a grove of trees, under 
which communities came together to socialise, 
share knowledge and to allow for creativity to flow 
freely.86 

Its design consists of three floating canopies 
supported by a series of stocky timber trunks to 
create an uru (grove). The three floating canopies 
represent three 2-storey pavilions, with each 
pavilion serving a different purpose—the first 
consists of two large dance studios and a working 
area. The second pavilion has a large performance 
space with a seating capacity of 394 people, and 
the third pavilion housing art workshops with 
a jewellery making studio, and a whakairo and 
painting studio. 

The analysis of the  Te Oro Arts and Music Centre 
is of particular relevance to the design for the 
proposed library as it highlights the aspects 
of incorporating community engagement. The 
architects responsible for the design of Te Oro 
found a way to create a design representative of 
the local community and culture. They were able to 
do so merely by talking directly with the members 
of the community and appreciating their opinions. 
This helps to create a building that is for the people 
and will be used by the people. 

Many concepts used in Te Oro can be adopted into 
the design of the library.  The concept of coming 
together under a grove of trees to read, write and 
socialise can also be seen in the Samoan culture, 
with people coming together under one roof or 
fale. Stocky timber trunks are used in the design 
of Te Oro, as columns to hold up the canopies. The 
traditional Samoan fale uses the same concept with 
the poulalo and poutu upholding the roof of the 
structure. 

86. “Our Place,” Te Oro, Maungakiekie- Tamaki Local 
Board, accessed May 26, 2020, http://www.teoro.org.nz/
place/

Secondly, the triangle patterns referencing the 
traditional taniko patterns, that is, Aronui, are 
triangular patterns that refer to the pursuit of 
knowledge about the natural world.87 The patterns 
wrap around the canopy of the Te Oro as the 
cladding of the building. Similar intricate patterns 
exist in the Samoan culture seen with the lashing of 
the poutu. This intricate pttern is also seen in the 
weaving patterns of the Samoan traditional mat, 
otherwise known as the “ta’aiga fala”. The pattern 
created by weaving together pieces of coconut fibre 
represent the relationship of bringing together the 
old and the new. This can remind us of the kaaiga 
fala or a mat that has been rolled up. It represents 
closure and warmth that can be adapted to library 
design.

The analysis of the Te Oro Arts and Music centre 
emphasises the importance of community 
engagement, as well as representing culture 
throughout the building. 

87. “Taniko,” He Ao Kotahi (blog), n.d, https://www.
heaokotahi.co.nz/blog-1/2017/7/5/episode-3-fact-2-tan-
iko 



Figure 38. Te Oro  Elevations and Floor plan

Figure 39. Te Oro Entrance
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Auckland Art Gallery

The Auckland Art gallery is one of the city’s first 
civic buildings. It was built in 1887 and designed 
by Melbourne based architects John H Granger 
and Charles A D’Ebro, and was officially opened 
in February 1888. The original building consisted 
of a Library/Art Gallery and the clock tower. This 
was later expanded to include the council chamber 
buildings in 1913.  Over the years there were more 
significant additions to the building. 1916 saw the 
construction of the East Gallery and in 1971, the 
Central Gallery was added. By 1981, the foyer and 
service wing was erected. As the years went by, 
there was an increasing pressure to house more 
collections and as such, the non-heritage buildings 
were demolished to make way for a new 5-level 
building.88 

In 1995, the Auckland Art Gallery project was born, 
dedicated to creating a contemporary and modern 
space, whilst conserving the original heritage 
building. In October 1995, architects David Mitchell 
and Julie Stout were successful in remodelling the 
previous building to provide a contemporary world-
class art gallery. In August of 2011, the gallery 
was closed ahead of plans to redevelop the main 
Gallery building. The project was tasked to Sydney-
based architecture firm Francis-Jones Morehen 
Thorp (FJMT) and Auckland practice Archimedia.89 
The main concept of the design was born out of 
conversations with the Auckland community about 

88. “The heritage building,” Building a place for art, 
Auckland Art Gallery, accessed May 20, 2020, https://
www.aucklandartgallery.com/about/building 
89. Sarah Hopkinson and Marshall Cook, “Auckland Art 
Gallery addition,” ArchitectureAU, Oct 28, 2011, https://
architectureau.com/articles/auckland-art-gallery-toi-o-
tamaki/ 

what they wanted their art gallery to provide. After 
six years of construction, the Gallery building was 
reopened in September of 2011.90 

