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“We may live without her, and worship without her, but we cannot remember without her.” 
– John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps Of Architecture
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Abstract

Historic buildings contain more than bricks and timber, they contain 
memories, experiences, philosophies, agendas, and history, all of  which 
become threatened when the building gets damaged and no longer plays 
an active role in our society. As a result, conservation efforts are vital in 
preserving the history of  these buildings and ensuring they continue on to 
our future. 

During the unfortunate event where a historic building is damaged, there 
is often controversy over whether to repair and restore or not. If  one does 
restore it, to which stage of  the building’s history would one have the 
building return to? What makes a building’s age more important than its 
current history? All too often will moments of  history be wiped from a 
historic building so that it can be returned to its original state. But what is 
original? Something that happened one hundred years ago or last week? 

This project challenges the conservation standards often used when historic 
buildings become damaged. In the aftermath of  the September 2010 and 
February 2011 Canterbury earthquakes, many historic buildings remain as 
fragments of  what they once were, needing more funding to allow for the 
complete restoration of  those buildings. The Canterbury Provincial Council 
Chambers is a perfect example of  this. First built in 1859, the Provincial 
Council Buildings bore witness of  a colony’s development into a nation, 

reflecting the moments of  prosperity, growth, and confidence throughout 
the provincial government years. Sustaining significant damage during the 
earthquakes, the Provincial Council Buildings have remained idle ever since. 

Thus, the purpose of  this project is to find relevance in conservation 
philosophies of  architects, theorists, and historians. This project explores 
theories presented by John Ruskin, William Morris, Eugène-Emanuel 
Viollet-le-Duc, and Alois Riegl of  the 19th century and with a particular  
focus on architect David Chipperfield’s processes and theory behind his 
Neues Museum design, to create a design response that accepts all layers 
of  a building’s history and the passing of  time, allowing the walls to stand 
‘without silence’. It acknowledges the new within the old but also that the 
past is just as important as the present. The result is a building that accepts 
growth and change as a natural part of  the building’s life and a building that 
has made permanent the memories of  a life gone by. 
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1.0 Introduction
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Key Terms

Key terms relevant to this project as defined by the ICOMOS New Zealand 
Charter (revised 2010).1 

Adaptation: The process(es) of  modifying a place for a compatible use while 
retaining its cultural heritage value. Adaptation processes include alteration 
and addition.

Authenticity: The credibility or truthfulness of  the surviving evidence and 
knowledge of  the cultural heritage value of  a place.

Compatible use: A use which is consistent with the cultural heritage value of  
a place, and which has little or no adverse impact on its authenticity and 
integrity.

Conservation: The processes of  understanding and caring for a place so as to 
safeguard its cultural heritage value. Conservation is based on respect for 
the existing fabric, associations, meanings, and use of  the place. It requires 
a cautious approach of  doing as much work as necessary but as little as 

1  ICOMOS New Zealand, ICOMOS New Zealand Charter for the Conservation of  Places of  Cultural 

Heritage Value: Revised 2010 (Auckland, New Zealand: ICOMOS New Zealand, 2010), 9–10.

possible, and retaining authenticity and integrity, to ensure that the place and 
its values are passed on to future generations.

Cultural Heritage Value: Possessing aesthetic, archaeological, architectural, 
commemorative, functional, historical, landscape, monumental, scientific, 
social, spiritual, symbolic, technological, traditional, or other tangible or 
intangible values, associated with human activity.

Intervention: Any activity that causes disturbance of  or alteration to a place 
or its fabric. Intervention includes archaeological excavation, invasive 
investigation of  built structures, and any intervention for conservation 
purposes.

Preservation: To maintain a place with as little change as possible.
Reconstruction: To build again as closely as possible to a documented earlier 
form, using new materials.

Restoration: to return a place to a known earlier form, by reassembly and 
reinstatement, and/or by removal of  elements that detract from its cultural 
heritage value.

Research Question

How can the contemporary reconstruction of  a damaged building honour 
the layers of  a building’s history? 
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Project Outline

Heritage buildings are more than places we simply visit, but rather places we 
live in and around. They are part of  who we are, inscribed with a summary 
of  all the lives that have lived, events that were experienced, memory markers 
of  the community. As we move forward in our lives, we are overwhelmed 
with social and environmental change and advancing technology, so there 
is a desire to hold on to the familiar, to places that were seen growing up, 
objects filled with the memories of  a past once lived. 

Our commitment to historic buildings is often challenged when those 
buildings have become redundant, damaged or obsolete within our society, 
with their fates threatened by demolition. Although some historic buildings 
and sites are under the protection of  government legislation, they are still at 
risk of  falling into disrepair or being destroyed. In the case of  demolition, 
there is the loss of  a building’s heritage and history, but also the memories 
and moments held within those spaces.

Is leaving the building as a ruin or the complete reconstruction of  it an 
appropriate way to memorialise an act of  nature such as the 2010 and 2011 
Canterbury earthquakes? In the situation of  the Canterbury earthquakes, 
leaving the Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings as a ruin will have the 
same effect as leaving a wound unattended; a constant reminder of  that 
pain and loss suffered by the people of  Christchurch. Instead, the building 

should become a symbol of  the growth and endurance Christchurch has 
displayed since the earthquakes. 

This project explores ways in which a damaged historical building can 
continue to be relevant within current society while projecting the layers 
of  its past, to reveal the triumphs and challenges of  history. There is a 
significant value placed on heritage buildings, and methods of  conservation 
have been discussed across the centuries to find ways for these buildings to 
continue on for future generations.

This project investigates the influence of  memory on conservation practices 
surrounding damaged historical buildings. Investigating theories presented 
by John Ruskin, Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, William Morris, and 
Alois Riegl and their influence on 21st-century conservation practices reveals 
that there is no ‘one-fits-all’ approach when considering the conservation 
of  a historic building. A consequence often faced when employing different 
conservation methods is that it can remove layers of  a building’s history and 
the traces of  time and event surrounding the building. 

Because of  the ambiguity that can come from conservation practices and the 
concern for the legibility of  a building’s historical layers, this research project 

Scope and Limitations

analyses the conservation methods used by David Chipperfield in his response 
to the war-damaged Neues Museum in Berlin. As an essential precedent to this 
research project, the responses created by Chipperfield were the result of  careful 
analysis of  the building in part and creating appropriate responses for each. 
Consideration for the future use of  the Provincial Council Buildings is also 
of  importance and, as a result, becomes a new layer in the history of  the 
building. 

Structure

The arrangement of  research begins with discussions on the value of  memory. 
Understanding the value and ideas behind conservation is found through the 
basic principles of  memory and its relationship to our built environment. 
This becomes the basis for retaining the layers of  history in our built form; 
it encapsulates our memories. The investigation of  conservation theories 
during the 19th century has provided a background on current conservation 
principles, leading to the in-depth analysis of  the conservation methods 
used on the Neues Museum. The analysis of  the Neues Museum presented 
a possible method of  approach to the conservation of  a damaged building 
and thus, leading to the introduction of  the Canterbury Provincial Council 
Buildings.

As this project is being developed for a historical building, it is important to 
understand the building’s historical, cultural, and social significance. Since 
the building has a layered history, there must be an understanding of  the 
value each of  the layers hold in regards to the site as a whole and its history 
before any planning can occur. 
 
A limitation of  this project is that very few of  the original drawings of  
the buildings still exist. New plan drawings had been created following the 
earthquakes, however, these plans only documented the timber sections of  
the site, leaving room for assumption regarding the stone buildings. By using 
the available plans, photographs provided by the Conservation Architect 
Tony Ussher who documented the site, and a brief  site visit, logical 
assumptions have been made about the buildings before the earthquakes.

While the project remains conscious of  the historical value of  the building 
and the significance different areas hold, its main aim has been to develop an 
architectural response that honours the layers of  history that surround the 
building and build upon these layers to allow for the building to continue on 
for future generations. 
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Sufficient knowledge was needed about the existing building, both pre-
and post- earthquake. Since the building has been closed off  to the public 
following the earthquakes, the use of  available plans and post-earthquake 
photographic documents have been of  great value. The opportunity for 
a brief  site visit allowed for a deeper understanding of  the relationships 
between the spaces and the site’s connection overall.

To understand the significance of  the heritage buildings and how to respond 
to the damaged historic buildings appropriately, research has been conducted 
on the influence of  memory on the value placed on buildings and the history 
underpinning conservation theory. 

Architectural precedents inform methods pertaining to damaged historic 
buildings and appropriate methods of  conservation. A key precedent within 
this research project is the Neues Museum, and an analysis was carried out 
to reveal methods used by David Chipperfield on the museum. Design 
informants have been called upon during the project to provide insight on 
how to approach certain areas of  the design response. 

As this project is based within an existing site and building, generating a 
design response is more complex than simply questions of  conservation. 
Since the damage sustained during the earthquakes varied, the project 
consists of  a series of  interventions and responses related to each section 
of  the site, as no singular response would itself  be suitable to the whole of  
the Provincial Council Buildings. Each intervention varies in scale and the 
impact it has on the wider context of  the site. 

Methodology
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2.0 Memory
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Our built environment can be defined simply as man-made structures for 
people to work and live in, but in reality, it encompasses notions much greater 
than this. Whether intentional or not, our built environment has become a 
mnemonic of  our culture and our history. It represents the development of  
conscious thoughts, values, and priorities; and more significantly, our built 
environment is the most immediate manifestation of  our past available to us 
in our present day. This is what conservation aims to protect. 
The importance placed on the conservation of  our historic buildings is best 
understood through the comprehension of  memory in architecture.

Fig. 1. ‘The Memory Theatre’ by philosopher Giulio Camillo Delminio. It is a representation 
of  memory palaces where all that is known is stored, then categorised by subject, headed by 
an emblem. To recall the information, one must think of  the emblem, and all the knowledge 
stored within that section will be recalled to the mind.
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In her pioneering text, The Art of  Memory, English historian Frances Yates 
takes on the challenge to explore the role of  memory in history before 
printing and literature were available to the masses when memory was 
the way to hold, store and relay information. Yates establishes the origins 
of  ‘the art of  memory’ in Greece with the story of  Simonides of  Ceos. 
Being the only survivor of  a tragic accident, Simonides had to identify the 
bodies of  the deceased by recalling the arrangement of  guests around the 
banquet table. Realising the importance of  orderly arrangement in memory, 
Yates suggests that this was when the principles of  the art of  memory 
were born.2 The text acknowledges the existence of  two types of  memory: 
the ‘natural’ memory and the ‘artificial’ memory. The first is embedded in 
our minds, our natural ability to recall information, born simultaneously 
with thought, while ‘Artificial’ memory is the use of  the ‘natural’ 
memory strengthened by training, practice, and mnemonic principles.3  
Six mnemonic principles and techniques are outlined in The Art of  Memory:

2  Frances A Yates, The Art of  Memory (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966), 17.

3  Yates, The Art of  Memory, 20.

Frances Yates The Six Principles

Visual Sense and Spatial Orientation: 
The visual sense is considered one of  the most important and possibly 
the most revealing principle in searching for why we have an emotional 
connection with our built environment. This principle is the mnemonic of  
places (loci) and images. As sight is considered one of  the strongest senses, 
attaching a visual image to what is to be remembered and imprinting that 
on a series of  places, or loci, will help retain the information. This practice 
is not only related to ‘things’ but also to sound and text, where the images 
could be related to the idea of  the text or the place where the sound was 
experienced. The loci in which these images of  memory are then imprinted 
is often architectural in nature. Simply put, a familiar building is to be 
remembered, one with various rooms to store the images of  memory. The 
task of  memory recall is then completed by drawing from the images placed 
in the locus of  the memory building.4 In summary, “the loci preserve the 
order of  the facts, and the images designate the facts themselves.”5 

4  Yates, The Art of  Memory, 18.

5  Yates, The Art of  Memory, 28.

Order: 
It is essential to establish an order of  virtual images of  memory and loci. 
Creating an order of  loci results in the ability to retrieve an image of  memory 
from any locus in the series and the capability to move forward or backwards 
in the series without difficulty or confusion.6 As presented previously, a locus 
of  familiar nature will aid in establishing order and the recollection of  the 
memory as one would understand the transitions of  the spaces. 

Limited Sets: 
To aid in recollection, distinguishing a series of  sets within the order of  loci 
will allow for easier recollection in the future.7

Association: 
A critical element in the art of  memory and closely related to the principle 
of  order, association aids in the recollection of  memory. Offering a passage 
from Aristotle, she explains the importance of  a starting point and following 
the “law of  association through similarities, dissimilarity, [and] contiguity.”8 

6  Yates, The Art of  Memory, 22.

7  Yates, The Art of  Memory, 23.

8  Yates, The Art of  Memory, 48.

This is linked to the principle of  order, where one may start at any locus and 
recall information in any direction they choose. 

Affect: 
Mundane and ordinary are often unremembered; it is only when the mind is 
stirred by emotion that we remember. This is one aiding effect emotion has 
on the storage of  memory. The second is the emotional response a memory 
can evoke when it has been recalled.9 

Repetition: 
Following the conventional act of  memorising, repeating a part of  a phrase 
or text will help in the retention of  words when imagery cannot be applied.10  

9  Yates, The Art of  Memory, 25–26.

10  Yates, The Art of  Memory, 30.
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Various texts explore the nexus between architecture, place and memory. 
Shelly Hornstein follows a similar sentiment to Yates in her text Losing Site: 
Architecture, Memory and Place, wherein she suggests the importance of  place 
in recalling a memory. Place becomes the physical trigger through which we 
recall, and it carries the memory through to future generations. As with loci 
and images, a material object as a trigger can make the recollection of  a past 
experience inseparable from present sensations and emotions.11 

A Time Capsule

These past experiences form memories from which knowledge and 
association are born. This simple dissection of  memory forms the basis 
of  the suggestion made by Kent C. Bloomer and Charles W. Moore in 
Body, Memory, and Architecture. They suggest that we find personification in 
our buildings and spaces as if  architecture were an extension of  ourselves, 
becoming the embodiment of  our ideas and experiences.12 More than just 
stone, brick and wood, buildings are the reflections of  society’s intent, 

11  Shelley Hornstein, Losing Site: Architecture, Memory and Place (Farnham, England: Ashgate, 2011), 

6.

12  Kent C. Bloomer and Charles W. Moore, Body, Memory, and Architecture (London: Yale 

University Press, 1977), 2.

Importance of place 

our philosophies, agendas, all that is known to us at that given moment. 
In “Space, Place, Memory, and Imagination,” architect and author Juhani 
Pallasmaa suggests that the metaphorical quality of  a time capsule within 
architecture serves as a memory device and an object of  preservation:

Built structures, as well as mere remembered architectural images 
and metaphors, serve as significant memory devices in three different 
ways: first, they materialise and preserve the course of  time and 
make it visible; second, they concretise remembrance by containing 
and projecting memories; and third, they stimulate and inspire us to 
reminisce and imagine.13  

Expanding on the latter point made by Pallasmaa, the way we process 
information emitted from our built structures is complex and entangled with 
emotions. Associations are established between buildings and memories; 
thus, emotions are formed. Noticing a long uninterrupted horizontal element 
will arouse ideas comparable to those experienced at the beach; senses are 
enticed, reminded of  the wind, noise, and emotions experienced.14 

13  Juhani Pallasmaa, “Space, Place, Memory, and Imagination: The Temporal Dimension of  

Existential Space,” in Spatial Recall: Memory in Architecture, ed. Marc Treib (London: Routledge, 

2009), 26, ProQuest Ebook Central.

14  Eugene-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, Lectures on Architecture, Volume 1 (New York: Dover 

Publications, 2013), 34–37, ProQuest Ebook Central.

