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ABSTRACT:  Discussions of Canterbury architecture of the 1950s have usually focused on the emergence of the 
Modern Movement designs of the so-called Christchurch School, and in particular the early works of Miles Warren and 
Peter Beaven.  Warren’s Dorset Street Flats of 1956-57 and Beaven’s Canterbury Court of 1959-60, along with Paul 
Pascoe’s Christchurch Airport terminal (1955-60), are seen as the precursors of the decade of remarkable creativity that 
was to follow. This focus on the 1950s as a period of steady modernist progress that paved the way for an even more 
vital future has tended to obscure some significant designs, among them the major commemorative project that marked 
the Canterbury Provincial centennial, the extension of the Canterbury Museum, to the designs of the Dunedin firm of 
Miller, White and Dunn.  Completed in 1958, this neo-Gothic extension was generally dismissed by younger architects as 
reactionary, an unimaginative, historicist response to the challenge of extending B W Mountfort’s 1876 Rolleston Avenue 
façade.  More than half a century later, the architects’ decision to continue the architectural character of Mountfort’s 
building and maintain the streetscape values of Rolleston Avenue seems more prescient than reactionary.  The project 
adopted a retrospective stylistic stance in order to celebrate the mythology of Canterbury’s Pākehā pioneers, in marked 
contrast to the modernist design vocabularies associated with the national and provincial centennial building projects of 
the 1940s. The paper explores the reasons for this distinctive approach to the design of Canterbury’s centennial project 
and assesses its significance within the context of Christchurch’s dramatically changed urban landscape in the 21st 
century. 
 
 
The history of Western architecture in the twentieth century has largely been written in terms of the 
emergence and later dominance of the Modern Movement.  Although the pioneering accounts of 
Pevsner, Giedion and Hitchcock have been progressively re-examined and revised, their major 
theses have never been significantly challenged.  In New Zealand, as elsewhere, this dominant 
paradigm has shaped local architectural histories.  In this regard, the 1950s is a critical decade, the 
period during which the Modern Movement shifted from being the pre-war avant-garde to 
becoming the architectural orthodoxy of the post war world.  Accounts of architecture in Canterbury 
repeat this almost universal pattern.  The decade is seen as preparation for the burst of 
architectural creativity centred on Christchurch during the 1960s and early 1970s that is sometimes 
referred to as the Christchurch School, culminating in the design of Warren and Mahoney’s 
Christchurch Town Hall (1964-72).  The dominant architectural personalities during this period 
were Miles Warren and Peter Beaven.  Warren’s Dorset Street Flats of 1956-7 defined the crisp 
forms, expressed structure and direct expression of materials that became a hallmark of 
Canterbury architecture in the following years, while Beaven’s Canterbury Court (1959-60) 
demonstrated that even a large shed could be transformed into sophisticated architecture.  Paul 
Pascoe’s Christchurch International Airport (1955-60) also redefined the experience of air travel at 
a time when most other metropolitan air terminals were converted hangars.  
 
Within this context of creativity and innovation, however, one of the most significant public building 
projects in Christchurch during the 1950s has been consistently ignored.  Although it was the result 
of a national architectural competition overseen by the New Zealand Institute of Architects, and 
was Canterbury’s major project to commemorate the province’s centenary in 1950, the design, 
construction and completion of the Canterbury Museum’s Centennial Memorial wing was 
completely ignored by the NZIA Journal and the design of the building elicited no comment in The 
Press when it was opened on 10 November 1958, by the Governor General, Lord Cobham.1  
Designed by the Dunedin architectural firm of Miller, White and Dunn, the neo Gothic design was 
dismissed as a pastiche by young architects such as Warren, who would have presumably 
preferred to have seen a modernist façade of glass and concrete continuing the line of Benjamin 
Mountfort’s 1876 Gothic Revival Rolleston Avenue wing of the Canterbury Museum towards Cecil 
Wood’s Collegiate Gothic Memorial Dining Hall (1919-25) at Christ’s College.  Too young to have 
participated in the 1949 architectural competition, the post-war generation of architects saw the 
extension of the Canterbury Museum as an affront to the new architectural values of the 1950s. 
However, when the circumstances surrounding the selection of Miller and White’s design are 
examined the decision to maintain the architectural character of not just the Canterbury Museum, 
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but of the whole precinct of Gothic Revival buildings of which the Museum forms a part, seems 
almost inevitable. 
 