The Gallery building consists of the Forecourt, the 
North Atrium and gallery areas. In the centre of the 
gallery is the North Atrium which is a grand vertical 
space with views of the surrounding park. The 
vertical space is filled with an ambience of natural 
light. The second atrium is found at the south end 
of the complex. The natural topography of Albert 
Park consists of a canopy of Pohutukawa trees 
surrounding the building, with its branches hanging 
over the walls and terraces, allowing the gallery to 
blend in with its natural landscape. One of the most 
distinctive features of the gallery is its roof design 
which forms a series of fine tree like canopies 
overlying the forecourt, north atrium and gallery 
spaces. The canopies are made from Kauri trees 
and have been built in a precise geometric pattern, 
further supported by slender, tapering shafts. The 
fundamental challenge was to restore the heritage 
building while developing a complementary, flexible 
design that integrating the new building with the 
landscape and history of Albert Park. 

90. Auckland Art Gallery, “The heritage building.”.  

The columns and the timber canopies in the 
building represent the extensive forest areas of 
Tāne Mahuta that once covered Auckland City 
before establishment.

Thresholds in the Maori culture and architecture 
represent the transition between spaces, between 
states and between realms.91 The use of thresholds 
in the art gallery was to signify the existence of the 
traditional and the contemporary together, without 
one overshadowing the other. This symbiotic 
relationship between traditional and contemporary 
is important for the new design as the goal is to 
preserve a part of the history by preserving the 
original walls of the library.

91. “Toi o Tamaki Public Art Gallery,” Auckland Design 
Manual, Auckland Council, accessed April 30, 2020, 
http://www.aucklanddesignmanual.co.nz/design-sub-
jects/maori-design/te_aranga_principles/case-studies/
toiotamaki 

Figure 40. Auckland Art Gallery Concept drawing



Figure 41. Auckland Art Gallery Site Plan

Figure 42-44. Auckland Art Gallery Interior
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Waiheke Community Library

The new library building is located on a previously 
developed site which includes a series of buildings 
that make up the Waiheke Island Artworks 
complex. The new library building owned by the 
Auckland Council was commissioned to replace a 
smaller library within a former builders’ yard.92 The 
community expressed their wish for the library to 
be designed in a way that reflected the culture of 
the island, and for it to be functional and user-
friendly. Being the only public library on the island, 
the community wished for it to not only be an 
educational hub but also to serve as a meeting 
space for the community.93 

The architects attempted to translate the relaxed 
lifestyle of the Waiheke community into this design 
with their use of the Pohutukawa tree. The lead 
architect points out: “Both the exterior and interior 
convey the idea of a collection of books arranged 
beneath a canopy of Pohutukawa trees.”94 In 
more detail, he explains that the “angled columns 
reference the trunks, and perforated ceilings 
mimic the canopy. There are also screens of timber 
battens wrapping the building that resemble the 
spines of a row of books.”95 

92. “Waiheke Island library gives the community a new 
home that references past, present, future,” Trends, 
accessed June 2, 2020, https://trendsideas.com/stories/
waiheke-island-library-gives-the-community-a-new-
home-that-references-past-present-future
93. “Waiheke Library,” Architects Pacific Environments, 
accessed June 9, 2020, https://www.pacificenvironments.
co.nz/waiheke-library
94. Trends, “Waiheke Island library gives the community 
a new home that references past, present, future.”
95. Trends, “Waiheke Island library gives the community 

During the design phase, one of the objectives was 
to produce simple low maintenance, low energy 
sustainable design initiatives to provide a high-
quality user environment of enduring value.96 The 
warmer temperatures on Waiheke Island meant 
that an air conditioning system would have to 
be considered, which would result in high levels 
of energy usage. In their efforts to produce a 
low energy consuming building, the architects 
established an environmental design principle to 
address this. The design included roof shading 
with eaves sheltering the sun in summer and 
allowing penetration during the colder months. The 
building also incorporated a natural ventilation and 
cooling system with a series of low and high-level 
automated windows allowing for controlled airflow 
through the building. Large, slow-moving ceiling 
fans supplemented this for the hotter summer 
days. 97 

a new home that references past, present, future.”
96. Architects Pacific Environments, “Waiheke Library.”  
97. Hugh Byrd and Phil Howard, “Towards a zero-energy 
building,” Build, accessed June 9, 2020, https://www.