Fig. 2. Cover of  The Art of  Memory Frances Yates 1966
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The amalgamation of  tangible information with our memories of  past 
experiences determines the value and significance we place on what we are 
perceiving. The influence of  memory on architecture is not only on how we 
perceive existing architecture, but also how we might create new architecture. 
A building is created out of  necessity and imagination. The ability to form 
an image of  something which does not currently exist or has ever been 
present is a wonder of  our imagination. However, it is merely a product 
of  our memory. When tasked with the challenge of  creating something as 
simple as a foyer, an architect’s memory will present all that it has been able 
to retain relating to foyers: experiences, pictures, and other elements. From 
this, their imagination begins to compose a response to the task given. The 
outcome may not represent anything that has existed prior in the architect’s 
mind, but nevertheless, without the aid of  their memory, the idea could not 
have been conceived.15 Pallasmaa shares this notion, placing an equal value 
on our experiences, memories, and imaginations. Our response to a memory 
or idea formed from our imagination could be just as strong and emotional 
as it would be to an actual experience.16 

15  Viollet-le-Duc, Lectures on Architecture,  272–73.

16  Juhani Pallasmaa, The Thinking Hand: Existential and Embodied Wisdom in Architecture (Chicester, 

U.K.: John Wiley & Sons, 2009), 132.

The Memory’s Imagination

When asking the question ‘why does the past matter?’, it becomes intertwined 
with habit, memory, and stability. Habits and memory are born out of  the 
surrounding environment; it anchors into place who we are. The threat of  
a constantly changing environment can disorientate, cause stress and lead 
to the feeling of  a familiar world slipping away. Historian David Lowenthal 
explains the reliance on habit and memory is not done “simply out of  
nostalgic yearning for times gone by, but out of  a rational need for security 
in a world become perilously unstable.”17 

John Phillips explains the implications of  denying history a place in 
our future cities in his book chapter “The future of  the past: Archiving 
Singapore”. The hypermodernity of  Singapore has seen the visual traces of  
its past slowly dissolve into the new.18 Their focus is more on the practicality 
of  their buildings rather than their significance: 

The idea that the past, and that memory, can be maintained or 
transported by a culture’s buildings is confronted by an implicit 

17  David Lowenthal, “What Makes the Past Matter?,” in Companion to Contemporary Architectural 

Thought, ed. Ben Farmer and Hentie Louw (London: Routledge, 1993), 183.

18  John Phillips, “The Future of  the Past: Archiving Singapore,” in Urban Memory: History and 

Amnesia in the Modern City, ed. Mark Crinson (New York: Routledge, 2005), 146.

Why does the past matter?

critique in traditions of  southeast Asia, and arguably even more so in 
other regions of  Asia, China especially, where the value of  a building’s 
material existence even now is a matter of  contingency, subordinated 
nearly always to its designation, its purpose or function.19 

A disregard for the past while heading into the future suggests the dire 
thought of  “no nostalgia in the future of  the past.”20  

19  Phillips, “The Future of  the Past,” 150.

20  Phillips, “The Future of  the Past,” 152.

There is anxiety around forgetting and a fear of  missing significant moments 
in our current society, leading to a changing definition of  memory. Much 
like how Yates’ text acknowledged the existence of  two types of  memory, 
natural and artificial, the current nature of  our society also presents two 
differing types of  memory. The first, true memory, is comparable with Yates’ 
natural memory; our habits, fundamental knowledge, instinctive reflexes 
and recollections. The second is modern memory. We try to remember 
everything through the fear of  not knowing what should be remembered. 
With recording devices available to capture every and any moment in time, 
the recollection of  memory from within becomes secondary to the external 
devices that serve to remind us of  what no longer exists. Thus, modern 
memory is archival. We attempt to capture and preserve not only the past 
but also the present.21 Preserving moments that have passed, good or bad, 
leave behind traces that may be invaluable to future generations and their 
memory and understanding of  the past. Ignoring past moments and events 
neglects a city’s needs for roots to create a strong foundation for growth and 
the future.

21  Pierre Nova, “Realms of  Memory,” in Memory, ed. Ian Farr (London: Whitechapel Gallery, 

2012), 62.

Archival Memory 
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3.0 Conservation Theory and Practice
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During the 19th century, several theorists lead the discussions around heritage 
conservation, influencing the conservation standards of  modern western 
societies, guiding conservation practices through a set of  intangible values.
The evolution of  conservation theory and practice dates to Western antiquity, 
namely Greece and Rome, where buildings and structures were treated with 
care and reverence.22 Theories of  conservation transformed into a conscious 
ideology through the political, social and economic modernisations of  
Europe in the late 18th century.23 A debate on conservation principles began 
during the 19th century where two opposing groups emerged: restorers and 
anti-restorationist. The former suggested the restoration of  a building to 
its former state, emphasising function and practicality. The latter argued for 
leaving the building untouched as a time capsule of  history.24

The two most notable conservation theorists of  the 19th century were 
Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc and John Ruskin. They represented two 
extreme attitudes related to conservation, from the most liberal to the most 
restrictive. Other later theorists have oscillated between these two extremes, 
establishing additional principles of  conservation. 

22  Jukka Jokilehto, A History of  Architectural Conservation (Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann, 1999), 

5.

23  Miles Glendinning, The Conservation Movement: A History of  Architectural Preservation: Antiquity to 

Modernity (New York: Routledge, 2013), 2.

24  Jokilehto, A History of  Architectural Conservation, 158.Fig. 3. Notable theorists from the 19th century: Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, John Ruskin, William Morris, and Alois Riegl
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Viollet-le-Duc was a French architect author who became a “symbol of  the 
restoration movement” during the 19th century.25 Viollet-le-Duc held the 
belief  that the enhancement of  a building’s completeness was embodied 
through reconstruction. The reconstruction, however, was the act of  
returning the building to what Viollet-le-Duc believed to be its ideal original 
state, rather than the former style of  the building. Explained in his own 
words, “To restore a building is not to preserve it, to repair, or rebuild it; 
it is to re-instate it in a condition of  completeness which may never have 
existed at any given time.”26 To return a building to its original state was not 
to return it to the state it was when it was constructed. Rather, it was when 
the idea was conceived by the original architect, achieving stylistic unity.27 

By returning a building to its ideal state, Viollet-le-Duc argued for removing 
dilapidated elements, replacing them with new elements of  modern materials. 
He saw no value in the signs of  age in a building, which resulted in the loss 
of  various historical material.28 This was seen in France where Viollet-le-

25  Glendinning, The Conservation Movement, 91.

26  Glendinning, The Conservation Movement, 77.

27  Glendinning, The Conservation Movement, 78.

28  Kevin D. Murphy, Memory and Modernity: Viollet-Le-Duc at Vézelay (University Park, PA: 

Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000), 114.

Duc demolished the deteriorating flying buttresses of  the church of  the 
Madeleine in Vézelay, replacing them with newly strengthened buttresses 
that, while coherent with the medieval style of  the building in form, had 
never existed previously.29 Viollet-le-Duc promoted the use of  structural 
systems of  the past, adapting them to the materials and circumstances of  
the 19th century. Understanding that the longevity of  a building was related 
to its structural integrity, Viollet-le-Duc recommended the reconstruction 
of  elements to be of  a higher quality material, even if  this meant a different 
material from the original.30 His intentions of  not recreating a specific 
historical period during his restorations proved controversial while history 
progressed, as his restorations included stripping away and replacing certain 
elements of  the building. This caused confusion over the building’s history 
while producing what he interpreted as being its ideal state.

29  Murphy, Memory and Modernity, 94.

30  Jokilehto, A History of  Architectural Conservation, 152.

The Radical Reconstructionist: Viollet-le-Duc

Fig. 4. Elevation by Viollet-le-Duc of  projected restoration at Vézelay

Fig. 5. South facade buttresses restored by Viollet-le-Duc Fig. 6. Section by Viollet-le-Duc showing the existing condition (below) alongside his proposed restoration (above)
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movement was the embodiment of  historical consciousness; to restore a 
building was to destroy its historical authenticity. Ruskin defined restoration 
as “the most total destruction which a building can suffer; a destruction out 
of  which no remnants can be gathered; a distraction accompanied with false 
description of  the thing destroyed.”33 Even the act of  direct copying would 
be deceptive. To make a copy of  a stone that has been worn down over time, 
or to restore the same stone to its complete original condition, would require 
conjecture. No replica can convey the consequences of  time on a building 
or suggest a life in the sun and the rain; decay held a value that could not be 
reproduced. This sentiment was echoed by German Architect and author 
Hermann Muthesius, who criticised restorers of  the past who held the belief  
that their understanding of  ancient times would allow them to restore the 
building in a faithful manner.

Nevertheless, reflecting on these restorations of  years past reveals the 
“artificiality and falseness of  the work.”34 While it was idealistic to imagine 

33  John Ruskin, Seven Lamps of  Architecture, Dover ed. (New York: Dover Publications, 1989), 194.

34  Hermann Muthesius, Style-Architecture and Building-Art: Transformations of  Architecture in the 

Nineteenth Century and Its Present Condition, trans. Stanford Anderson (Santa Monica, CA: Getty 

Center for the History of  Art and the Humanities, 1994), 64.

Architects and architectural theorists alike criticised stylistic restoration due 
to the lack of  authenticity the buildings projected following their restorations. 
This led to the rise of  the conservation movement guided by John Ruskin, 
an English draughtsman and art critic. Ruskin held a strong appreciation 
for the values of  historic buildings, most importantly, its age-value.31 Unlike 
Viollet-le-Duc, Ruskin saw signs of  history as one of  a building’s most 
important values. 

To understand the significance he places on the signs of  age on a building, 
one must understand that Ruskin’s entry into architecture was from the 
outside. Ruskin would often study buildings by sketching them from the 
outside, finding poetry in the setting, and the notions of  time visible on the 
exterior of  the building: the weathering of  the stone and the walls of  ivy. 
As an art critic, Ruskin expected the same depth and emotion associated 
with painting or sculpture to be found in architecture.32 The conservation 

31  The term age-value is identified as part of  a wider set of  values through which to assess 

monuments developed by Austrian art historian Alois Riegl in his text “Modern Cult of  

Monuments”.

32  Michael W. Brooks, John Ruskin and Victorian Architecture (London: Thames and Hudson, 1989), 

322.

Authenticity or Nothing: John Ruskin

a building surviving without any intervention, Ruskin favoured preservation 
over restoration if  it was done with honesty and care; “bind it together with 
iron where it loosens; stay it with timber where it declines; do not care about 
the unsightliness of  the aid: better a crutch than a lost limb.”35 While the 
building may not be able to escape the demise of  time, its end will come 
declaredly, and there will be no dishonouring of  the memories it held. 

35  Ruskin, Seven Lamps of  Architecture, 196.
Fig. 7. John Ruskin’s painting of  the ruins of  Kenilworth Castle
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Influenced by Ruskin’s writings, author and craftsman William Morris 
established the ‘Anti-Scrape Society’ in 1877, more formally known as the 
‘Society for the Protection of  Ancient Buildings’ (SPAB).36 Comparable 
to Ruskin, Morris encouraged for the building to be kept as it was found, 
embracing the changes time made and employing non-intrusive methods of  
reinforcement to prevent any further damage.37 

36  Peter Burman, “Defining a Body of  Tradition: Philip Webb,” in From William Morris: Building 

Conservation and the Arts and Crafts Cult of  Authenticity 1877-1939, ed. Chris Miele (London: Paul 

Mellon Centre for Studies in British Art, 2005), 81.; 

 The term ‘Anti-Scrape’ is in reference to earlier restorers scraping plaster from historic 

buildings in the name of  restoration. ‘Anti-Scrape’ opposes the removal of  traces of  a 

buildings life and the changes that had been made to it. 

37  “The Protection of  Ancient Buildings: Morris as a Preservationist,” University of  Maryland: 

University Libraries, accessed February 10, 2021, https://www.lib.umd.edu/williammorris/

morris-as-preservationist.

The Manifesto of  SPAB, written by Morris and other founding members, 
encapsulates the belief  of  recognising and preserving the works carried out 
on the building throughout its history, which became the foundation of  20th 
and 21st-century conservation attitudes:

“[if] change was of  necessity [it should be] wrought in the 
unmistakeable fashion of  the time; a church of  the eleventh century 
might be added to or altered in the twelfth, thirteenth, fourteenth, 
fifteenth, sixteenth, or even the seventeenth or eighteenth centuries; 
but every change; whatever history it destroyed, left history in a gap, 
and was alive with the spirit of  the deeds done midst its fashioning. 
The result [being] a building in which the many changes, though 
harsh and visible enough, were, by their very contrast, interesting 
and instructive and could by no possibility mislead.”38 

38  “The SPAB Manifesto,” S.P.A.B, accessed February 15, 2021, https://www.spab.org.uk/about-

us/spab-manifesto.

Truthful History: William Morris

Fig. 8. Tile repair using SPAB guidelines, ca. 1920 Fig. 9. The clear identification between original material and the new material
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Commemorative Values:

Age-Value:
The pure visual appreciation of  age, no matter the style or history of  the 
monument. Age-value celebrates the natural deterioration of  a monument, 
rejecting methods of  conservation.

Historical-Value:
The documentation value of  a monument representing a particular moment 
in history. The monument is usually preserved as close to its original state 
through preservation.

Intentional Commemorative-Value:
The intentional preservation of  a moment in the consciousness of  later 
generations, recognising an important event or deed. In contrast to age-
value, the intentional monument requires restoration and preservation to 
retain its ideal state.
 

The Value of Monuments: Alois Riegl

In 1903, Austrian art historian and philosopher Alois Riegl published 
“Modern Cult of  Monuments: Its Character and Its Origin.” In this seminal 
essay, Riegl defined a set of  values for monuments to be assessed by when 
considering their preservation and conservation. For Riegl, a monument is 
not just a building, rather “in its oldest and most original sense [it] is a human 
creation, erected for the specific purpose of  keeping single human deeds or 
events (or combination thereof) alive in the minds of  future generations.”39 
Theoretically, all objects in existence could be considered a monument, yet 
Riegl suggested a monument is considered as such because of  the value 
society places on them. Five different values are defined in “Modern Cult 
of  Monuments”. The commemorative values: age value, historical value, 
intentional commemorative value; followed by present-day values: use-value 
and art-value.40 

39  Alois Reigl, “The Modern Cult of  Monuments: Its Character and Origin,” trans. Kurt W. 

Forster and Diane Ghirardo, in Oppositions Reader: Selected Readings from a Journal for Ideas and 

Criticism in Architecture, 1973-1984, ed. Michael K. Hays (New York: Princeton Architectural 

Press, 1998), 621.

40  Reigl, “The Modern Cult of  Monuments,” 631–42.

Present Day Value:

Use-Value:
A practical value related to its functionality and everyday use. Requiring 
ongoing maintenance and care, this value is seldomly compatible with age-
value.  

Art-Value:
Separated into two categories.

Newness-Value – The formidable opponent of  age-value, it reflects 
the triumph and ingenuity of  mans creations over the destructive 
forces of  nature. 

Relative Art-Value – The pure appreciation of  the aesthetics 
of  a monument. This value demands all levels of  conservation, 
sometimes going further to remove all traces of  ageing, taking a 
monument from its present state to its original state.41

41  Reigl, “The Modern Cult of  Monuments,” 631–50.

While this project has not followed either extreme of  Viollet-le-Duc and 
Ruskin’s theories; restoration through the eyes of  the ideal, or being left in the 
hands of  time, it has proposed a solution through an abstract interpretation 
of  these values presented.



40 41

20th and 21st-century conservation principles are primarily influenced by 
Anti-Scrape philosophies regarding the preservation of  all historical material 
and the importance of  new interventions being perceived as new layers. 
Formed by Morris in 1877, SPAB continues to this day to promote building 
conservation to maintain and protect older buildings for future generations. 
The Society continues to advocate for the protection and preservation of  
a historic building over its restoration. They see the reproduction of  worn 
or lost elements as being detrimental to the authenticity of  the building. 
Being a true record of  the past, SPAB believes the value of  a building lies 
in the recognition of  the entire history of  the building, understanding, and 
respecting the change.42 

42  “Mission & Vision,” S.P.A.B, accessed February 15, 2021, https://www.spab.org.uk/about-us/

mission-vision.