The Canterbury Centennial Celebrations of 1950-51 were an unabashed commemoration of the 
pioneering achievements of the founders of Canterbury.  Commencing on 16 December 1950, with 
a re-enactment of the landing of the so called ‘Canterbury Pilgrims’ from the ‘First Four Ships’ that 
brought the first contingent of Canterbury Association colonists to the province, there followed a 
series of parades, balls, church services, sporting competitions and concerts that extended until 
February 1951.  Modern day Cantabrians, dressed in Victorian costume, trudged over the Bridle 
Path that linked Lyttelton to Christchurch in the footsteps of their pioneer predecessors, passing at 
the summit the Pioneer Women’s Memorial (1939-40) that had been constructed at the summit of 
the path as part of the New Zealand Centennial commemorations a decade before.  Designed by 
Helmore and Cotterill, the stone and slate shelter was a reworking of the summerhouse Lutyens 
had designed for Abbotswood, Gloucestershire in 1900.2  Helmore’s Arts and Crafts inspired 
memorial anticipated, in its backward looking style, the values that inspired the extensions to the 
Canterbury Museum a decade later.   
 
The Pioneer Women’s Memorial appeared on one of the set of commemorative stamps issued to 
mark the Canterbury centennial, along with two other examples of Canterbury’s colonial 
architecture, George Gilbert Scott’s Christ Church Anglican Cathedral (1864-1904) and Mountfort’s 
Canterbury College Hall and Clocktower block (1876-82).  The architectural emphasis seen in the 
Canterbury commemorative stamps continued a theme established two years before with those 
issued to mark the Otago centennial.  A prominent church and an educational building also 
appeared on those stamps, R A Lawson’s First Church (1868-73) and Maxwell Bury’s Otago 
University (1877-79).  At a time before the instant dissemination of images by electronic means, 
stamps were an important mechanism for spreading the news of such events, and the selection of 
these architectural images for postal purposes reveals the pride that the citizens of both provinces 
took in the architectural accomplishments of their Victorian predecessors and their recognition of 
the capacity of these buildings to represent their present-day identities.  By this measure, 
Canterbury’s Gothic Revival architecture was, in 1950, part of what it meant to be a Cantabrian. 
Perhaps no image encapsulates the interconnectedness of Canterbury’s sense of its past with its 
present than W A Sutton’s monumental ‘Norwester in the Cemetery, (Auckland Art Gallery Toi o 
Tāmaki) painted in 1950.  There, the Barbadoes Street Cemetery chapel, designed by Mountfort in 
1856, is relocated to a windswept graveyard on the tussock-covered plains, the graves of long-
gone settlers filling the foreground.    
 
Imagery surrounding the Centennial celebrations also emphasised the courage and steadfastness 
of the pioneers themselves.  A pioneer family appeared, along with the First Four Ships, on the 
bronze Centennial Medallion designed by Fred Staub, and the Canterbury Museum mounted an 
extensive exhibition on the subject of life in colonial Canterbury.  With such a high level of focus on 
the pioneers, the decision to extend the Canterbury Museum as the Province’s permanent 
commemorative project is hardly surprising.  As a repository of colonial history, the Canterbury 
Museum had been at the centre of the centenary commemorations, but the increasingly decrepit 
and outmoded buildings that housed the institution could no longer be ignored.  The grounds for 
extending and refurbishing the museum were virtually irresistible. 
 
As the Museum’s Annual Report for 1948-49 proudly observed, the Canterbury Museum is the 
oldest of New Zealand’s metropolitan museums, having been founded in 1873 by Sir Julius von 
Haast.  It’s nineteenth century buildings, all designed by Benjamin Mountfort, were erected 
between 1869 and 1882 in the Gothic Revival style and formed a stylistically integrated group with 
Mountfort’s adjacent buildings for Canterbury College.3 The Museum was administered by the 
College and funded from land grants provided by the Canterbury Provincial Council.  However, in 
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the twentieth century, the museum which was once described as “the finest south of the line” had 
been overtaken by its counterparts in Dunedin, Wellington and Auckland, whose modern buildings 
were larger and better adapted to the changing nature of modern museums.4  Under the College’s 
administration funding had also declined and by the end of World War Two the Canterbury 
Museum’s facilities were sadly outmoded and Canterbury College was unable to provide the 
support necessary for a modern museum.  The passing of the Canterbury Museum Trust Board 
Act in September 1947 established a trust board to administer the museum and passed the 
responsibility for funding to local government.5  A new era in the Museum’s history was about to 
unfold. 
 
One of the Trust Board’s first actions was to address the serious problems of lack of space and 
deferred maintenance posed by its Victorian buildings.  A national architectural competition was 
held to secure plans for extensions, the competition being overseen by the Auckland architect, 
Horace Massey, who was designated Professional Adviser.6  As part of the brief it was stipulated 
that while modern storage and gallery space, along with educational facilities were required, this 
was to be achieved ‘without destroying the external character of B.W. Mountfort’s original Gothic 
conception.’7 It was also agreed by Canterbury’s combined local bodies in May 1948 that the 
extension to the museum would be the Province’s Centennial Memorial Project, a decision that 
was endorsed by Canterbury Centennial committee at a public meeting in August of 1948 and 
formally in March 1949.  In this regard, Massey’s appointment as Professional Adviser was 
particularly appropriate, since he was the architect of the award winning Wellington Provincial 
Centennial Memorial at Petone, built ten years earlier. 
 