Samoa has two distinctive seasons, a wet and 
dry season. The climate tends to be warm and 
humid all year round, with the average daytime air 
temperature ranging from 24 to 30 degrees celsius. 
98 The library, therefore, needs to have an efficient 
cooling system not only to keep the patrons 
comfortable but also to protect the electronic 
equipment and books. One of the objectives of this 
project is to provide a sustainable building that is 
energy efficient and has a low energy impact on 
the environment. The environmental design used 
in the Waiheke library design using passive cooling 
techniques rather than air conditioning can be 
incorporated into the new design.  

buildmagazine.org.nz/articles/show/towards-a-zero-en-
ergy-building
98. “Samoa’s Climate and Weather,” Beautiful Samoa, 
accessed June 9, 2020, https://www.samoa.travel/trav-
el-info/climate-weather/#:~:text=As%20a%20tropical%20
Pacific%20Island,24%20to%2030%20degrees%20Celsius.



Surry Hills Library

The Surry Hills Library and Community Centre 
is a great example of working together with a 
community to design a space that not is only 
functional but also reflects the values of the people 
living within the community.99 Rather than having 
separate facilities such as a community centre, a 
separate library and a separate childcare centre, 
the designers realised that the community needed 
more of a hybrid centre which brings together all 
these services together in one place.100

The Surry Hills Library and Community centre 
incorporates many environmentally sustainable 
design concepts to ensure that it remains eco-
friendly. This includes a thermal labyrinth for 
passive filtering and tempering of the air, solar-
tracking timber louvre systems, automated fabric 
shading, mixed-mode ventilation, extensive 
photovoltaic array, geothermal cooling bores, 
green roof, rainwater collection and recycling, and 
sustainable material selection.101 

99. “Surrey Hills Library and Community Centre/FJMT,” 
Archdaily, accessed October 24, 2017, https://www.
archdaily.com/57339/surry-hills-library-and-communi-
ty-centre-fjm
100. Archdaily, “Surrey Hills Library and Community 
Centre/FJMT.”. 
101. Archdaily, “Surrey Hills Library and Community 
Centre/FJMT.”.

Figure 45. Waiheke Island Library Environmental summa-
ry by Pacific Environment.

Figure 46. Surry Hill Library Environmental summary by 
FMJT Architects.

Figure 47. Surry Hill Library Facade
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Precedents Summary 

The analysis of the above precedents highlights 
different aspects that can be incorporated into the 
new design of the library and offers solutions for 
some of the barriers that may be faced. 

The analysis of the Te Oro Arts and Music centre 
has uncovered solutions regarding community 
engagement and awareness. The architects of the 
Te Oro Arts and Music centre prioritised building 
rapport with the local iwi and broader community. 
It was from these conversations that the architects 
were able to create an architectural building for 
the people. Te Oro Arts and Music centre offers a 
model of community engagement which can be 
utilised in the new design of the library.  

All three precedents emphasise the importance 
of preservation of culture. It is through their 
intricate designs, building materials and artwork 
that culture and history are represented. The new 
proposed library needs to adequately represent 
the rich Samoan culture and heritage while also 
incorporating new contemporary and modern 
features and designs. 

With climate change and global warming on the 
rise, architecture continues to move more and 
more towards sustainable building. As is with 
many pacific islands, Samoa is frontline to the 
effects of climate change. What then becomes 
apparent is the need to design buildings that are 
eco-friendly and energy efficient to reduce the 
environmental impact. The Waiheke Public Library 
and Surry Hills Library and community centre have 
both adapted many sustainable features., such 
as the use of recycled rainwater and the use of 
sustainable building materials. Both these buildings 
set a precedent for what the new library needs to 
incorporate to reduce its environmental footprint. 
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Flooding/Climate 

Samoa experiences two seasons throughout 
the year: a wet season which usually occurs in 
the months of November to April, and a dry 
season throughout the rest of the year.4 The 
wet season in Samoa tends to cause major 
problems for the town area. Heavy rainfall 
and river floods are very common during this 
time and causes major problems every year. 
This is mostly due to a lack of urban planning 
in the area, making it more prone to damage 
from flash flooding. The sewage system is 
insufficient and poorly designed to manage 
the extent of river floods. The migration of 
people seeking employment to the town 
area has resulted in settlements being built in 
swamp areas due to a lack of available land in 
the area and it is this group of people that are 
most affected.5 The biggest problems faced 
are overflowing drains, blocked sewers causing 
flooding into homes and businesses. This is 
caused by poor maintenance and therefore, 
poses major public health issues such as 
contaminated water supplies and placing 
residents at risk of infection.6