Organised by the International Museums Office, a conference was held 
in Rome in 1930 on the scientific preservation of  works of  art. This was 
followed in 1931 by a ten-day meeting in Athens focused on architectural 
conservation called ‘The First International Congress of  Architects and 
Technicians of  Historic Monuments’. The conclusions reached by the 
conference were consolidated and approved by the League of  Nations as 
the ‘Athens Charter’ for the restoration of  historic buildings.43 During the 
‘Second Congress of  Architects and Specialists of  Historic Buildings’ in 
Venice in 1964, 13 solutions were adopted. The first created the International 
Restoration Charter, commonly known as the Venice Charter, and the 
second, which was suggested by the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), was the creation of  the International 
Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) to carry out this charter.44 The 
Venice Charter recognised the need for each country to develop individual 
policies for their specific conditions, as they emphasised no universal 
framework for restoration theory.45

43  Glendinning, The Conservation Movement, 199.

44  “History,” ICOMOS: International Council on Monuments and Sites, updated October 11, 

2011, https://www.icomos.org/en/about-icomos/mission-and-vision/history?showall=1.

45  Glendinning, The Conservation Movement, 382.

Contemporary SPAB The Two Charters

Established in 1987 as a New Zealand equivalent of  the 1965 ICOMOS, 
the ICOMOS New Zealand Charter (revised in 2010) provides guidelines 
and standards relating to the conservation practices within New Zealand. 
Used by local and government bodies as well as Heritage New Zealand, 
the New Zealand charter provides discussions on the “purpose, principle, 
practice, and processes of  conservation.”46 The charter recognises the 
importance of  both the tangible and intangible values of  a place as a means 
of  understanding its cultural heritage value. Recognising and acknowledging 
these values during conservation efforts will ensure as little of  the historic 
fabric is lost as possible and retain the cultural heritage-value that makes the 
building significant. 

There is an overarching acknowledgement of  the importance of  maintaining 
the authenticity of  the building through the process of  conservation.47 
Closely related to Morris’s theory of  conservation, the charter states that 
the removal of  any material of  a particular period must be justified and not 

46  “Charters,” ICOMOS New Zealand, accessed February 14, 2021, https://icomos.org.nz/

charters/.

47  ICOMOS, ICOMOS New Zealand Charter, 1–4.

The New Zealand Charter

diminish the building’s historical value.48 The recognition of  adaptation as a 
process of  conservation is also mentioned. Suppose the continued use of  a 
building is essential to its conservation; change must be at a minimum as to 
not distract from the original building so as not to lose the cultural heritage 
value. The changes should be well-suited with the original building yet still 
allow for a distinction between the old and the new.49 

48  ICOMOS, ICOMOS New Zealand Charter, 2.

49  ICOMOS, ICOMOS New Zealand Charter, 4.
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In his seminal book, The Architecture of  the City, written and published in 
the 1960s, Italian architect Aldo Rossi presents two theories of  permanence 
that can be associated with historic buildings; pathological and propelling. 
Propelling permanence is related to the continuing role of  the building 
within its context where “the physical form of  the past has assumed different 
functions and has continued to function” within our society. 50 A building 
assumes a pathological permanence when it has outlived its former function, 
yet the experiences associated with the building are too great and significant 
that it cannot be modified. Here, Rossi argues that the value of  a building lies 
more so in its form than its function. He implies that the meaning of  form 
holds a more complex definition than just the building’s structure. Form 
represents the physical characteristics of  the building, its age, history, and 
the life of  the building within the city.51 The Canterbury Provincial Council 
Buildings are not a significant part of  Christchurch city’s fabric because of  
their function, as their once intended use has been long outlived; they are 
significant within the fabric of  the city because of  their overall form. 

50  Aldo Rossi, The Architecture in the City, ed. Diane Ghirardo and Joan Ockman (Cambridge, 

Mass: The MIT Press, 1984), 59.

51  Rossi, The Architecture in the City, 22.

The impracticalities of  Ruskin and Morris’ theories are that both seem to 
ignore the necessity of  use-value all in the name of  preservation, which may 
lead to the building’s eventual demise. Fred Scott suggests the possible fates 
buildings may one day face in his text On Altering Architecture: they can remain 
unchanged, be altered, or be demolished.52 In a modern world, it seems the 
easiest course of  action when a building becomes obsolete is to demolish 
it to make way for something new. While it may be the ideal scenario for a 
building to remain unchanged for the entirety of  its existence, it is simply 
not possible. Society changes and evolves, and with it, its needs and wants. 
Thus, we alter our buildings so they can continue to play an active part in our 
society. Therefore, if  a building were to remain unchanged, it gets removed 
from the everyday, leading to its eventual abandonment as it no longer has a 
practical use-value within society. Only once a building’s historical- and age-
value outweigh its potential use-value, does it no longer rely on a function 
to maintain relevancy within society. An example would be the Colosseum 
in Rome. 

52  Fred Scott, On Altering Architecture (London: Routledge, 2008), 1.

Needs of a Modern World

Choosing the path of  preservation may preserve a building’s historical-
value, but it runs the risk of  becoming a burden to society.53 While the 
primary goal for preservation is to retain convictions of  the past, alteration 
and adaptation become relevant strategies to extend a buildings life within 
society. As Scott clarifies, adaptation “becomes like an act of  transition or 
translation, from the past into the present, with logic also a consideration for 
the future” of  the building.54 

53  Ben Farmer and Hentie Louw, eds., Companion to Contemporary Architectural Thought (London: 

Routledge, 1993), 181.

54  Scott, On Altering Architecture, 11.
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4.0 Contemporary Practice: Neues Museum
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The aesthetics of  architectural ruins have fascinated artists and architects alike 
since the 18th century. Explaining this fascination lies in the idea of  suggested 
history. Suggested history is merely a starting point for our imagination to 
explore, it is the idea that the viewer creates their own version of  history 
related to the ruin.55 A ruin does not offer any conclusion about its life, age, 
and use; it delights the mind with all kinds of  possibilities of  events and 
scenarios that the building would have witnessed before succumbing to the 
ravages of  time. The reality of  facing a ruin is that it can evoke an emotional 
response. Allowing the speculation of  its past also forces the speculation of  
the fragility of  our future. Nevertheless, the aesthetics of  an architectural 
ruin are special. They reveal the layers of  a building’s built fabric that were 
never intended to be seen and hold a romantic quality that is only revealed 
by time.

55  Lucia Howard, “Why Ruins Resonate Now: The Pleasures and Presences of  the Past,” 

Piraneseum, accessed February 16, 2021, https://www.piraneseum.com/piraneseum/ruins1/?

The project investigated how the various conservation strategies used by 
Chipperfield in his response to the Neues Museum could be applied in the 
New Zealand context. Having suffered extensive damage during the 2010 
and 2011 Canterbury Earthquakes, the Canterbury Provincial Council 
Buildings provide an opportunity to explore these various conservation 
strategies. Although the Neues Museum and the Provincial Council 
Buildings were devastated by different means – one through war and the 
other by earthquakes – each building suffered varying degrees of  damage. 
Chipperfield’s approach of  utilising various conservation methods depending 
on the degree of  damage became a valuable method of  assessment and 
response for the project. 

Suggested Memory

Fig. 10. Southwest façade of  the Neues Museum  
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There is perhaps not a more apposite example of  this than English architect 
David Chipperfield’s work on the Neues Museum. Designed by Friedrich 
August Stüler, the Neues Museum was erected between 1841 and 1859 as 
part of  the development of  Museum Island in Berlin, Germany.

It was the first building created in King Friedrich Wilhelm IV’s vision of  
creating a “sanctuary for the arts and sciences”.56 The museum consists 
of  two main three-storey wings, north and south, which wrap around two 
central courtyards, the Egyptian and Greek courtyards. Extensive bombings 
during the Second World War, meant 1943 saw the destruction of  the 
northwest end of  the building, including the central stair hall and the loss of  
the southeast end of  the building in 1945.57 With portions of  the walls and 
roof  missing, the building languished and was left in a state of  ruin. 

56  David Chipperfield et al., David Chipperfield Architects, ed. Rik Nys (London: Thames and 

Hudson, 2013), 198.

57  Johnathan Taylor, “The Neues Museum: A Fresh Approach to Conservation,” Building 

Conservation, accessed January 23, 2021, https://www.buildingconservation.com/articles/

neuesmuseum/neuesmuseum.htm.

A Troubled Past

During the GDR (German Democratic Republic) period, discussions were 
held over the Museums future. Chipperfield recalled that during the 1980s, the 
general consensus was that any restoration work carried out on the building 
would be a complete historical reproduction. In the times following the war, 
a subject that pervaded Berlin was the desire to remove all scars and traces 
of  the city’s stained past. Chipperfield further stated that, as a condition of  
the war, and prevalent throughout Berlin, it seemed the only way to save 
war-damaged historical buildings was to create historical copies.58 There are 
a few reasons why the Neues Museum stayed in a ruinous state following 
the brief  restoration work done during the 1980s. One apparent reason was 
due to the heavily damaged state of  the building and the weak soil on which 
it sits, but more predominantly, it was to do with the ever-changing nature 
of  museum buildings.59

58  David Chipperfield in an interview with Alejandro Zaera in: “A Conversation with David 

Chipperfield,” El Croquis 120: David Chipperfield 1998-2004: Minimalismo Denso = Dense 

Minimalism, ed. Fernando Marquez Cecilia and Richard C. Levene (Madrid: El Croquis, 2004), 

22.

59  David Chipperfield, “What is the Future of  the Past? David Chipperfield,” February 4, 

2012, YouTube video, 1:48:50, posted by Columbia GSAPP, https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=RfizDUjvomA&t=627s.

The unconventional architectural features of  the rooms were a unique 
characteristic of  the original museum. In modern times, the rooms would 
be a neutral backdrop to the artefacts on display. Instead, Stüler’s idea was 
that the rooms would demonstrate a particular civilisation, introducing an 
integration of  the artefacts and the architecture. The architecture became 
part of  the exhibit, with the artefacts acting in a supportive manner in the 
story of  the museum. This design was unique to the museum but quickly fell 
out of  fashion once new collections were acquired. Therefore, the museum 
was modified in the early 1900s with some of  the decorations and design 
elements removed and new ceilings placed over the original to create a 
modern, simplified space for the new collections.60 This museological strategy 
became both the strength and weakness of  the museum. It was difficult to 
reconstruct following the war due to this, as the nature of museums had 
changed since the building’s conception. Contemporary museums tend to 
prefer a neutral architectural style for greater display flexibility. 

60  Suzanne Stephens, “Neues Museum: Berlin,” Architectural Record, updated March 19, 2010, 

https://www.architecturalrecord.com/articles/8220-neues-museum.

Fig. 11. Plan of  Museumsinsel (Museum Island), Berlin

Fig. 12. Condition of  the Neues Museum after the war
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During the 1990s, two international competitions were held for the 
reconstruction of  the Neues Museum. The first, held in 1993, featured a 
brief  not exclusive to the rebuild of  the Neues Museum itself  but rather 
included discussions over the redesign and masterplan of  Museum Island. 
Chipperfield placed second, and Giorgio Grassi was selected as the winner. 
However, the Staatliche Museen (State Museum) board rejected his design 
submission, finding it excessively rigid. This led to the release of  a new 
brief  in 1997 to reconstruct the Neues Museum alone. Two vastly different 
proposals were of  interest to the Committee; Chipperfield’s restrained and 
respectful project and the extravagant approach by American architect Frank 
Gehry.61 The commonality between each of  these two projects was their 
recognition of  the value of  the central hall stairs. One dealt with the history 
as a continuum, offering a sympathetic response to what was lost. At the 
same time, the other suggested that the past was the past, proposing a more 
sculptural interpretation of  the stairs. While spectacular, Berlin was not yet 
prepared for the ‘Bilbao effect’ of  Gehry’s design.62  

61  Chipperfield et al., David Chipperfield Architects, 12.

62  The ‘Bilbao effect’ is the idea that an extravagantly designed cultural institution will result in an 

economic uplift. Named after Frank Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain. 

This led the Committee to give Chipperfield the commission.63 The outcome 
of  Chipperfield’s work on the Neues Museum was a twelve-year process that 
would only be revealed in 2009, and would reflect a state of  picturesque 
ruins. By the time the project had begun, the Neues Museum had been a 
ruin for nearly as long as it has been a building. For more than half  a century, 
the Neues Museum remained as a ruin in the backdrop of  people’s lives in 
Berlin. While a painful reminder of  the events that took place, to restore 
the ruins of  the Neues Museum to its original state prior to the war would 
have been to erase more than fifty years of  history. It would also have taken 
away the qualities of  a ruin that can fascinate the viewer: the rawness of  its 
construction and its picturesque nature. 

63  Chipperfield et al., David Chipperfield Architects, 12.

Choosing Chipperfield
Fig. 13. Giorgio Grassi competition entry 1993

Fig. 14. Frank Gehry competition entry 1993

Fig. 15. David Chipperfield first submission for the 1993 competition
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One of  the challenges facing the conservation of  ruins and damaged buildings 
is the air of  falsehood surrounding them. Faithfully restoring a building to 
its former condition blurs the lines between what is old and what is new. 
In addition, the introduction of  modern materials in the reconstruction 
presents a secondary issue wherein the modern materials may not age in 
the same way. Initially, the materials are presented as being the same, and 
only with time will their true age and nature be revealed. This approach can 
erase all senses of  history and devalue the original parts of  the building. The 
Neues Museum was inconsistently ruined; there were completely missing 
parts, other parts that had been partially destroyed and a few areas that were 
only superficially damaged. The question was whether to re-establish the 
form of  the Neues Museum or take its broken-up form as an opportunity 
to create and establish something new. However, as Chipperfield explained, 
“It doesn’t make sense not to re-establish the form - it would be like a Greek 
sculpture with the missing arm. It’s one thing not to put the arm back, but it 
would be funny to add something that wasn’t there in the first place.”64 

64  David Chipperfield in an interview with Adam Caruso and Peter St John in: “A Conversation 

with David Chipperfield,” El Croquis 87: David Chipperfield 1991-1997, ed. Fernando Marquez 

Cecilia and Richard C. Levene (Madrid: El Croquis, 1998), 20.

The Two Solutions

Establishing completeness within a fragmented building is often achieved 
in two ways: completeness through historical copy or the composition of  
opposites. The latter is often seen in modern adaptations of  ruins, similar 
to Norman Foster’s response at the Reichstag, where there is a clear 
juxtaposition between old and new. Chipperfield found himself  antithetical 
to these practices and presented a third solution.

Fig. 16. Fragmented form ( by author)

Fig. 17. Re-establishing the missing form (by author)

Fig. 18. Creating something new (by author)

Fig. 19. The original Reichstag building

Fig. 20. Norman Foster’s design is entirely new in form but references the building’s history

Fig. 21. The interior shows the use of  highly contrasting materials from the original materials
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Chipperfield and his team found precedent in Hans Döllgast’s response at 
the Alte Pinakothek Museum in Munich.65 Designed by Leo von Klenze, the 
building opened in 1836. Also damaged during the war, Döllgast’s intervention 
was a more immediate response, presenting a proposal to stabilise the ruin 
already in 1946. Debates on whether to demolish or retain the building 
halted any progress, with its reconstruction only starting in 1952.66 Döllgast’s 
response was a stripped back continuation of  the existing neo-Renaissance 
style of  the building. He reconstructed the missing exterior out of  reclaimed 
brick without copying any original decoration, instead aiming to complete 
the form. His intervention did, however, radically change the planning of  
the interior spaces, altering the circulation by relocating the main entrance to 
the north-south axis from the east-west axis. Chipperfield rejected Döllgast’s 
latter design response of  altering the interior layout but his idea of  repairing 
and completing seemed to be a good precedent to follow.67 

65  Chipperfield, “What is the Future of  the Past?”.

66  Francoise Astorg Bollack, Old Buildings, New Forms: New Directions in Architectural Transformations 

(New York: Monacelli Press, 2013), 180.

67  Chipperfield, “What Is the Future of  the Past?”

The Precedent’s Precedent

Thus, the solution presented by Chipperfield is achieving completeness 
through the addition of  pieces.68 This is evident in the reestablishment of  the 
form of  the northwest wing, the southeast corner of  the building, and the 
central staircase. An important factor in his response to the Neues Museum 
was to achieve historic legibility and authenticity. By selecting the method 
of  conservation rather than restoration, Chipperfield’s response “gives back 
only enough context so that the significance of  the whole structure and 
sequence of  spaces contained within [the Neues Museum] are legible.”69 

What was clear from the start of  the project was that no singular method of  
conservation could be applied to the whole. Becoming a project of  dialogue 
and collaboration, Chipperfield, together with conservation architect Julian 
Harrap, worked with multiple agencies and organisations to decide the 
conservation response that would achieve historic legibility.70 
Much like Stüler, who had created each room with its contents in mind, 
Chipperfield crafted a unique response for each space, never defining a single 

68  David Chipperfield in an interview with Juan Antonio Cortés in: “Conciliation of  Opposites: 

Concepts,” El Croquis 150: David Chipperfield 2006-2010: Conciliacion de Contrarios = Conciliation of  

Opposites, ed. Fernando Marquez Cecilia and Richard C. Levene (Madrid: El Croquis, 2010), 26.