Ten entries were received in the competition and on 24 November 1949, the winners were 
announced as Miller White and Dunn of Dunedin.8  Massey was the sole judge of the completion, 
although advice was provided by the Museum’s director, Roger Duff, on technical matters such as 
museum lay out. 
 

Competitors were all faced with the double problem of providing, in a limited site, a modern building twice the 
floor area of the present museum, without losing the external character of Mountford’s (sic) 1870 Gothic 
conception, in itself a memorial to the architectural tradition of the Canterbury Provincial Government.9  
 

Miller and White’s winning design continued the Rolleston Avenue façade of Mountfort’s 1876 
building, stepping back slightly but retaining the characteristic Gothic relieving arches and banded 
stonework of the original.  A second entrance was created at the north end surmounted by a gable 
that also echoed that on the Mountfort building.  Although the roof ridge was lower than that of the 
1876 wing, a timber flèche echoed the one Mountfort had aligned with the axis of Worcester Street 
on the earlier building.  On the north elevation of Miller and White’s extension, the Gothic relieving 
arches that were a feature of the end elevation of the 1876 wing were repeated, with a rose 
window placed in the gable above.  While Mountfort was no doubt anticipating a further northward 
extension by inserting full height relieving arches with a blank infill of random rubble masonry, 
following the proposed additions there would be no further prospect of northwards expansion and 
Miller and White’s elevation included windows and a doorway on the lower level. 
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J. H. White, Perspective Drawing, Canterbury Museum Extension, Rolleston Avenue [1949] 
(Source: Canterbury Museum Annual Report 1949-50) 
 
 
A further extension of the Museum’s south elevation was also proposed to continue the Botanic 
Gardens façade of the building towards the Robert McDougall Art Gallery, a space now filled by 
the Roger Duff wing designed by John Hendry in 1977. These additions continued the approach of 
organic, additive design that had characterised the early history of the Museum’s development.  
Sketch designs by Mountfort in the Museum’s collection indicate that comparable extensions to 
both the north and west were contemplated in the nineteenth century, although never carried out.  
It is, however, significant, that the Trust Board recognised the value of their Victorian buildings as a 
crucial part of the institution’s identity, and the need to ensure that this was not compromised by 
the additions.  In doing so they were following, perhaps unknowingly, a policy that had been 
established in 1876 when it was proposed to build the new Christchurch Girls’ High School on the 
corner of Rolleston Avenue and Hereford Street, on the same block as the first buildings of 
Canterbury College.   
 
The Board of Governors of Canterbury College made it a specific requirement that the design of 
the Girls’ High School should harmonise ‘in style and material and general elevation’ with those of 
the College buildings.10 Thomas Cane’s design of 1876-78 did just that.  The desire to maintain a 
precinct of Gothic Revival educational buildings did not stop there.  The empty space between the 
College Hall and Girls’ High School was later filled by further buildings by Collins and Harman and 
Hurst Seager, creating a block-long elevation of interconnected Gothic Revival elements facing the 
Botanic Gardens.  Then, when Christ’s College erected its Memorial Dining Hall following World 
War One, Cecil Wood’s Collegiate Gothic building continued this theme, echoing, in fact, an earlier 
Mountfort design for the same site.11  Wood’s proposed entrance gateway and administration 
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building for Christ’s College (1935-47), which was to form a northern extension to the dining hall, 
and on which the young Miles Warren worked briefly as an apprentice in Wood’s office, was never 
built.12  Warren, however, returned to this project towards the end of his own career when he 
designed the present Administration block for Christ’s College in a style that echoes Wood’s Hare 
Memorial Library of 1916.13  Thus, over a period of more than a century, institutional building along 
Rolleston Avenue from Hereford Street to Gloucester Street has been carried out in a consistent 
Gothic Revival idiom, creating a picturesque streetscape of remarkable variety within its overall 
framework of stylistic unity. The Canterbury Museum’s Centennial Memorial wing forms a central 
component of this unique streetscape, where three institutions have shown a consistent 
commitment to the architectural style that was intimately linked to the founding ideals of the 
province.14  Of the architects who contributed designs to this Gothic Revival precinct, only Miller, 
White and Dunn were not based in Christchurch. 
 