4. “Samoa’s climate.” STA Travel, accessed October 21, 
2019, https://www.statravel.co.nz/samoa-climate.htm
5. Tu’u’u Taule’alo, Planning for Sustainable Drainage and 
Sewerage Services in Apia, 2002.
6. Gill, Ian 2003. ‘Capital Clean-up’ ADB Review, Sept.-Oct. 
2003, pp16-17. 

Apia Waterfront

      
To increase tourism and to boost the economy, the 
Samoan government initiated the Apia Waterfront 
Development Project. The main objective was to 
‘develop a strategic waterfront plan that utilises 
an agreed vision for development and use of 
the waterfront in the future”. It proposed five 
overarching goals to achieve this objective, for the 
development to: 

1. Reflect a unique Samoan experience. 
2. Create an inclusive, safe and clean 

waterfront 
3. Enhance public domain for community use 
4. Support opportunities for local business 

initiatives 
5. Connect people to the sea 

The waterfont can be divided into four distinct 
areas: 

Figure 49. Apia figureground

Apia

Samoa is a tiny island nation found in the 
South Pacific. Geographically it is located 
between 130° 25’ and 140° 05’ south of 
the equator and between 171° 23’ and 
172° 48’ west longitudes. It consists of two 
main islands, Upolu and Savaii, and several 
smaller uninhabited islands scattered 
around. The islands stretch over a distance of 
approximately 200 km with a total land area of 
approximately 2,800 skm.1 

The capital city of Samoa, Apia, is found on 
the island of Upolu. It has an approximate 
area of 60kms2, and as of 2007, had a 
recorded population of 37,237.2 Apia is the 
economic hub of the country with most of the 
government offices and private businesses 
found here. The capital is built on the low-lying 
floodplains of five rivers: the Fagalii to the east, 
and the Fulouasou, the Gasegase, the Mulivai, 
and the Vaisigano, to the west.3 Most of the 
water supply for the town area is provided by 
the Vaisigano river, which is the largest river on 
the island.

1. Tu’u’u Taule’alo, Planning for Sustainable Drainage and 
Sewerage Services in Apia. Pacific Economic Cooperation 
Council, Report prepared for Sustainable Cities Taskforce 
Seminar 4

th 
and 5

th 
November 2002, Noumea 

2. Statistics Department. 2007. “Tuisigaigoa O Tagata Ma 
Fale 2006”. (Population Census 2006) Government of 
Samoa.
3. Tu’u’u Taule’alo, Planning for Sustainable Drainage and 
Sewerage Services in Apia, 2002.
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The Mulinu’u Waterfront 

Starting from the West side of the Mulinuu 
waterfront is an area abundant in mangroves 
and sea, connecting to the Vaiusu Peninsula. 
The project proposes that this area can provide 
an opportunity for tourists and locals to 
learn more about the local ecosystem and be 
educated about the effects of climate change. 
This area also boasts historical significance 
with many momuments and tombs of 
prominent historical figures found here. One of 
the objectives of the proposal was to provide 
an area to support rest and relaxation and 
to provide more accommodation facilities. 
This objective has been met recently with the 
construction of a childrens playground and the 
addition of new hotels. 

Figure 50. Aerial View of Mulinu’u Waterfront

Figure 51-53. Government Buildings
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The Apia Central Waterfront 

The Apia Central Waterfront is the commercial 
hub of Apia and is the busiest area of 
the town. Apia Central is home to many  
business, cafes, bars and restaurants. The 
Waterfrontproject proposed the idea of 
incorporating residential living and establishing 
a more vibrant scene to attract more tourists. 
The project also proposed the development 
of more social spaces to host events such as 
festivals to boost the tourism market. 