69  Chipperfield, El Croquis 120 David Chipperf. 1998-2004 Minimalismo Denso = Dense Minimalism, 74.

70  Taylor, “The Neues Museum”

solution for every surface, wall, or decoration. Through this approach, they 
were able to decide what should remain, what could not be preserved, and 
which aspects of  the building would be visible.71 This approach achieved what 
architect and historian Kenneth Frampton referred to as ‘soft restoration’. 
He explained, “soft restoration keeps everything that is original and makes 
sure nothing synthetic creeps in. Don’t take off  the render on the face and 
redo the whole thing. Keep it, paint it, use the same colour - but make sure it 
is now seen to be new. Not glaringly evident but then not faking it either.”72 

This restoration method becomes evident when each of  the rooms is 
analysed to reveal a clarity between what is old and what is new, what is 
damaged, repaired, replaced, or restored. What could have been the choice 
between one moment of  the building’s history over another is replaced by 
Chipperfield’s solution, which can honour each layer and moment of  history 
and memory. What is presented in the end is a palimpsest of  Stüler’s original 
design, a war-torn ruin, and modern architecture.

71  Aaron Betsky, “The Just Rightness of  David Chipperfield: Dense Minimalism,” in El Croquis 

120: David Chipperfield 1998-2004: Minimalismo Denso = Dense Minimalism, ed. Fernando Marquez 

Cecilia and Richard C. Levene (Mandrid: El Croquis, 2004), 33.

72  David Chipperfield, David Chipperfield: Architectural Works 1990 – 2002, ed. Francisco Rei and 

Thomas Weaver (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2003), 39.

A Third Solution

Fig. 22. Close-up of  the Alte Pinakothek Museum reveals the stripped back nature of  the new construction, with 
traces of  original features still visible
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The allure of  the imperfect is achieved through three differing conservation 
strategies on the interior of  the Neues Museum. Stated simply, they are 
strategies of  preservation, restoration, and reconstruction. The first strategy 
can be seen in the Ethnological Room in the southwest corner of  the building. 
Looking beyond the collection pieces that are on display, it would be easy to 
assume the room has been untouched in the last sixty years. Fragments of  
plaster expose the original soft brick underneath, including the patches of  
red brick that resulted from the restoration work in the eighties, and offer 
glimpses of  the decorative detailing that used to be painted on the walls. 
There are a few moments where one can distinguish the addition of  new 
plaster from the existing. While it is unclear the intentions behind the new 
plaster additions when looking at the room as a whole, it can be assumed 
that these decisions were made to prevent any further deterioration.

Discrete Preservation: Ethnological Room

Fig. 23. Close up images show the retention of  damage

Fig. 24. Ethnological Room in its current state Fig. 25. Minimal intervention offer traces of  the original wall colouring and leaves traces of  where restoration work 
had previously taken place (red brick)
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The second strategy of  restoration appears to be more prevalent in areas of  
the Neues Museum that were effaced by time. In these spaces, the method 
of  ‘soft restoration’ becomes apparent. The result of  restoration work on 
superficial damage is often indistinguishable from the initial pre-damaged 
state. While an expected solution, this conservation method does not lie 
true with Chipperfield’s aim in achieving historic legibility. His response 
provides enough information for the spectator to understand the space in 
its entirety while still making obvious the old areas and the restored areas. 
One room where this response is particularly evident is in the Room of  the 
Niobids in the east wing. The room survived the war, but over time the paint 
had decayed and weathered. To create legibility between what is original 
and what has been restored, Chipperfield used the simple technique of  
repainting the walls and ceiling areas where the paint has weathered away a 
few shades lighter than the colour of  the original wall and ceiling, producing 
a variegated effect. By suppressing the damage and softening the impact of  
the newly restored areas, it offers the space the opportunity to be viewed as 
a whole with the essence of  its original splendour in full view, while allowing 
the distinction of  what is not original.

Soft Restoration: Room of the Niobids

Fig. 26. Close up images show how ‘soft restoration’ keeps traces of  the superficial damage

Fig. 27. Room of  Niobids before Chipperfield’s intervention with signs of  weathering Fig. 28. Room Of  Niobids in its current state with the previosly weathered areas still visible but not the focus
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Prior to Chipperfield’s intervention, the condition of  the Roman Room 
seemed to be in a more advanced state of  decay than the Ethnological 
Room. Only a handful of  fragments of  plaster remained on the walls and 
the ceiling, and the decorative mouldings and capitals were in various states 
of  disrepair. The conservation path for this space was, however, entirely 
different. Integral to the exhibit, the architecture of  the Roman Room was 
reconstructed back to a state that if  one were to restore the colour and 
decorative detailing completely, it would appear to be an exact historical copy. 
Reconstructing the room and its decorative features introduces a connection 
between the architecture and the exhibit and provides a completeness within 
the space. Unlike in the strategy of  restoration discussed in the Room of  
Niobids, the infill of  new plaster over the brickwork has been finished in a 
muted pallet to allow the focus to be on the remaining original fragments of  
the wall. Similarly, there is a clear distinction between the surviving decorative 
mouldings and capitals with the new reconstruction. This response gives the 
fragments a context from which they gain meaning.

Neutral Reconstruction: Roman Room

Fig. 29. Close up images show elements of  neutral reconstruction

Fig. 30. Roman Room before Chipperfield’s intervention with very few of  the original decoration remaining Fig. 31. Roman Room in its current state with the reconstruction of  details
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At first, it was unclear the reason behind the differing approaches to what 
appears to be rooms of  the same condition. However, with the realisation 
that Chipperfield is echoing Stüler’s intention of  making design judgements 
based on the role and context of  each space, there is a certain level of  
clarity that appears. Where the exhibits are to be the main attraction, the 
architecture becomes less prominent. Additionally, there is a focus on 
retaining the fragments of  memory visible within the Neues Museum. To 
completely restore the spaces to represent an exact historical copy would 
be to derogate the past. As discussed in The Aesthetics of  Decay, when “the 
outward appearance of  the room alters, the intimacy it has with the past 
dissolves. Irrevocable change in material objects serves to annihilate the 
memory these objects contain.”73 Only where material had been lost does 
Chipperfield consider inserting new material and forms that encapsulate the 
essence of  what is missing.

73  Dylan Trigg, The Aesthetics of  Decay: Nothingness, Nostalgia, and the Absence of  Reason (New York: 

Peter Lang, 2006), 62.

Chipperfield allowed himself  more freedom when addressing aspects and 
parts of  the building destroyed and lost in the war. As mentioned earlier, 
there was the option of  reconstructing an exact historical copy, creating 
something new, or achieving completeness through the addition of  pieces. 
The new architecture and additions would establish their own presence in 
fragments, creating a collage of  the buildings own initial splendour through 
the balance of  old and new, signalling a new future.74 There were four 
points of  large-scale destruction that needed to be addressed in the Neues 
Museum: the northwest wing, the southeast risalit, the central staircase 
hall, and the Egyptian courtyard. The response in these areas take on a 
relatively independent expression when compared to the solutions explained 
previously.

74  Chipperfield, El Croquis 87, 176.

Echoing Stüler Missing Form

Fig. 32. Southwest façade of  Neues Museum 
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The first was the reinstatement of  the form of  the missing northeast wing 
of  the Museum that had been lost since the war. Completing the original 
volume of  the Neues Museum, Chipperfield reinstated a form that was 
comparable to the original; although stripped of  any ornamentation, it 
is presented in a contemporary manner. There is, however, an obedience 
to the original facade’s formal qualities: repetition, order, and symmetry. 
The windows follow the same rhythm and sizing as the original, while 
the protruding horizontal bands echo the horizontal nature of  the ashlar 
patterned render found on the original facade. Chipperfield decided to use 
recycled handmade bricks to rebuild the missing forms to harmonise the 
new with the existing.75 The style of  the new form is subtle yet discernible, 
owing its success to the fact that spectators will be aware of  its age but not 
obsess over it, allowing the historic parts of  the building to express itself  
without competition. 

75  Chipperfield, El Croquis 150, 48.

When moving closer to the facade, what remains untouched and unaltered 
is the circular indentations left behind by the hands of  war. Exposed bullet 
holes show the unfiltered tragedy of  a past that has been, making it real and 
imaginable to its visitors.

The loss of  the southeast risalit in 1945 meant the reestablishment of  its 
form would be necessary to comprehend and the building as a whole. The 
south cupola was reconstructed on a square base made of  white concrete 
and recycled brick built up to form the round dome vault. The space is a 
minimal yet powerful version of  the original. The recycled brick carries the 
patina of  its former life and age, while the primitive form and simplistic use 
of  materials denote an age much younger than the other spaces.

A Formal Obedience: The Elevation

Fig. 33. Drawing indicating the formal qualities followed by Chipperfiels in the re-establishment of  the northwest wing (drawing by author)
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As the central space of  the Museum, the importance of  the staircase hall 
could not be understated. Originally decorated with plaster cast friezes and 
frescoes done by Wilhelm von Kaulbach, showing epochs of  world history, 
the space was highly decorative and opulent.76 Destroyed by fire and heat 
during the war, what remained was merely a shell of  what used to be; the roof  
was destroyed, the floors hollowed out, and any significant remnants of  the 
halls previous magnificence gone. Because much of  the space was lost after 
the war, there were discussions around their response and whether the empty 
space could be taken as an opportunity to introduce elements completely 
new and different to what once was. One of  the discussions that were held 
regarded bringing light in through the roof. However, the principal concept 
of  re-establishing form and figure was a significant aspect in Chipperfield’s 
response in this space. Through the study of  past photographs, there was 
the realisation that the room had always been a dark space; it was never 
meant to be a light-filled room. Instead, a three-dimensional truss roof  was 
employed, allowing some of  the services of  the building to hide beneath. 

76  “The Rebirth of  the Neues Museum: An Architectural Masterpiece,” Google Arts & Culture, 

2009, https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/the-rebirth-of-the-neues-museum-neues-

museum-staatliche-museen-zu-berlin/iAIyOD6OJpqqKA?hl=en.

Similarly, the windows and entrances into space would not allow for anything 
but the reestablishment of  the stairs.77 Chipperfield decided to reinstate the 
stairs form devoid of  any detail, such as the railings, leaving out the recreation 
of  the Porch of  the Caryatids from the Acropolis’ Erechtheion. Instead, 
through the use of  a passive and supportive element of  white concrete 
with Saxonian marble chips, there is a focus on the function of  the space.  
It draws attention to the surviving material; the imperfect brick, the soot-
covered columns and burn marks on the walls. The form is simple, equal 
in volume to the original but never attempting to imitate what was once in 
its place. Its simplicity in form and material gives the new intervention an 
independent stance yet continues to respect the surviving material.

77  David Chipperfield in an interview with Adam Caruso and Peter St John in: “A Conversation 

with David Chipperfield,” 22.

Completing the Form: The Staircase

Fig. 34. Staircase hall as originally designed by Stüler Fig. 35. Sketch over war damaged room following the original form 

(drawing by author) 

Fig. 36. The completed staircase hall echoing the form of  the original
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Once a highly decorated space, the Egyptian courtyard was completely 
destroyed during the war. Chipperfield’s intervention is overtly modern in its 
reduced forms and material choice. The new intervention, constructed out of  
the same material as the stairs, consists of  precast concrete columns that rise 
from the ground floor towards the glazed roof  of  the courtyard, supporting 
two upper floor levels. Unlike Chipperfield’s other new interventions of  
the Neues Museum, however, this intervention reflects an independent 
quality separate from its context. There is minimal interaction between the 
intervention, placed delicately within the space, and the reconstructed walls 
of  the courtyard. As he has done with the northwest wing, Chipperfield 
follows the rhythm of  Stüler’s column placement of  the original courtyard. 
However, the contemporary manner of  material and form now draws the 
focus toward the artefacts and the picturesque qualities of  the building 
beyond the intervention.

Delicate Intervention: Egyptian Courtyard

The restoration work of  Chipperfield on the Neues Museum relates to 
conservation theories of  the 19th century. The way in which Chipperfield 
embodies the ruin encompasses the theories of  Ruskin. Ruskin’s position 
about restoration being equivalent to destruction stems from the belief  that 
the spirit of  the original could never be recreated. Arguing in his chapter 
on memory in The Seven Lamps of  Architecture, Ruskin believes the glory of  a 
ruin is not in its material or decoration but in its age. A ruin holds qualities 
that cannot be replicated; it contains the “passing waves of  humanity.”78 
Traces of  these qualities are evident in areas left untouched by Chipperfield; 
the weathering of  the plaster and paint, the scorn marks left by the fire, 
and the traces of  bullet holes scattered across the surfaces of  the building. 
While Ruskin’s response to the Neues Museum may have been to preserve 
it as a ruin, Chipperfield knew that it would need to be made functional 
again for the building to continue to be relevant in society. The form was re-
established, deterioration was dealt with, and fallen columns were returned to 
their original positions, all while every moment of  change remained visible. 

78  Ruskin, Seven Lamps of  Architecture, 187.

Evident History

Fig. 37. The Egyptian courtyard as a new intervention sits lightly within the courtyard

Fig. 38. Retaining fragments of  the ashlar render with a clear distinction of  the new material (bare brick)

Fig. 39. The staircase hall still has remnants of  bullet holes and charred columns
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Only once the Neues Museum opened to the public near the end of  2009 
did the scepticism of  critics dissipate. Chipperfield had initially been met 
with criticism in Berlin, who felt his approach was a form of  “cultural 
destruction”, with some comparing his proposal to the bombings of  the 
war.79 

In an effort to renew the city and rebuild following the war, there was a 
drive to erase the worst parts of  the country’s past; therefore, there was 
overwhelming support for the Neues Museum to be rebuilt and restored to 
the way it had been during the 19th century. However, taking this criticism 
in his stride, Chipperfield’s accomplishments on the Museum received 
great praise, earning him the Mies van der Rohe award in 2011. Quoted 
in a Dezeen award article, Lluís Hortet, the director of  the Mies van der 
Rohe Foundation said: “The Neues Museum by David Chipperfield is a 
very important statement of  how a contemporary architectural intervention 
contributes to the re-use of  our heritage by improving its functional qualities 
and introducing outstandingly designed new architectorial elements for its 

79  Christoph Richter, “Reconstruction of  Berlin’s Neues Museum Vexes Traditionalists,” DW, 

updated October 16, 2009, https://www.dw.com/en/reconstruction-of-berlins-neues-

museum-vexes-traditionalists/a-4796877.

museological purpose.”80 The strength of  Chipperfield’s response showed 
a new approach to dealing with the past as a continuum and embracing its 
scars. 

Architecture as a ruin can lead to fascination, suggesting every possibility 
of  its past yet little of  its future. Chipperfield has created an approach that 
reveals both a past and the possibility of  a future. The Neues Museum does 
not hide its tragic past, nor does it place emphasis on it, but rather leaves its 
scars out for everyone to read, telling stories that voices may never share. 

80  Marcus Fairs, “Neues Museum in Berlin by David Chipperfield Wins Mies van Der Rohe 

Award 2011,” Dezeen, updated April 11, 2011, https://www.dezeen.com/2011/04/11/neues-

museum-in-berlin-by-david-chipperfield-wins-mies-van-der-rohe-award-2011/.