In the period of economic austerity that followed the Second World War, the funding of the 
Centennial Wing was a considerable challenge.  The Provincial Centennial celebrations had 
realised a substantial profit and it was agreed that these would be dedicated to the Museum’s 
Centennial wing.  In 1950 the estimated cost of almost doubling the Museum’s floor area, from 
30,769 to 66,882 square feet (2,858.5 to 6,213.5 square metres) was estimated at £191,000, but 
by 1953 this had been pared back to £140,000.  Even this reduced estimate far exceeded the 
available funds of £85,000, which included a government subsidy of £1 in £3.15  A public appeal 
raised another £9,792, which, with a further government subsidy, achieved a total of £97,000, 
sufficient to let tenders in April of 1955.  Plans had also been extensively revised as the increase in 
floor area was now 40,000 square feet (3,716 square metres) even though the total cost had been 
reduced by £50,000.16   The impact of these savings can be seen in the reduced detail of the 
Centennial wing as built in comparison with the original design documented in White’s perspective 
drawing of 1949.  The most obvious differences are the loss of the stone facing and detailing on 
the north elevation and the removal of the skylights and the flèche.  Even with these savings the 
additional cost of the stone facing for the Rolleston Avenue façade and professional fees pushed 
the total cost to near £150,000.17 
 
As Professor Robin Allan, chairman of the Trust Board noted in his report for 1954-55, the 
expansion of the Museum’s building would provide more than just increased space. 
 

Since the [eighteen] eighties the whole conception of a museum’s function has changed.  The present building 
was designed to serve the Victorian ideal that a museum should provide a world encyclopaedia in the round for 
its public.  It is difficult to adapt for modern methods of display and has no facilities for the educational services 
expected of a present-day museum.18   

 
The most important of the new services were to meet the educational needs of schools, to provide 
for adult education through lectures in the new auditorium, to support research, to expand storage 
and facilitate rotating displays.  Nor would the Museum attempt to provide the encyclopaedic 
coverage that had shaped the nineteenth-century institution.  Its focus was now directed towards 
New Zealand and the Pacific.  The Centennial wing, while backward looking in its external 
appearance, was nevertheless the means of bringing the Canterbury Museum into the twentieth 
century.   
 
By 1956 the funding goals had been achieved as the result of a further £30,000 of government 
subsidy and a remarkable saving of £20,000 from operating expenditure, aided by the fact that the 
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Museum closed for three years from the start of construction until it re-opened on 10 November 
1958.19  Reports of the opening made no mention of the external appearance of the Centennial 
Wing as all attention was focused on the new layout and exhibits, which set a new standard for 
museum displays in New Zealand.  For a time, at least, the Canterbury Museum had achieved the 
status it had enjoyed during the Victorian era.   
 
By 1958 the design decisions behind the Centennial wing’s Gothic Revival façade no longer 
seemed as inevitable as they had done a decade before.  Like Cecil Wood’s design for 
Wellington’s Anglican Cathedral, which was pilloried in the pages of Planning in 1946, Miller, White 
and Dunn’s design seemed to belong to another era.20  The fact that the design competition 
required a building that would harmonise with Mountfort’s original Museum buildings also seemed 
to have been forgotten.  If the architects were remembered, it was for the streamlined modernism 
of their New Zealand Railways Bus Service Terminal in Dunedin, designed in 1939, now itself a 
wing of Toitū, the Otago Settlers’ Museum.  To find the influence of modernism within the extended 
and reconfigured Canterbury Museum it was necessary to pass beyond the Gothic Revival façades 
to the galleries of the new wing as well as the reshaped interiors of much of the Mountfort building.  
The dark stained woodwork and Victorian displays had been replaced by the dioramas of the 
Edgar Stead Bird Hall, now an historic exhibit in its own right, and the cool elegance of the Oriental 
Art Galleries, now sadly reconfigured. 

 
More than fifty years later, however, the wisdom of retaining the original character of Mountfort’s 
1876 museum façade is much easier to appreciate.  The conviction that Modernism was the 
solution to all architectural problems no longer holds sway, while the proliferation of attention 
grabbing yet unsympathetic additions to major heritage buildings that have occurred in recent 
decades makes the deliberately self-effacing reticence of the Canterbury Museum’s Centennial 
Wing seem unusually prescient.  Within its wider context it seems both respectful and dignified and 
in terms of contemporary heritage conservation principles, it certainly meets the expectations of 
the New Zealand ICOMOS Charter 2010 that ‘additions and alterations should be compatible with 
original fabric but should be sufficiently distinct that they can be read as new work.’21 
 
In 2015, when so much of the urban fabric of Christchurch has been destroyed following the 
earthquakes of 2010 and 2011, the intactness of the city’s Gothic Revival cultural and educational 
precinct, along Rolleston Avenue and extending down Worcester Boulevard towards the distant 
and still unrestored Christ Church Cathedral, is a compelling reminder of the Canterbury pioneers’ 
vision of a Gothic city in an ideal colonial settlement.  Nineteenth-century British imperial 
expansion in the Pacific is no longer regarded uncritically as a good thing, but the Canterbury 
Museum’s Centennial Memorial wing nevertheless reminds us that in 1950 the achievements of 
the pioneers were still considered to be worth celebrating.  
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