Figure 51. Apia Central figureground with aerial view

Figure 54. Aerial View of Apia Central Waterfront

Figure 55-57. Commercial Buildings
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The Apia Harbour Waterfront 

This area can be divided two zones: Arts and 
Heritage zone, and the Port Marina. The Arts 
and Heritage zone is home to many heritage 
buildings that are historically significant to 
Samoa such as the Mulivai Catholic Cathedral, 
and the old Courthouse which has now been 
demolished. In an effort to support the arts, 
the waterfront project proposes an exhibition 
of artwork along the seawall. It also proposes 
the potential to create a creative hub with 
the addition of more art studios, galleries and 
eateries. 

The Port Marina side provides an opportunity 
to enhance the entertainment scene for Apia, 
and expand accommodation options targeting 
tourists, especially those who dock at the 
marina. 

The Vaiala Waterfront 

Located immediately adjacent to the harbour, 
the Vaiala waterfront area offers a glimpse into 
the village life. Its close proximity to the town 
means tourists and families can easily capture 
a glimpse of the village lifestyle and customs. 

Figure 58. Aerial View of Apia Harbour and Vaiala Water-
front
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Figure 59. Apia Town Clock

SITE
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Original Building

The Nelson Public Library was officially opened 
on the 5th of November in 1960, and was 
designed by an Australian architect, Mr A. 
Deller. The land was donated by the Nelson 
family who also made a financial contribution 
towards the cost of the building. The rest of 
the funding for the building came from the 
New Zealand government. 

The design of the library was modern for its 
time. The butterfly roof design can be seen 
in the figures provided. The front facade has 
columns and patterns with a feature rock wall 
and a large curtain wall next to the entrance. 
The facade still remains today. 

Figure 60. Nelson Memorial Public Library of Samoa
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SITE LOCATION



Eleele Fou

In 1964, the Samoan government reclaimed 28 
acres of land as part of an upgrade scheme for 
the new harbour and wharf. 

The German warship Adler, damaged during 
a cyclone 1889, was also buried in the 
reclamation scheme.

Figure 61. Aerial photo of Apia Harbour

Figure 62. Extract from the Savali newspaper
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Samoa - China Friendship Park

Apia Waterfront Plan

Beach Rd

Methodist Church

Cyclone Val and Ofa
The Cyclones of Val and Ofa hit Samoa between 1989 
and 1990. They are considered the worst cyclones that 
the country has seen. The cyclones ravaged through Apia 
causing major damage to structures and buildings. The 
Nelson Public Library sustained  damages to the exterior 
of the building and materials inside. 

This was the reason behind the major reconstruction 
and extension of the public library. Unfortunately, no 
evidence or records could be found of the changes. 

Figure 63. Extract from Savali Newspaper, Library sustains  
damage. 

Site Analysis
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Floor Plan
A site visit of the existing library building 
was conducted to take measurements of the 
building. This was due to not being able to 
find any records or drawings of the building 
at the Ministry of Works and Infrastructure 
in Samoa. A laser unit was used to measure 
the dimensions of the building, and sketchup 
software was used to produce a 3D model of 
the Nelson Memorial Public Library. 

79



EAST ELEVATION

WEST ELEVATION



Figure 64. Site visit

The internal structure of the library is 
composed of steel. The roof of the Library 
was also constrcutred with steel beams. This 
steel structure has remained in good condition 
despite its exposure to seawater. This structure 
can be benefical to the redevelopment of 
the library. The mezzanine floor however is 
constructed from timber beams.  
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Figure 65. Mural Wall

The Wall
The external wall of the Nelson Library Building 
that will remain with the redevelopment of the 
public library.

The external wall consists of 
masonry concrete blocks. It also 
has a layer of cladding embedded 
with lava rocks, creating column 
like features. The lava rocks design 
can be seen on the foundation or 
paepae of a traditional fale.

The extension of the original wall as a 
result of damage from the cyclones of 
1889 and 1890. 
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DESIGN
Brief

The Faletusi project proposes to redevelop 
the current Nelson Memorial Public Library to 
be used by the people of Samoa. The project 
proposes the preservation of history through 
the retention of a part of the current structure, 
whilst also incorporating modern features and 
design methods to create a contemporary 
building. The library will represent the Samoan 
culture in its design and in the experience it 
will provide. The project proposes to reignite 
a sense of home within the building, as  to 
increase awareness and encourage community 
engagement with the facility. 