From Scepticism to Success
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5.0 Site: The Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings
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As with other provinces across New Zealand, Māori settlements had 
been present in the Canterbury province for several centuries before 
the arrival and settlement by the Europeans. The iwi Ngai Tahu held 
authority over Canterbury and much of  the South Island, controlling the 
trade in Pounamu from the West Coast to the important pa located at 
Kaiapoi.81 Ngāi Tahu still holds territory over much of  the South Island.  
Canterbury was one of  the last settlements in Australasia to be founded 
under the colonisation scheme set up by Edward Gibbon Wakefield, which 
was a system of  ‘sufficient price’ for land. Wakefield’s plan involved buying 
land from the indigenous people of  New Zealand for as little as possible, 
after which it was sold to investors at a much higher price that was considered 
the ‘sufficient price’. The purpose of  this scheme was to fund the labourers 
emigrating to New Zealand but also restrict the rate at which the wage-
earners could purchase their own property because of  the high price of  
land and the low rate of  wages, ensuring a working-class population for 
Canterbury.82

 

81  John Wilson, Historic Canterbury (Auckland, New Zealand: David Bateman, 2012), 6.

82  Miles Fairburn, “Wakefield, Edward Gibbon,” Te Ara - Encyclopedia of  New Zealand, 

accessed May 26, 2020, https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/1w4/wakefield-edward-gibbon.

European settlers had been present in Canterbury since the 1830s after 
Whalers settled on the Banks Peninsula and French settlers founded 
Akaroa in the 1840s. However, the European settlement in Canterbury was 
only established after the arrival of  the first four ships of  the Canterbury 
Association in 1850.83 Driven by Wakefield and John Robert Godley, the 
Canterbury Association wanted to create a community that was a ‘New Old 
England’ centred around the Anglican Church. However, the Colonial Office 
in London rejected the exclusive nature of  the Association’s settlement, 
forcing them to settle for a colony that favoured Anglicans rather than being 
solely Anglican.84 Canterbury’s economy developed through the introduction 
of  sheep farming, as settlers found value in their wool and meat, exporting 
and selling the wool to overseas markets for high profits, and through the 
development of  secondary industrial businesses such as clothing factories, 
breweries, and other food-related factories.85 

83  Wilson, Historic Canterbury, 8.

84  John Hendry, “Provincial Christchurch,” in Historic Buildings of  New Zealand. South Island, ed. 

Frances Porter (Auckland, New Zealand: Methuen, 1983), 82.

85  J. P. Morrison, The Evolution of  a City : The Story of  the Growth of  the City and Suburbs of  

Christchurch, the Capital of  Canterbury, in the Years from 1850 to 1903, ed. Christchurch City 

Council (Christchurch, New Zealand: Christchurch City Council, 1948), 84.

A Province’s Formation

The establishment of  the New Zealand Constitutional Act 1852 allowed 
for the self-government of  New Zealand, forming six provinces across 
New Zealand: Auckland, New Plymouth, Wellington, Nelson, Canterbury, 
and Otago – which were later expanded to ten provinces.86 Under the new 
provincial council, Canterbury prospered, funding major public works such 
as the Lyttelton rail tunnel and new buildings to expand their settlement, 
further strengthening the provincial economy.87

86  W. David McIntyre, “Self-Government and Independence - Constitution Act 1852,” Te 

Ara - Encyclopedia of  New Zealand, accessed May 26, 2020, https://teara.govt.nz/en/self-

government-and-independence/page-2.

87  Wilson, Historic Canterbury, 8.
Fig. 40. Map showing provinces of  New Zealand ca. 1862-1869
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Prior to the introduction of  the New Zealand Constitutional Act 1852, New 
Zealand was consisted of  two provinces: New Munster, which included 
Wellington and the South Island, and New Ulster, the remainder of  the 
North Island. These were established following the signing of  the Treaty of  
Waitangi. However, before either government could make any real progress, 
and with the legislative council for New Ulster never meeting and New 
Munster only meeting once, the new Constitution Act 1852 was passed 
to be the new government system of  New Zealand.88 A national General 
Assembly and six provincial councils for the following provinces: Auckland, 
New Plymouth, Wellington, Nelson, Canterbury, and Otago, were formed. 
Under the new Constitution, the provincial councils were responsible for 
the provision of  new public works and immigration and could establish 
regulations and ordinances on areas not controlled by the General Assembly.  
This meant the provincial councils had no control over the areas of  “court, 
crime, customs, coinage, ports, weights and measures, banking, shipping, 
crown lands, marriage and wills.”89 

88  Malcolm McKinnon, “Colonial and Provincial Government - The Crown Colony, 1840 to 

1852,” Te Ara - Encyclopedia of  New Zealand, accessed May 27, 2020, https://teara.govt.nz/

en/colonial-and-provincial-government/page-1.

89  McIntyre, “Self-Government and Independence.”

Through pastoral farming and the discovery of  gold, the economy of  the 
South Island prospered, driving the increase in the population and revenue 
made through land sales. Areas such as Canterbury and Otago cultivated this 
success by using their revenue to improve communications, education, and 
immigration. However, the growth of  the North Island economy suffered, 
falling into debt by borrowing money to fund the ongoing wars during the 
1860s.90 Colonial Treasurer Julius Vogel set up immigration and public works 
schemes through a colonial borrowing programme in which the central 
government played a significant role. Schemes such Public Works Act 1870 
helped standardise the rail gauge, as the few provinces which had constructed 
railways used different track gauges. With the central government also taking 
over management of  immigration, the power of  the provincial governments 
had diminished significantly and soon after, an election was held. The decision 
was to abolish the provinces under the Abolition of  Provinces Act 1875 
took effect on November 1st 1876.91 The Provincial Government buildings 
of  Canterbury are the only surviving buildings that still remain today.

90  Conrad Alexander Blyth and Warren Moran, “New Zealand,” Encyclopedia Britannica, 

accessed July 14, 2020, https://www.britannica.com/place/New-Zealand.

91  McKinnon, “Colonial and Provincial Government.”

A New Council

In the early hours of  the morning on September 4th 2010, Christchurch awoke 
to an unexpected earthquake. The damage was widespread, yet fortunately, 
no one was killed. It would only be a few months until a violent aftershock on 
February 22nd 2011 caused extensive damage to the whole of  Christchurch, 
leading to the announcement of  the second-ever national state of  emergency. 
Established as part of  the Canterbury Earthquake Recovery (CER) that 
coordinated the response to the earthquake, the Canterbury Earthquake 
Recovery Authority (CERA) was formed to oversee the reconstruction of  
Christchurch.92 Following the enactment of  the Canterbury Earthquake 
Recovery Act 2011 (CER Act), the Christchurch City Council developed 
a draft Recovery Plan for central Christchurch City. The draft was finalised 
by the Christchurch Central Development Unit (CCDU), a unit established 
within CERA, who took the lead in implementing the plan with help from 
the council, Ngāi Tahu and other stakeholders.93 

92  Barnaby Bennet et al., eds., Once in a Lifetime: City-Building after Disaster in Christchurch 

(Christchurch, New Zealand: Freerange Press, 2014), 18.

93  Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority, Christchurch Central Recovery Plan (Christchurch, 

New Zealand: Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority, 2012), 4.

The Recovery Plan presented a series of  anchor projects planned to 
help stimulate further development of  Christchurch. Of  these projects, 
several have been completed, such as the Tūranga Central Library, the Bus 
Interchange and the Hagley Cricket Oval. However, many are still under 
construction or even waiting for construction to commence. Many are well 
past their proposed delivery date, such as the Metro Sports Facility and the 
Convention Centre.94 

94  “Where Are the Anchor Projects Now?,” Property Council New Zealand, accessed April 15, 

2021, https://www.propertynz.co.nz/news/where-are-the-anchor-projects-now.

A Shaken City
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Following the formation of  the Recovery Plan, the urgency to restart and 
rebuild held little regard for existing structures, whether they had just been 
built or repaired. The proposed plan placed some of  the anchor projects 
on land that was already occupied. Created to expedite the recovery of  
Christchurch, section 38 of  the CER Act 2011 gave the chief  executive of  
CERA the authority to demolish in part or in full a building on or under 
any land area within Christchurch.95 Under this act, many historic and 
important buildings were demolished, with protests ignored, to make way 
for the projects set out in the Recovery plan. These buildings included the 
Art Deco Majestic Theatre, demolished for the widening of  Manchester 
Street and the former Millers Building that was torn down to make way for 
the Christchurch Bus Interchange.96 

The careless removal of  many of  Christchurch’s buildings, heritage listed 
or not, has created gaps in the city’s architectural history, removing many 
people’s personal connection to the city. These buildings were integral to 

95  Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Act 2011, s 38, https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/

public/2011/0012/latest/DLM3653619.html.

96  Ross Gray, “Christchurch Five Years On - Part III,” Architecture Now, updated April 26, 2016, 

https://architecturenow.co.nz/articles/christchurch-five-years-on-part-iii/.

the memories of  the people who live and have lived there. The impulsive 
decision to demolish buildings with little care or consideration of  the 
building’s future potential – and significance to the people of  Christchurch 
– leaves behind empty spaces of  land waiting for the possibility to one day 
to be filled with architecture again. There was little respect for a city that 
characterised itself  on the accretion of  past generations. The damage placed 
on the community’s collective memory was irreparable, with Christchurch’s 
sense of  place and identity, which was strengthened through the presence 
of  the Gothic revival buildings, lost. Now severed is their connection and 
understanding of  the past. 

More than 200 historic buildings in Christchurch were demolished following 
the Canterbury earthquakes.97 With only a few surviving historical buildings 
left in Christchurch, their rarity has made them all that more important. 
There is now a stronger focus on repairing these buildings to allow them to 
continue to be part of  Christchurch’s ever-growing history.

97  Gray, “Christchurch Five Years On - Part III.”

Section 38

Fig. 41. Map of  heritage buildings Christchurch  
(by author)
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First designed in 1855 by Gothic Revival architect Benjamin Woolfield 
Mountfort, the Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings were already 
considered architectural excellence at the time, becoming a symbol of  
Canterbury’s growth and independence as a province.98 This purpose-built 
Gothic Revival Style government building was designed and constructed 
in three stages between 1858 and 1865 from native timber and local 
stones.99 Following the abolition of  the provincial government in 1876, the 
ownership of  the Provincial Council Buildings were passed on to different 
councils when, in 1988, the Christchurch City Council gained control of  the 
buildings. This led to the buildings becoming a popular visitor attraction.100 

Until the major Canterbury earthquakes, the Provincial Council Buildings 
had been used at various times for offices, function space, theatre 
events and hospitality. As a result, many of  the spaces had been altered, 
building additions were added, and some subsequently removed. To 

98  Ian Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires: Benjamin Mountfort and the Gothic Revival (Christchurch, New 

Zealand: Canterbury University Press, 1999), 93.

99  Bruce Ansley, Christchurch Heritage: A Celebration of  Lost Buildings & Streetscapes (Auckland, New 

Zealand: Random House, 2011), 120.

100  Ansley, Christchurch Heritage, 125.

From Prosperous to Paralysed

approach these later alterations and additions with the consideration of  
them being anything but original would be dishonest. To dismiss what 
happened yesterday would be denying what could be important tomorrow.  
The Provincial Council Buildings were constructed in three stages due to the 
changing and growing needs of  the province; each stage reflects a different 
passage of  time; the change of  style, trend, and growth in confidence of  
both Mountfort and the province. Much like then, the later alterations and 
additions are a reflection of  the same growth and confidence. As such, they 
should not be denied their significance in the development of  the Provincial 
Council Buildings, but they should also not be the reason there cannot be 
any more development and alteration. 

The earthquakes had a detrimental effect on the Provincial Council 
Buildings. The buildings were able to withstand the September 2010 
earthquakes. However, the 2011 February earthquakes caused significant 
damage, mainly to the stone buildings, such as the complete collapse of  the 
Stone Chamber roof. Works carried out since the earthquakes have focused 
on the stabilisation and weatherproofing of  the buildings.101 The repair and 

101  Christchurch City Council, “The Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings,” Christchruch 

City Council Libraries, accessed April 15, 2021, https://my.christchurchcitylibraries.com/

canterbury-provincial-council-buildings/.

rebuild of  the Provincial Council Buildings were scheduled to start mid-
2018; however, due to a lack of  funding, restorations were put on hold until 
the required funds became available.102 At the time of  this project, a news 
article released indicated the potential for more funding becoming available 
in six years; however, the complete restoration of  the Provincial Council 
Buildings is not expected to be completed until anytime between 2032 to 
2040.103 

102  Tina Law, “Canterbury Provincial Chamber to Remain Mothballed for 11 Years,” Stuff, 

updated February 19, 2018, https://www.stuff.co.nz/the-press/news/101559051/canterbury-

provincial-chambers-to-remain-mothballed-for-11-years.

103  Tina Law, “Christchurch Ratepayers Urged to Support $5.5m Arts Centre Grant,” 

Stuff, updated February 21, 2021, https://www.stuff.co.nz/the-press/news/124285896/

christchurch-ratepayers-urged-to-support-55m-arts-centre-grant.

Fig. 42. Mountfort’s original 1855 plan for the Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings

Fig. 43. Completed Provincial Buildings around 1870
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As mentioned briefly before, the Provincial Council Buildings sustained 
various degrees of  damage during the earthquakes and the resulting 
aftershocks. This damage is described with regards to the six main sections 
of  the buildings. 

TIMBER BUILDINGS: 
 
Driven by the need for a permanent location, Mountfort was commissioned 
to prepare plans for a building for the Provincial Council in 1855. The original 
plan Mountfort presented was for an ornate two-storey complex surrounding an 
enclosed courtyard. However, this plan was later severely modified and reduced in 
size, reflecting the infancy of  the Province.104 The building was relatively simple in 
style, with the L-shaped plan including a Timber Council Chamber. Before the first 
stage was complete in 1859, there was already a need to expand the building towards 
the north. Completed in 1861, the northern section of  the building featured a 
long, dimly lit corridor, suggestive of  a cloister, joining the two buildings together, 
centred around a courtyard acting as the circulation route.105 

104  John Wilson, The Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings (Christchurch, New Zealand: 

Canterbury Regional Council, 1991), 19.

105  W. J. A. Brittenden, “Canterbury Provincial Government Buildings,” in Historic Buildings of  

Assessing the Damage

Fig. 44. Plan of  Provincial Builidngs indicating areas of  the building (by author)

Fig. 45. The Timber buildings shortly after completion 1861

Fig. 46. Long dimly lit corridor connecting the two timber buildings

The choice of  timber as a building material resulted from economic circumstances 
and material availability at the time. However, it was later suggested in 1925 to 
reconstruct the entire building complex in stone following the style and plan of  
Mountfort’s original 1855 proposal. It was believed, however, that the timber 
structure would endure better, and as sentiment had already grown around the 
Provincial Council Buildings, this was enough for the idea to be abandoned.106 

The timber buildings suffered relatively little damage during the earthquakes. The 
most significant damage was as a result of  falling stone from the Stone Chambers 
and Bellamys. The main structure and spaces remained intact. 

New Zealand. South Island, ed. Frances Porter (Auckland, New Zealand: Methuen, 1983), 95.

106  C. R. H. Taylor, The Gothic Beauties and History of  the Canterbury Provincial Buildings, 4th ed. 

(Christchurch, New Zealand: Canterbury Provincial Buildings Board, 1963), 58.
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The Durham Street tower was constructed during the first stage of  
construction and then increased in size shortly after the addition of  the 
second building. Built out of  stone, the tower was used to provide fireproof  
storage for official records, and although badly damaged, remained standing 
following the earthquakes. It was deconstructed to a safer level following 
the earthquakes. During the deconstruction process, the original exterior 
wall of  the 1859 building was uncovered. It revealed a concealed exterior 
window along with the original yellow paint, which was later changed to a 
salmon pink colour following the construction of  the second section.107 The 
Durham Street tower represents the development in the change of  style and 
the growth in confidence of  the Provincial Government. To the right of  the 
tower is the original 1859 building that sits more humbly than the grander 
and more decorative 1861 building. 

107  Tony Ussher (Conservation Architect), in conversation with the author, Christchurch, June 

10, 2020.

DURHAM STREET TOWER: ARMAGH STREET TOWER: 

The second building stage of  1861 featured a large central stone tower as the 
main entry point from Armagh Street. Constructed out of  alternating bands 
of  red and grey stone, Ian Lochhead remarked that the Armagh Street tower 
was the “first example of  Victorian constructional polychromy in New 
Zealand, and quite possibly the first in Australasia.”108  During the earthquake, 
a significant portion of  the tower collapsed, leaving much of  the stonework 
strewn across the street. Response efforts by New Zealand Urban Search 
and Rescue (USAR) teams during the aftermath of  the earthquakes led to the 
rubble being moved to clear the road. As a result, conservationists were unable 
to catalogue the locations of  where each stone fell from the tower. Moving 
the rubble resulted in debris from other sites being placed on top, causing a 
further loss to the material. A solution presented by current conservation plans 
is to source the same type of  materials from a nearby residential area where 
material was salvaged and reconstruct the tower using images as a reference.109  

108  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 100.

109  Tony Ussher, in conversation with the author, June 10, 2020.

Fig. 47. Visible is the two varying styles of  the timber buildings on either side of  the Durham Street tower

Fig. 48. Exposed during the deconstruction of  the tower was the gable of  the 1859 timber building 

Fig. 49. The Armagh Street Tower before the earthquakes. Note the constructional polychromy

Fig. 50. The aftermath of  the earthquake saw debris from other sites be piled on top of  the collapsed tower



86 87

In only a few short years following the construction of  the second stage, 
there was further growth in confidence and prosperity of  the Province. 
Membership of  the council had grown from twelve to thirty-five, making 
the existing chambers increasingly small.110 Mountfort drew up plans for 
a new stone Chamber that would eventually become one of  the finest 
examples of  High Victorian Gothic architecture.111 The highly decorative 
and colourful interior contrasts with the heavy, solid exterior. Constructed 
out of  a variety of  stones, the exterior was an impressive display of  High 
Victorian Gothic architecture, featuring large tapering buttresses. The 
interior featured a ridge and furrow ceiling painted in yellow, blue, and red 
colours decorated with gold emblems of  lotus flowers and diamond-shaped 
motifs.112 The remarkable details continued: the impressive stained glass, the 
uniquely individual foliated capitals, and the floors and lower walls decorated 
with encaustic tiles. During strengthening works carried out in the 1980s, 
concrete beams added to the top of  the east and west walls removed much 
of  the flexibility of  the timber trusses, causing the timber to snap during 

110  Brittenden, “Canterbury Provincial Government Buildings,” 96.

111  Wilson, The Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings, 29.

112  Taylor, The Gothic Beauties and History of  the Canterbury Provincial Buildings, 40.

STONE CHAMBERS: 

the earthquake.113 Because of  the rigidity of  the trusses, once one side of  
the timber ceiling gave way, the entire roof  collapsed towards the east wall, 
causing the loss of  much of  the furrow ceiling on the east.114 The way the 
ceiling collapsed towards the east meant that the roof  managed to protect 
most of  the east wall, leaving much of  the decorative tiling undamaged. The 
same could not be said for the west wall, which saw significant areas of  tiling 
damaged and destroyed. 

113  Opus International Consultants, “Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings, Christchurch: 

Revised Conservation Plan” (Christchurch, New Zealand, 2009), 51.

114  Tony Ussher, in conversation with the author, June 10, 2020.

Fig. 51. The Stone Chambers 1871

Fig. 52. As a result of  the February 2011 earchquakes, the Stone Chambers completely collapsed Fig. 53. The interior of  the Stone Chambers was highly decorative, regarded as one of  the finest Gothic interiors
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BELLAMYS: 

Constructed at the same time as the Stone Chambers, the Bellamy’s was 
built as the refreshment area for the councillors. The original 1859 timber 
buildings had a timber Bellamy’s to the east of  the Timber Council Chamber; 
however, this section of  the building was relocated to the northeast side 
of  the building complex to make way for the new stone construction. 
Consisting of  three levels, the dining room and kitchen were located on 
the ground floor and the reading and smoking room on the first floor, with 
a balcony overlooking the Avon River. The top level was the residence of  
the housekeeper.115 During conservation works in the late 1990s, earthquake 
strengthening was carried out on the main wing of  the Bellamy’s; however, 
due to the complexity of  the stair arcade – a combination of  arches at various 
levels connected by stairs –it was difficult to strengthen properly.116 Parts of  
the building sustained extensive damage during the earthquakes, with the 
stair arcade suffering a substantial collapse and the south wall suffering a 
partial collapse.

115  Christchurch City Council, “Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings - 280 Durham Street 

North, Christchurch” (Christchurch, New Zealand, 2014), 5.

116  Tony Ussher, “Photographic Record of  the Clearance, Partial Deconstruction, Stabilisation & 

Protection of  the Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings Following the 2010-11 Canterbury 

Earthquakes: C 08 Bellamys” (Christchurch, New Zealand, 2015), 2.

FORMER LAND TRANSFER OFFICE: 

Nearly forty years following the abolishment of  the Provincial Government, 
a substantial single-storey addition was added to the north of  the site in 
1915. Subsequently extended in 1924, the building provided space for the 
Land Transfer Office, as the name would suggest, though as time continued, 
the space would be extensively renovated for various uses, including most 
recently a bar and restaurant.117 As a consequence of  these renovations, much 
of  the original material was lost, leaving only the form of  the building. While 
damaged during the earthquakes, the structural integrity of  the building 
remained.

117  Opus, “Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings,” 17.

Fig. 54. The Bellamys during the 1980s

Fig. 55. The Bellamys following the earthquakes

Fig. 56. The former Land Transfer Office occupied by the Belgian Beer Cafe prior to the earthquakes

Fig. 57. Little of  the original material other than the form still remains (image by author)
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EVOLUTIONARY CHANGES

1859 

Stage one Timber 

Buildings

1861 
Stage two Timber 

Buildings

1865 

Stage three Stone 

additions, Timber 

Bellamys relocated

1905 

Armagh Steet Safe addition

1986 

Internal walls added

1915 
Land Transfer Office 

1917 

Offices addition

1924 

Land Transfer Office extention

1994 

External buildings removed, office 

conversion to toilets

1999 

Underground toilets added

2012 

Internal walls removed

Fig. 58. A level of  interpretation was required in the making of  these plans due to the limited information available (by author)
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6.0 Programme
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One of  the challenges faced regarding the rebuild of  the Provincial Council 
Buildings, other than the lack of  funding, is its use. According to conservation 
architect Tony Ussher, the rebuild of  the Provincial Buildings is being 
pushed further down in the priority list as the Christchurch City Council feel 
they have little use for a building of  its size or complexity.118 The rebuild of  
Christchurch has seen the increase of  large open plan buildings that allow for 
greater versatility depending on the business or organisation using the space. 
The demand for smaller two-room office spaces within smaller complexes 
has decreased significantly, potentially affecting the Council’s return in the 
restored Provincial Council Buildings. 

118  Tony Ussher, in conversation with the author, June 10, 2020.Fig. 59. Theatre performance
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As mentioned earlier, the Recovery Plan for Christchurch City presented 
a series of  anchor projects to help stimulate the future developments of  
Christchurch. Of  the several projects highlighted in the blueprint of  the 
Recovery Plan was the introduction of  a Performing Arts Precinct. The 
injection of  arts and culture into a city landscape was an important driver 
in improving the community’s collective well-being and the local economy. 
The Recovery Plan recognised the significance of  three existing cultural 
centres: the Canterbury Museum, the Christchurch Art Gallery, and the Arts 
Centre, while also introducing two new projects for the development of  
Christchurch’s arts and cultural community: the Arts Precinct and the Te 
Puna Ahurea Cultural Centre.119 

However, the Cultural Centre was abandoned in early 2016 as Ngai Tahu 
wanted to focus on an earthquake recovery at a community level.120 Located 
to the north of  Tūranga Central Library, the proposed Precinct is bordered 
by Colombo, Armagh, New Regent, and Gloucester Street, sharing the 

119  Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority, Christchurch Central Recovery Plan, 49, 77.

120  Michael Write, “Ngai Tahu Shelves Plans for Cultural Centre in Christchurch’s Victoria 

Square,” Stuff, updated April 27, 2016, https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/79329573/ngai-

tahu-shelves-plans-for-cultural-centre-in-victoria-square.

A Stalled Recovery

block with the restored Isaac Theatre Royal, Crown Plaza Hotel and the 
New Regent Street Precinct. The Recovery Plan places a focus on the more 
traditional forms of  art rather than the possibility of  collaborative and 
interdisciplinary practices.121 

The plan was created with the intention of  housing three existing arts 
organisations: the Court Theatre, Christchurch Symphony Orchestra, 
and Music Centre of  Christchurch. Thus far, only the Music Centre of  
Christchurch is already located within the Performing Arts precinct, housed 
within the architecturally designed building, The Piano.122 The Christchurch 
Symphony Orchestra found their permanent residence at the restored 
Christchurch Town Hall in late 2019.123 

121  Melanie Oliver, “Developing the Arts Ecology of  Christchurch,” in Once in a Lifetime: City-

Building after Disaster in Christchurch, ed. Barnaby Bennett et al. (Christchurch, New Zealand: 

Freerange Press, 2014), 346.

122  “The Piano Centre for Music and the Arts,” Wilkie + Bruce Architects, accessed April 25, 

2021, https://www.wilkieandbruce.co.nz/the-piano-education.

123  “The Christchuch Symphony Orchestra Has a New Residence,” Scoop Indepentent 

News, updated August 30, 2019, https://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/CU1908/S00320/the-

christchurch-symphony-orchestra-has-a-new-residence.htm.

Other than the construction of  The Piano, the site of  the arts precinct has 
remained empty. A recent announcement released concept plans for the new 
Court Theatre to be built on the corner of  Gloucester and Colombo Street. 
The new build will become the permanent home of  the Court Theatre and 
is proposed to be completed near the end of  2023.124 However, it seems 
there was little consideration in the blueprint of  the Arts Precinct of  how 
other smaller artists and organisations could benefit from a multi-purpose 
collaborative environment.

124  Charlie Gates, “Court Theatre Reveals Concept Plans for Central Christchurch Base,” Stuff, 

updated November 27, 2020, https://www.stuff.co.nz/the-press/news/123528177/court-

theatre-reveals-concept-plans-for-central-christchurch-base.

Fig. 60. The Recovery Plan’s proposed Arts precinct indicated in yellow

Fig. 61. The Art Precint as it is currently planned 
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An analysis of  the Provincial Council Buildings context shows a large 
number of  buildings related to accommodation and commercial purposes. 
Scattered in between are a small number of  cultural places, including the 
Christchurch Cathedral, Town Hall, Canterbury Museum, Tūranga, the Arts 
Centre and Arts Gallery, and the Theatre Royal. These cultural centres are 
linked together through a formal and natural axis. The formal axis is formed 
by the sightline down Worcester Street from Christchurch Cathedral to the 
Canterbury Museum, created to link together religion and science when the 
museum was being built.125 The Avon River forms the natural axis, running 
north through the CBD before turning east at the Town Hall. Central to 
these cultural places and located on the natural axis is the Provincial Council 
Buildings. There is an opportunity to create a place that links these cultural 
places together, a space where different disciplines can coexist and synthesise 
in new ways.

125  Hendry, “Provincial Christchurch,” 87.

The Axes of Culture

Fig. 62. Map indicating the context programmes (by author) Fig. 63. Map showing the formal (red) and natural (river) axis (by author) Fig. 64. The sites linkages with other cultural places. From left to right: Canterbury Museum, The Arts Centre, 
the Art Gallery, the Town Hall, Te Pae Convention Centre, Christchurch Cathedral,  Tūranga library and the 
Theatre Royal (by author)
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As the only surviving purpose-built Provincial Government buildings 
in New Zealand, it holds significant historical-value, yet its use-value is 
straining against the pressures of  a modern world. The ICOMOS New 
Zealand Charter recognises the impact the use-value has on the heritage-
value of  a place. Addressing adaptation as a possible route to maintaining 
the buildings use-value, the ICOMOS Charter emphasises that a new use 
must be compatible to retain the cultural heritage-value of  the place. This 
also relates to any proposed additions or alterations where the form, scale, 
colour, and material should complement the setting and the existing fabric 
of  the place of  heritage-value.126 Buildings are a product of  our own time; 
society evolves and demands more from its spaces than before. As such, our 
cities and buildings need to be able to grow and adjust to the continuous 
development of  society. This project endeavours a change of  use through 
the suggestion of  a programme related to the arts and culture community 
of  Christchurch and the introduction of  a multi-purpose theatre space. This 
comprises an investigation of  how a change in its use and a new intervention 
can create a stronger connection with and activation of  the Avon river. 

126  ICOMOS, ICOMOS New Zealand Charter, 7–8.

The Provincial Council Buildings have always held a place within the arts and 
culture community. First published in 1949, Johannes Andersen recounts in 
his book, Old Christchurch, the natural attraction between the building and 
artists and architects alike, seeing them create hundreds of  sketches, trying to 
capture the beauty of  the building and its setting.127 Later uses of  the Provincial 
Council Buildings include the offices for architects Peter Beavan and Don 
Donnithorn and the use of  the Stone Chambers in theatre productions, 
including the début production of  The Prime of  Miss Jean Brodie by the Court 
Theatre.128 Before the construction of  the Canterbury Museum, the smoking 
room in the Bellamys served as the first museum display area. Geologist and 
founder of  Canterbury Museum Julius von Haast, had a collection of  Moa 
skeletons on display in the Bellamys between 1867 and 1870.129 In more recent 
times, part of  the Durham Street Tower and the room adjacent was used as 
a small interpretation area to display the history of  the Provincial Council 
Buildings, with the Durham Street tower serving as a dark audio-visual room.130 

127  Johannes C. Andersen, Old Christchurch (Christchurch, New Zealand: Caper Press, 1975), 186.

128  “History of  the Court,” The Court Theatre, accessed April 25, 2021, https://courttheatre.

org.nz/about-the-court/history-of-the-court/.

129  Opus, “Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings,” 29.

130  Opus, “Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings,” 18.

A New Function? A Link to the Arts

Fig. 65. Julius von Haast standing next to his collection of  Moa skeletons in the Bellamys

Fig. 66. Don Donnithorn in his office in the Provincial Council Buildings

Fig. 67. Poster for The Prime of  Miss Jean Brodie theatre production
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A New Function

As an art and cultural hub, the Provincial Council Buildings becomes a 
venue for the arts – performing, visual, music – as well as education and 
entertainment. It allows for all ages and skill levels to explore their creativeness 
and develop alongside other disciplines as a collaborative space. As a space 
not defined by a discipline or function, it creates no boundaries in the uses 
of  the building. There is the possibility of  cafés, workshops, festivals, open 
mic nights, comedy shows, dance, plays, music concerts and office spaces for 
local people and organisations to use. 

The timber buildings were previously used as professional offices. 
Maintaining its compatible use, the existing rooms offers manageable spaces 
for offices, studios, workshops, and teaching spaces. There is the freedom to 
use these spaces on a short-term or long-term basis, dependent on the need. 
The Bellamys lends itself  to becoming a café and restaurant, referencing 
its original use as a dining room; this is also reinforced by the presence 
of  a kitchen on the ground floor. As the most significant space within the 
Provincial Council Buildings, the Stone Chambers remains as a stand-alone 
entity where its function is dictated based on need. It allows for lectures, 
seminars, exhibitions, and an array of  smaller events to be held inside as a 
large open volume space. A new intervention introduces a multi-purpose 
space that encourages the collaboration between different community groups 

and disciplines. The space includes similar properties to a black box theatre 
where it allows for various uses such as theatre performances, dancing, and 
exhibitions. There is an opportunity for collaboration between the different 
groups occupying the Provincial Council Buildings. This could be as simple 
as the café providing catering for public performances or the workshops 
creating stage materials for theatre productions. 

Consistent Activation

Having numerous different programmes within the site allows a level of  
activation during quiet times when performances are not being practised or 
held. A common downside with theatre spaces is that their level of  activity 
among the public is usually only at a peak before, during and immediately 
after performances. By creating the opportunity for different activities and 
areas for the public to use and be around increases the level of  activation 
on the site and increases the community’s involvement. There four levels of  
engagement between the community and the proposed programme: day-to-
day, interested, invested, and committed. Day-to-day engagement relates to 
the casual interaction between a member of  the public and the site of  the 
building, walking through the grounds, or relaxing by the river. Interested 

and invested engagement requires more time commitment, focusing on 
the short-term engagement between the public and the programme and 
building. Committed engagement requires a long-term investment of  time. 
These would be smaller community theatre groups and educational classes 
or members of  the public that wish to attend classes and workshops. Because 
the proposed programme allows for a variety of  engagement between the 
building, members of  the art community and the general public, it ensures a 
continuous engagement with society. It becomes a space accessible to all, and 
as its use-value becomes more important, there will be a greater appreciation 
for its historical-value. 