Figure 66. The site location Nelson Memorial Public 
Library
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Initial Stages

Figure 66. The Nelson Memorial Public 
Library

The first stage was to explore the environment 
surrounding the library. The Library is located 
in the central and busiest part of town.  
Located within the commercial hub, its 
neighbours include the market with the bus 
terminal and the new ongoing development 
of the Apia Waterfront Plan. One of the aims 
of the project was to reconnect the Nelson 
Library with the community. The research 
project proposes to do so by creating an axis 
to form three main entry points to the Nelson 
Library compound. This idea draws inspiration 
from the malae. The malae at the centre of a 
village draws people together for community 
activities such as games and dancing. This 
same idea is to be applied to the proposed 
library design to encourage community 
engagement. 

The circulation around the library shows on the 
diagram above. The proposed cycle and pe-
destrian pathway of the Apia Waterfront Plan 
is highlighted with the red arrow. This can be 
utilized to attract people through the library.

The blue arrow represents the flow of traffic 
through the commercial hub.



In an effort to  preserve culture and history, 
this project proposes to retain the original 
wall of the library and designing the new 
library around this. While developing different 
iterations for the design, one of the difficulties 
faced was integrating the old with the new, 
without destroying its history.

Situated directly next to the Nelson Library 
is the Apia Clock Tower. These heritage 
structures both represent Samoas fight for 
independence from colonial rule.  As part of 
the design proposal, the new entrance on the 
north-east entry point will allow patrons to see 
the clocktower directly as they enter and exit. 

Iteration 3Iteration 2Iteration 1
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Development

The third iteration from the initial stages sees 
the redevelopment of the current library 
building, with the retention of the original 
walls. This project proposes the addition of 
two new buildings. The larger building will 
be a more modern facility and will house the 
archives of the library. The smaller addition will 
provide a space for a new café. 



Library Programme

This project proposes the following internal 
layout of the Nelson Memorial Public Library: 

Ground Floor: 

Atrium situated directly after the main en-
trance 

Public computer area 

Young adult section 

Fiction section 

Children's books 

Meeting rooms 
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Initial Floor Plan

The first floor will be a quiet zone consistng of 
study spaces. 

The ground floor of the New Building will 
house the Pasifika Area, because of the large 
collection of materials.

Also, included is a multi-use area that can 
extend out to the open space or malae.

The Cafe area to provide refreshments for the 
library patrons. 

The axis line shows the 
connection between 
the Apia Clocktower 
and the Library.

The stone wall feature and the 
curtain wall will be preserved and 
maintained. A stairwell leading to 
the second floow will have a view of 
the busy town centre. 

The malae - the heart of the 
library compound



The Section of the building shows the 
connection and transition point between the 
Existing Building and the New Building.

The idea of adding a basement level came 
from the analysis of the spatial relationship 
of a village. Fanua oti was found to be an 
identiy to signify the ownership of land. Here, 
the basement will house important national 
archives and records and the countrys national 
treasures.

The Ground floor of the Old Building  will have 
a childrens area, away from the quiet zone and 
those who may be studying. 

The computer facilities will be here, closer to 
the staff base for monitoring. 

Main entrance 
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Building Form The project proposes to retain and extend 
the iconic butterfly roof design from the 
original building. The butterfly roof is an iconic 
feature of the library and retaining the roof 
will preserve part of its history. It is simple, 
yet offers a modern edge making it fit with 
the goal of adding a contemporary flair.  The 
roof will also serve as a water catchment 
source, where rainwater will be used in the 
building. Any excess water will be transferred 
and stored in tanking facilities. Solar panels 
will also be added to the roof to lower the 
buildings electricity usage and improve energy 
efficiency. This will be a feature of the new 
proposal to make the facility more sustainable. 

Main Building



FINAL DESIGN
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Ground Floor Plan

Final Floor Plan

The final floor plan had major changes from 
the initial design stage. The new circulation 
through the main building allowed for a more 
open floor area. The new building features 
columns to allow for a covered outdoor area 
that connects to the multi-purpose room. The 
childrens section was separated from the main 
building to allow a quite study area for the 
older students and adults.

A



First Floor Plan

The new proposed design sees the old building 
being raised. This was to combat flooding 
during rainy season in Samoa. This was 
especially to protect the important sections of 
the library such as the Archives Room, Pasifika 
Area and the computer laboratory. Also, 
instead of the underground tunnel, a bridge 
will connect the two buildings. This can be 
seen on the Section elevation plan.
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Section AA



Axonometric Section
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Cafe Perspective



Multi-purpose Building
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Perspective View



Interior Views
Inside the main building looking from the first 
floor to the circulation desk on the ground 
floor.