Fig. 68. Graph indicating level of  invesment related to different activities (by author)
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7.0 Design Response
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ARMAGH STREET ELEVATION DURHAM STREET ELEVATION

Fig. 69. Elevations show the current state of  the Provincial Council Buildings (images by author)
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During the initial stages of  this project, there was the intention of  creating 
a sole design response that could be applied to the entirety of  the proposed 
building. However, through the analysis of  the conservation responses used 
by Chipperfield in the Neues Museum and assessing the various degrees of  
damage the Provincial Council Buildings sustained during the earthquakes, 
it became clear that this is not an appropriate response. As a result, this 
project became an amalgamation of  interventions, each responding to the 
significance of  the space they occupy, and the damage sustained by the 
earthquake. There was a strong focus on the legibility of  the layers of  the 
past and the new moments of  growth within the building’s fabric. 

Released before the 2010 earthquakes, Opus International Consultants 
(now WSP) released a revised conservation plan for the Provincial Council 
Buildings. The document includes a reassessment of  the significance held 
by the buildings and also made recommendations around the subject of  
adaptation. The rich history of  building layers within the Provincial Council 
Buildings have meant a varying level of  significance has been given to each 

phase of  the building. This was determined by assessing their historical 
importance and the existing fabric of  each section. The assessment begins 
with the most notable parts of  the Provincial Council Buildings, the Stone 
and Timber Chambers and the rest of  the timber buildings, including the 
flagstone corridor. These spaces are largely authentic with a high significance 
to the overall site, and it was recommended that no changes are made to the 
spaces or the fabric.131 The Bellamy’s were considered mostly authentic as 
although much of  the fabric had been reproduced in the 1990s, it had been 
completely restored to its original condition right down to the wall paint 
colour.132 

The conservation plan allowed for potential passive use of  the Bellamy’s, if  
the new function has a low impact on the existing fabric. The final section 
on the Provincial Council Buildings discussed the adaptation of  the former 
Land Transfer Office. While some authentic material remained, the interior 
space had largely been altered and adapted over the years to suit the needs 
of  tenants occupying the space, meaning much of  the original material had 

131  Opus International Consultants, “Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings, Christchurch: 

Revised Conservation Plan,” 95.

132  Opus International Consultants, “Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings, Christchurch: 

Revised Conservation Plan,” 31.

been removed. For this reason, and the fact that it is more of  a secondary 
component to the rest of  the Provincial Council Buildings, the conservation 
plan suggested the adaptation of  the space appropriate if  the new function 
did not negatively impact the rest of  the site.133 

While the Provincial Council Buildings condition has changed considerably 
since the earthquakes, this project respects the advisement put forth by 
the 2009 conservation plan with regards to the adaptation of  function 
and responds to these spaces as such. The responses put forth regarding 
the fabric lost during the earthquakes and the stabilisation process of  the 
buildings are to varying degrees of  conservation, all while continuing to 
respect the significance of  the building and site as a whole and its history.  
The degree of  intervention depended on the damaged state of  each area, its 
historical significance, and its potential use-value within the new proposed 
programme. There were two levels of  intervention: minor and major. Minor 
interventions focused on sections of  the buildings that suffered the least 
amount of  damage or were disassembled after the earthquakes. Major 
interventions responded to sections of  lost fabric and new additions.

133  Opus International Consultants, “Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings, Christchurch: 

Revised Conservation Plan,” 95.Fig. 70. Aerial perspective showing the entire site prior to the earthquakes (by author)
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The timber buildings suffered relatively minor damage during the earthquakes 
compared to the stone buildings on the rest of  the site. The roof  of  the 
Timber Chamber suffered the most significant damage, with the stonework 
of  the Stone Chambers falling through the southwest corner. The proposed 
use of  the timber building is passive and in line with its former use as offices. 
The minimally damaged state of  the buildings and the suggestion of  a flexible 
space means the timber buildings do not need a substantial intervention. 
Thus, it is proposed for the timber buildings to be restored to their former 
condition, allowing the functionality of  the smaller spaces to continue. The 
method of  restoration included the removal of  alterations made in the past 
that allowed for services. The services located in bulkheads retrofitted into 
the office spaces would be relocated under the flagstone corridor in line with 
the current conservation plan.134

134  Tony Ussher, “Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings” (Christchurch, New Zealand, 2016), 

23.

Minor Intervention
TIMBER BUILDINGS:

As a result of  the strengthening work carried out on the Bellamys during 
the 1990s, little of  the form and material was lost in the earthquakes. The 
partial collapse of  the south wall and the collapse of  the internal stair arcade 
are the only elements that require the reinstatement of  their form. Sections 
of  the arcade collapsed following the June aftershocks, leaving gaps within 
the masonry arches. With only fragments of  the arches remaining, there was 
a necessity to give context to these fragments. The neutral reconstruction 
response used by Chipperfield in the Neues Museum was an apposite 
response to this. Proposing the reestablishment of  form using a neutral 
material to connect the fragments allows the space to be perceived as 
complete. There is a clear distinction between the surviving material and the 
new additions which use a light-coloured infill material to reconstruct the 
missing arch details and their supporting columns. 

BELLAMYS:

Fig. 71. The bay window of  the Timber Chamber. In the background is the collapsed Stone Chambers (image by author)

Fig. 72. Neutral reconstruction completes the form while still indicating its newness (centre section of  arch edited 
by author)
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element of  recreation and relaxation. The new programme proposed for the 
Bellamys continues its function as hospitality, with the dining space being 
used as a café and restaurant. There was the opportunity to establish a better 
connection with the Avon river through the lower east courtyard. Contained 
by a curved retaining wall, the lower courtyard housed two small outbuildings: 
the laundry and the fuel store. Both buildings had long lost their use and 
have remained empty. The eastern wall of  the Bellamys was extended to 
enclose the courtyard, forming the back wall of  these outbuildings. Part of  
this wall collapsed, leading to its deconstruction to stabilise the rest of  the 
wall. The removal of  these two buildings increases the connection between 
this courtyard and the rest of  the site, creating a outdoor dining area for 
the restaurant and café. While the outbuildings were not integral to the 
significance of  the Bellamys or the rest of  the site, it became important to 
retain remnants of  the fuel store due to its age, notably its stone wall. 

The south wall suffered a partial collapse, most predominantly the collapse 
of  the gables. Relative to the damage sustained by the Stone Chambers 
and the Armagh Street Tower, the damage to the exterior of  the Bellamys 
was minimal. During the initial stages of  this project, it was first thought 
the design response for the exterior would be the reassembly of  the fallen 
stonework, a reconstruction using the original materials. However, this 
response denied a moment of  history to be visible within the fabric of  the 
building. Thus, the reconstruction of  the missing exterior parts is proposed. 
The construction pattern differs from the original’s random coursed basalt 
exterior to allow for the distinction between the existing and the new.

As the areas of  reconstruction are minimal, it seems sensible to have the 
new material be of  the same or similar as the existing material. Changing 
the construction pattern while keeping the materiality similar allows the 
reconstructed areas to sit in harmony with the existing material, revealing 
their truth as new elements without becoming the main focus within the 
elevation. 

The Bellamys were originally built as the refreshment rooms for the 
councillors. With the kitchen and the dining room on the ground floor 
and the reading and smoking room on the first, the building always had an 

Fig. 73. Top left: Close-up of  the south wall gable showing the new material 
reconstruction (by author)

Fig. 74. Bottom left: The removal of  the outbuildings creates more space for a greater 
connection with rest of  the site (by author)

Fig. 75. Far right: Perspective of  the Bellamys to show the overall effect of  the new 
material (by author)
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The situation around the Durham Street Tower formed a complex idea 
regarding the condition of  the tower directly following the earthquakes and 
the current condition of  the tower at the time of  this document. Structurally, 
the Durham Street Tower sustained significant damage, though, cosmetically, 
there was little to no damage. However, because of  the structural damage, 
the tower needed to be deconstructed to a safe level, ensuring its stability in 
the case of  further aftershocks. As mentioned previously, the deconstruction 
revealed the northern elevation of  the 1859 timber building, which was 
hidden and covered for close to 150 years. The question now becomes: how 
does one reinstate the tower? Does one completely restore the Durham 
Street Tower to how it was prior to the earthquakes, as there was no external 
damage; or does a human intervention such as the deconstruction of  the 
tower merit a design response that illustrates this?

While the initial response of  this project is to find ways to memorialise the 
damage caused by the earthquakes as a new layer of  the building’s history, 
the human intervention on the tower revealed a unique feature previously 
hidden. Exposing the exterior façade of  the 1859 timber building unveils 
a moment of  change in history. To suggest covering the newly exposed 
gable would be dishonest. The reinstatement of  the Durham Street Tower 
acknowledges this and offers traces of  the 1859 original exterior. 

Addressing the idea of  whether to recognise the human intervention of  
deconstruction, the initial response is to reinstate the tower using all of  the 
original materials as they hold both age and historical significance within the 
site. Exploring the way human intervention can be represented, emulating 
the Japanese art form of  Kintsugi becomes a viable option. Kintsugi is the 
art of  repairing broken pottery and ceramics. Instead of  repairing broken 
ceramics with a clear adhesive which will not be seen, the Kintsugi technique 
uses a tree sap lacquer dusted with powdered gold, silver, or platinum to 
join the broken pieces together.135 This art form celebrates the fragments 
of  something that has been broken and includes that moment now as part 
of  its history. It creates a context in which the fragments can sit and reveal 
their story.

Comparable to a line drawn across the elevation of  the tower, a new material 
forms a line between current height of  the tower and the reinstated elements. 
It is slight, offering a line to trace and understand how much material was 
deconstructed, but it does not detract from the towers complete form.

135  Casey Lesser, “The Centuries-Old Japanese Tradition of  Mending Broken Ceramics with 

Gold,” Artsy, updated August 24, 2018, https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-centuries-

old-japanese-tradition-mending-broken-ceramics-gold.

DURHAM STREET TOWER:

Fig. 76. The Japsnese art of  Kintsugi expresses the acceptance of  change

Fig. 77. Interior view of  the Durham Street Tower showing the original 1859 timber exterior (by author)Fig. 78. The reinstated Durham Street Tower with indication of  where it was deconstructed to (by author)
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The Armagh Street Tower holds a high significance as one of  the first 
examples of  Victorian constructional polychromy in New Zealand. The 
devastating effects of  the earthquakes left very little of  the Armagh Street 
Tower standing. Because of  the brittle nature of  the surviving material and 
other material lost following rescue response efforts, the possibility for 
the reinstatement of  the stonework to rebuild the tower was important. 
Nevertheless, a gap was left where the tower once stood that needed to be 
filled so the Armagh Street entrance could be reinstated.

Similar to the initial challenges faced by Chipperfield about how to respond 
to missing fragments, here, there was a complex challenge. If  the path of  re-
establishing the form was taken, there would be no indicators of  the tower 
that once was, as there were no remaining fragments of  the original tower. 
One could instead offer a complete historical copy of  the tower which 
would allow Mountfort’s impressive design to remain present for future 
generations. The concern, however, is that there would be no suggestion of  
its truth as a historical copy. Offering to present something completely new 
becomes uncomfortable as well.

MAJOR INTERVENTION

ARMAGH STREET TOWER:

The significance of  the Armagh Street Tower is related to its age value, its 
constructional significance, and its significance within the development of  
the Provincial Buildings. Creating something stylistically new to sit between 
another building of  significance denies the significance of  the building it is 
replacing. More importantly, there will be no trace of  the tower’s previous 
size, or constructional polychromy, which are key features of  the tower’s 
significance. However, it would become apparent through its contemporary 
style that the new tower is of  a different age than the buildings adjoining the 
tower.

Thus, it is proposed to take elements of  the two possible solutions to create 
a response for the Armagh Street Tower. The first confrontation is the 
form of  the tower. There was a fundamental necessity to follow the formal 
qualities of  the original tower as these qualities are part of  the identifying 
characteristics of  its neo-Gothic Revival style. The reestablishment of  the 
towers form was done through an identifiable contemporary style. Through 
a series of  exploratory drawings, the importance of  retaining the identifying 
gothic features, such as the pointed arches, was recognised.

Fig. 79. Line drawing shows the original Armagh Street details
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Fig. 80. Simplifying original Gothic detailing Fig. 81. Futher simplification of  Gothic detailing Fig. 82. All details stripped back to reveal the towers essential form Fig. 83. Complete removal of  Gothic detailing Fig. 84. Retaining of  Gothic arches with reduced apertures Fig. 85. A reverse exploration of  figure 77

All images and drawings on pages 118 and 119 are by the author
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As the constructional polychromy reflects the design approaches of  the 
time it was built, it was decided this should be referenced in the tower’s 
reconstruction. Current conservation plans require new stone to be sourced 
due to the large percentage of  original stone damaged and lost.136 This creates 
an opportunity to suggest that the reconstruction of  the tower be completed 
using the same materials but in a contemporary manner. Using the same red 
volcanic tuff  and limestone materials allowed a more accurate interpretation 
of  how the tower was before the earthquakes. It will mean the material will 
age in the same way the original tower aged, carry the same patina and carry 
the same architectural feature of  the constructional polychromy.

Completely reconstructing the Armagh street Tower created the opportunity 
to respond differently to the interior of  the tower. Before the earthquakes, 
the ground level of  the tower was used as the main entrance into the buildings 
off  Armagh Street. The first-floor space was mainly used as storage for the 
offices located on the upper levels. Reaching a height equivalent to four 
stories, the interior had the potential to become a contrasting feature to the 
low, dimly lit corridor that follows on from the tower. The internal floors of  
the Armagh Street Tower were not reinstated, but rather an open void filled 
the space, creating a sightline extending to the top of  the tower. 

136  Tony Ussher, in conversation with author, June 10, 2020 Fig. 86. Section of  the tower showing the void. (Timber buildings were left in elevation to provide clarity)
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Built in the High Victorian Gothic Revival style, the Stone Chambers was 
the embodiment of  a new province’s prosperous growth and confidence. 
It represented the determination of  a new colony rebuilding their lives 
in Christchurch. As one of  the finest Gothic Revival buildings, the Stone 
Chambers was of  important architectural and historical significance. After the 
effectively complete collapse in the February 2011 earthquakes, a significant 
amount of  material was lost, including the highly decorative interior with the 
painted ridge and furrow ceiling. The design challenges faced in responding 
to the collapsed Stone Chambers was similar to the Armagh Street Tower. 
All that remained of  the hall was the stone wall and buttresses up to the 
height of  the windowsills. As a considerable section of  the lower half  of  the 
Chambers remained standing, the importance of  re-establishing the form 
became undeniable, as to suggest the form of  something entirely new within 
the footprint of  something still standing comes across as disrespectful. As 
explained by Chipperfield earlier, it would not make sense to add something 
that was not there before when there is the option to re-establish the form.

STONE CHAMBER

Re-establishing the form of  the Chambers was done through a combination 
of  reinstatement and contemporary reconstruction. This solution is in 
response to the surviving sections. The northern entrance, staircase, and south 
offices, while badly damaged, escaped collapsing. If  there were the suggestion 
to reconstruct the Chambers in a completely contemporary manner, the 
remaining stone sections would appear disjointed. The buttresses are a 
significant feature of  the Chambers, both architecturally and structurally. By 
reconstructing these in a contemporary manner, the building is able to achieve 
the required earthquake strengthening without the risk of  compromising 
the original form and fabric. This contemporary reconstruction included 
the reestablishment of  the northern and southern gables and the entrance 
porch. Re-establishing the form of  these elements in a contemporary manner 
shows the areas which suffered the greatest damage. The window and the wall 
elements between the buttresses were reinstated to their original appearance 
and are of  original material, as were the previously strengthened chimneys 
that suffered minor damage. Through reinstating the original windows, it 
allows spectators a glimpse of  the original appearance of  the Chambers. By 
proposing two solutions, it establishes coherency between the surviving stone 
sections of  the Chambers and the main hall. The choice of  material reinforces 
this in the re-established areas. These areas are reconstructed in the same 
manner as proposed in the solution for the Bellamys: the same material as the 
original but a different construction pattern.