A view of the computer area on the first floor 
of the new building.
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A view of the new cafe

A view of the multi-purpose room on the 
ground floor of the new building.



CONCLUSION
This research project, Faletusi, was started 
with the question in mind, ‘How can 
architecture reconnect, redevelop, and 
represent the Nelson Memorial Public 
Library?’. The aim was to produce an 
architectural design that would redevelop the 
library to a state fit for the 21st century, in the 
hopes that it would help the library reconnect 
with the community while still retaining 
elements representative of the history and 
culture of Samoa. 

The architectural fabric of Samoa has seen 
many changes throughout the years. As a 
result of the overseas influence, many of the 
new buildings lack cultural representation 
of the Samoan culture. More and more of 
Samoa’s heritage buildings are being destroyed 
to make way for new developments. There is 
a growing need for more awareness regarding 
the preservation and conservation of heritage 
buildings in Samoa. The Nelson Memorial 
Public Library is a prime example of a heritage 
building that needs to be protected.  By 
redeveloping the public library and retaining 
many of its original features, an opportunity 
can be created to educate the people on the 
idea of preservation, and that development 
can happen without the cost of losing out on 
history and heritage. 

Despite its growth and development over 
the years, Samoa still has low literacy rates 
in English reading and writing. One of the 
contributing factors is the lack of access to 
quality reading resources and a lack of library 
facilities in schools. The development of the 
public library will see the addition of new 
meeting rooms for group discussions, new 
workspaces that may offer tutorials and skills 

sessions, and a larger computer facility. The 
addition of a café will offer a communal space 
for people to come together. The hope is by 
providing these new features it will improve 
access and encourage community engagement 
to revive the reading culture in Samoa. 

The preservation of culture and history is 
discussed extensively throughout this project. 
As the country continues to move forward 
and develop, culture and heritage must not be 
lost. The Samoan concept of “Va” highlights 
the importance of relationships in the Samoan 
culture. The new proposed design hopes to 
pay respect to this concept by emphasising the 
importance between the past and the present, 
the old and the new, and between the library 
and its community.  This project supports the 
idea of development through preservation 
of history and prioritising the cultural 
representation of the people. 

Research into public libraries around the 
world has highlighted the need for change and 
innovation in the library culture. As technology 
continues to advance, public libraries are at 
risk of becoming obsolete. Through research 
and analysis of precedent studies, it becomes 
apparent that there needs to be a shift from 
the traditional library culture to one that is 
focussed on the community's needs. This 
project proposes a design that provides more 
communal spaces and meeting rooms to 
encourage a community environment. 
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APPENDIX

Glossary

A’ai - 

Aoga Faifeau - sunday school

Aumaga - a group of untitled men/Taulealea

Auluma - womens committee

Aiga - family

Ala - path

Aganu’u - culture

Auau - strapping of posts

Ali’i - high ranking chief

Ifoga - samoan practice of seeking forgiveness

Ie toga - samoan fine mat

Itumalo - district

Itu - middle section of a faletele/faleafolau

Fale - samoan house

Fa’avae - village constitution

Fa’alupega - naming of titles

Fuaiala - other term for nu’u

Fa’asamoa - samoan way

Faleula - the first fale built

Fa’atuga - a traditional ritual when the first 
post of the fale is out into the ground

Faletele - guest house

Lotu Toga - term given to the Methodist 
Church.

Lotu Pope - term given to the Catholic Church

Lotu Taiti - term given to the Congregational 
Christian Church.

Lagi - heaven

Malo - Government

Malae - central ceremonial area

Maota - dwelling

Nu’u - village

Nu’u le mavae - freehold land

Papalagi - foreigner

Pa - bang

Papa - district titles

Pulega a matai - village council

Pulenu’u - village mayor

Poutu - central post of a faletele

Paepae - foundation or platform of a fale

Poulalo - perimter posts within a faletele/
faleafolau

Tafaifa - paramount status

Tulafale - untitled men

Talitali - the centrepiece of a fale and used for 
storing valubale items

Tala - round section of a faletele/faleafolau

Va - samoan concept of space and relationship
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