Fig. 87. A contemporary structure that ignores the architectural significance of  the Stone Chambers (by 
author)

Fig. 88. Re-establishing the form of  the Stone Chambers through constemporary reconstruction (by 

author)

Fig. 89. The reinstatement of  material between the buttresses weaves the new and the old elements 
together, respecting the overall history of  the Stone Chambers (by author)
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The second solution encompasses the allure of  a ruin, revealing layers never 
intended to be seen. Hidden above the painted ceiling was a timber scissor 
truss roof. The scissor trusses allowed for the vaulted ceiling and is a unique 
feature of  the Chambers construction. This solution recognises the value 
of  revealing elements of  the building’s structure that had never been seen 
before. The surviving panels of  the ceiling would be reinstated to their 
original position as with the first solution, however, instead of  introducing a 
new material to complete the ceiling, the gaps would be left empty, allowing 
glimpses through the ceiling, revealing the scissor trusses beyond (fig. 96). As 
with the ceiling, not all of  the trusses survived the collapse of  the Chambers. 
For the trusses that had been lost, new trusses would be constructed out of  
a visually different material to allow the differentiation between the original 
and the new ones.

While either of  these solutions are acceptable, there is perhaps a more 
appropriate third solution. This solution takes on a narrative approach. 
Firstly, the surviving panels are reinstated to their original positions. Starting 
at the northern entrance of  the Chambers, the missing panels are infilled 
with a new material as explained in the first solution. These panels dissipate 
towards the south of  the Chambers, slowly revealing the scissor trusses 
beneath.

The greatest loss in the earthquakes was the destruction of  the highly 
decorated ridge and furrow ceiling. Much of  the ceiling was destroyed by 
falling stone, however, small sections were saved. What was once considered 
one of  the finest gothic interiors outside Europe, it was important to reinstate 
the surviving material.137 The question raised, however, is how to respond to 
the missing material? Two solutions immediately present themselves.

The first is comparable to Chipperfield’s response of  soft restoration. The 
surviving panels would be reinstated to their original position. In the areas 
where the panelling was destroyed, new material would be added to complete 
the form. The new panels would be painted following the gold, red and 
dark blue colour scheme, however, no attempt would be made to replicate 
the pattern. This response provides visual completeness within the space, 
allowing the spectator to understand the original grandeur of  Mountfort’s 
impressive interior design, though there would still be a distinction between 
the surviving material and the new (fig. 94).

137  John Stacpoole and Peter Beavan, Architecture 1820-1970 (Wellington, New Zealand: A.H. & 

A.W. Reed, 1972), 25.

Beyond the decorative ceiling, the Chamber was decorated with encaustic 
tiles along the walls. As mentioned previously, the tiles on the eastern wall 
were protected by the falling roof, however, large areas of  the west wall 
tilling were destroyed. Retaining the damage of  these tiles shows evidence 
of  the damage caused by the earthquakes and reveals the level to which the 
Chamber had collapsed.

Fig. 90. Earthquake damage to the plaster render of  the northen stairs to the Stone Chambers (by author)

Fig. 91. Encaustic tiles are found around the perimeter of  the Stone Chambers (by author)

Fig. 92. Retaining the damaged tiles sustained due to the collapse of  the Stone Chambers (by author)
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Fig. 93. The highly decorative ridge and furrow ceiling of  the Stone Chambers before the earthquakes Fig. 94. The ‘soft restoration’ of  the ridge and furrow ceiling. Surving panels retain their decorative detailing, 
however new panels only show the base colour to allow for a sense of  completeness (edited by author)

Fig. 95. Scissor trusses above decorative ceiling (edited by author) Fig. 96. Only reinstating the suviving panel will reveal the scissor trusses beyond the ceiling 
(edited by author)
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Just as how the Provincial Council Buildings were added to between 1861 and 
1865, the Land Transfer Office was constructed out of  necessity. Each stage 
of  construction was the product of  its own time, reflecting the changes in its 
attitudes and needs. As society evolves, it demands more from its spaces than it 
did before. As such, cities need to be able to grow and adjust to the continuous 
development of  society. In light of  this and the rebuild of  Christchurch City, 
introducing a new intervention into the site is representative of  the rebuild 
and the new chapter of  Christchurch.

Since its construction, the former Land Transfer Office has been subjected to 
many adaptations. As a way to strengthen the new proposed arts and culture 
hub, the new intervention is a multi-purpose theatre adjoined with the former 
Land Transfer Office. The new intervention represents the before and after of  
the Provincial Council Buildings history, connecting the past and the present.

Built at a scale that does not overwhelm the context of  the site, the new theatre 
sits sympathetically within the rest of  the site. Shifting the geometry of  the 
theatre away from the perpendicular grid of  the existing buildings achieves 
two things. Firstly, it becomes clear in both plan and from within the site 
that the building is a new intervention. Secondly, facing the theatre towards 
the Avon river creates a stronger connection with the site, allowing a greater 
opportunity to activate the riverside.

FORMER LAND TRANSFER OFFICE: THE THEATRE

As a multi-purpose space, the theatre allows different art disciplines to use 
and change the space as they need. Based on a black box theatre, the space 
is bare and dark with lighting from above. Having a space that is devoid of  
any particular features gives the room greater versatility as a space for theatre 
productions, dance performances, art installations or rehearsals. To extend 
the versatility of  the space, two of  the facades facing the river and the grass 
area in front of  the Bellamys can open up, removing the boundaries of  the 
walls completely. Performances can reach a wider audience by including the 
public passing by, while also creating an opportunity for public performances. 
This opportunity for public engagement is strengthened by the proposed 
terrace seating on the Convention Centre side of  the Avon.

The Land Transfer Office becomes the front of  house as a result of  the 
intersecting of  the new theatre. Because of  the informal nature of  the 
theatre, the front of  house provides an informal meeting place for both 
performers and audience. 

Fig. 97. Shifting the geometry: Site plan with the introduction of  the new theatre (by author) Fig. 98. Two sides of  the theatre opens up to allow for greater versatility (by author)
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As a contemporary addition, the theatre is the antithesis of  the old buildings. 
Therefore, the material choice is important. Corten steel provides the theatre 
with a contemporary aesthetic without completely disconnecting it from its 
context. The earthy characteristics of  the steel reference the earthy nature 
of  stonework. The theatre is not an addition in the traditional sense, rather, 
it is its own entity, and as such, the materials used acknowledges this. The 
Corten steel presents itself  as secondary to the rest of  the building. Being 
pure in its design allows it to sit peacefully within its site, not replicating any 
particular architectural style.

The former Land Transfer Office retains its temporary post-earthquake 
strengthening as, like with the Durham Street Tower, it is evidence of  a 
human intervention and acts as a symbolic link between the old and the new.

Fig. 99. Enlarged plan of  theatre addition (by author)

Fig. 100. Perspective of  site shows the respect of  scale toward the overall site (by author)

Fig. 101. Section running west to east shows the engagement with the river and the riverside seating allowing greater public involvement (by author)
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Fig. 102. Perspective of  site with the new theatre and the riverside seating (by author)

Fig. 103. Far Right: Transitional space in the former Land Transfer Office 
(by author)
Fig. 104. Centre: Temporary earthquake strengthening found on the exterior 
(by author)
Fig. 105. Left: Retaining the post-earthquake strenthening provides tangible 
evidence of  human response to the earthquakes (by author)
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8.0 Conclusion
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This project is a theoretical response to the damage caused by the 2010 and 
2011 Canterbury earthquakes on the Canterbury Provincial Council Build-
ings. After more than 150 years, the Provincial Council Buildings have per-
sisted through governmental changes, economic growth, and tragic events 
such as the earthquakes. The buildings and later additions reflected the 
growth and change of  Canterbury, though, since the earthquakes, they have 
remained mothballed, waiting to be rebuilt to be part of  central Christchurch 
again. The damage caused by the earthquakes presented a long-standing de-
bate of  what is original when one suggests restoring a place to its original 
state. Restoring also suggests the insignificance of  moments of  change that 
came after the ‘original’ stage of  the building. 

The focus of  this project was to find ways to retain the moments of  history 
which are often lost during the restoration and reconstruction of  historic 
buildings. An analysis of  Chipperfield’s response on the ruins of  the Neues 
Museum in Berlin was supplemented by the research into the role of  mem-
ory and conservation theories presented by Viollet-le-Duc, Ruskin, Morris, 
and Riegl. This research led to the acknowledgement that no method of  
conservation can be considered the right way but that the process of  utilising 
various conservation methods can maintain the authenticity of  the building, 
respecting and retaining the layers of  change. Chipperfield’s response can be 

seen as an amalgamation of  the different conservation practices presented 
earlier. 

Before the analysis of  the Neues Museum, it seemed as though there would 
be a main conservation response that would drive the project. However, as 
the analysis suggested that it is more appropriate to approach each area with 
an individualised response, this method was employed, leading to a more 
refined final design. This approach allowed for a stronger focus on areas 
that required significant intervention, such as the Armagh St Tower, Stone 
Chambers and Land Transfer Office. 

The project presented a difficult challenge in gathering the necessary plans, 
sections and elevations of  the buildings, as well as information on the var-
ious dates of  constructions and alterations. This difficulty was also present 
in the understanding of  how the buildings looked before the earthquakes, 
with relatively few photographs available of  the grounds and interiors. This 
resulted in a difficult freedom when approaching the development of  the 
interior spaces. However, this project is not necessarily about producing the 
most accurate plan but rather exploring how diverse approaches to conser-
vation can produce a response representative of  the buildings various stages 
of  history. The main advantage of  the Provincial Council Buildings was that 
the various stages of  developments resulted in several architectural styles, 

allowing a greater ability to test these various design approaches. 

For this to be considered a genuinely plausible project and if  this project was 
to continue, an understanding and investigation into earthquake strengthen-
ing and planning process would be required. The project did not include an 
exploration of  these two complex subjects, therefore, the project is present-
ed as a conceptual approach to the question. The absence of  complex facts 
presented by these subjects becomes beneficial for imagining the project as 
an ideal solution, much like Viollet-le-Duc would have.
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9.0 Final Presentation
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Born on March 13th, 1825, Benjamin Woolfield Mountfort grew up in Birmingham, 
one of  the most rapidly developing industrial centres in England.138 It was during this 
time where Gothic architecture made its impression on Mountfort. While pursuing 
a career in architecture, Mountfort was living in London and in 1844, he started 
training under highly regarded Gothic Revival church architect Richard Cromwell 
Carpenter. Much of  Mountfort’s architectural principles and philosophies can 
be directly attributed to his time spent with Carpenter. Through him, Mountfort 
gained a deeper understanding of  the belief  in Gothic Revival being of  spiritual 
and architectural reason, as well as medieval architecture and the Gothic design 
principles seen in Mountfort’s own work.139 

Mountfort’s architectural career effectively began when he arrived in New Zealand 
on board the Charlotte Jane, one of  the first four ships that were part of  the Canterbury 
Association, in December of  1850.140 Shortly after, in 1851, Mountfort received one 
of  his first major commission as an architect to design a church for Lyttelton. The 
original design for the Holy Trinity was a large and ambitious design consisting of  a 
timber-framed structure with a brick infill.141 In March 1854, a little over a year after 
its opening service, the unfortunate realities of  building in an unfamiliar climate 
came to light. Strong north-westerly winds passed through Lyttelton, battering the 
church, which caused bricks from the west end of  the church to fall into the body 
of  the church. The church was soon abandoned and deemed unsafe due to the use 
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Fig. 106. Benjamin Woolfield Mountfort

of  unseasoned timber in the church’s construction and excessive wind loads on the 
structure. Mountfort was familiar with unseasoned oak being used for construction 
in England since Medieval times; however, he had no experience or knowledge 
of  local New Zealand timbers, possibly believing they would behave in the same 
manner as oak.142 The church was later demolished in 1857, and Mountfort was 
troubled with the “stigma of  being the architect of  ‘the church that fell down.’”143 

The 1850s saw an uncertainty around the state of  Canterbury’s economy, which 
meant it was common for architects to adopt alternative occupations in order to 
support their practices when struggling to obtain new commissions. During this 
time, Mountfort was living in Christchurch and by 1856 had opened a bookstore 
and was also working as a portrait photographer as well as a drawing teacher at two 
schools between 1857 and 1859.144 Mountford continued to design churches during 
this period, including St Bartholomew’s Church in Kaiapoi (1854). This signified an 
important stage in Mountfort’s search for a timber church design appropriate for 
the surrounding context. St John’s Church in Heathcote (1857) signified his ability 

142  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 71–73.

143  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 76.

144  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 76.

to create a sophisticated design using primitive materials such as cob and timber.145  
 
Mountford entered a partnership with his brother-in-law Isaac Luck in 1857 and 
was responsible for a range of  projects after both being appointed as Provincial 
Architects. The most notable was the Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings 
built in three stages between 1858 and 1865. Mountfort was believed to be the 
primary designer, with Luck handling the business side of  the partnership. 
Following eight successful years, the partnership between them dissolved, and 
Mountfort soon formed a new partnership with Maxwell Bury in 1864.146 While 
this partnership was short-lived, ending in 1866 when Bury left for England with 
his family, it did result in numerous church designs such as St Joseph’s in Lyttelton 
and St Mark’s in Opawa.147 By the time Mountfort’s partnership with Bury ended, 
he had withdrawn himself  from his other alternative employment, focusing 
solely on architecture, and worked on his own for the remainder of  his career.148  

145  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 76–81.

146  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 82.

147  Anne Marchant, “Bury, Maxwell,” Te Ara - Encyclopedia of  New Zealand, accessed July 21, 

2020, https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/2b52/bury-maxwell.

148  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 76.
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was responsible for some significant modifications to the tower and the spire.151 

Mountfort’s career continued to prosper. He was elected as president of  
the Canterbury Association of  Architects following its formation in 1872 
and was also recognised as New Zealand’s leading church architect, having 
designed more than 40 churches during his career, including St Mary’s in 
Parnell, Auckland, which was the largest timber church of  his career.152  
Mountfort continued to be selected for significant commissions within Christchurch, 
including the Canterbury Museum and several buildings for Canterbury College 
across the span of  twenty years. 153 

151  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 144.

152  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 294.

153  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 256–76.

After George Gilbert Scott’s designs for the Christchurch Cathedral were submitted 
in 1862, it was proposed that the resident architect would supervise construction, 
one who already had a well-developed knowledge of  the local materials, resources, 
and the difficulties of  building in the Canterbury region. Mountfort became 
the obvious candidate for the position, recommended by Scott himself, but the 
Cathedral Commission, however, felt it best to appoint an architect from England. 
The support of  many local architects, including Luck and Bury, was not enough 
to convince the Commission of  Mountfort’s worthiness of  the position, as the 
problems Mountfort experienced at Holy Trinity in Lyttelton led him to be 
perceived as an architect incapable of  designing a structurally sound building. It was 
also believed that he would substitute some of  Scott’s designs features with his own 
work.149 By 1864, the foundation stone for the Cathedral was laid, and construction 
of  the foundations had begun under the supervision of  Commission appointed 
architect Robert Speechly. Only a year later, work was suspended due to the lack 
of  funds, and in 1868, Speechly left for Australia after his four-year contract had 
ended.150 Ten years after Mountfort first put in his application to be supervising 
architect of  the Cathedral did he ultimately get appointed by the reconstituted 
Commission in 1873. While Mountfort faithfully followed Scott’s design, he 

149  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 130–31.

150  Lochhead, A Dream of  Spires, 141.

Mountfort’s design achievements formed an architectural identity unique from the 
rest of  New Zealand. For a new population of  provincial Christchurch, it was 
important to establish their own memory and create a new architectural history. 
Mountfort’s buildings symbolise a prosperous province’s growth and embody a 
legible history for all to see. 
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Appendix Two :  
Canterbury Provincial Council Buildings Plan Drawings
Fig. 107. Plans and elevations provided by Tony Ussher. Date of  creation is unknown. 
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