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A bstract
In 2006, Napier, New Zealand, was included as a site for further investigation
on the New Zealand Tentative List of cultural and natural sites for consideration
for World Heritage Status under the UNESCO World Heritage Convention. This
report commences with an analysis of Art Deco as an architectural movement
within the context of 20th-century architecture. It then describes the Art Deco
precinct of Napier, assesses it against the criteria of authenticity and integrity that
World Heritage sites are expected to meet, and compares it with international
sites that possess similar or related heritage values such as Santa Barbara,
California, and Miami Beach, Florida. The report then assesses the heritage values
of Napier, with its integrated townscape of small-scale buildings constructed in
Art Deco and associated architectural styles in the years immediately following
the earthquake of 1931, against the specific criteria for World Heritage sites. The
report concludes that although Napier possesses high local and national heritage
value, it does not meet the stringent requirement of World Heritage sites, which
is that they possess cultural and/or natural significance which is so exceptional
as to transcend national boundaries and to be of common importance for present
and future generations of all humanity.
Keywords: Art Deco, Napier, New Zealand, 20th-century architecture, World
Heritage, UNESCO
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1. Introduction
The city of Napier, situated on the east coast of New Zealand’s North Island, was
a city of mainly Victorian and Edwardian buildings by the beginning of the 1930s.
It serviced an extensive agricultural hinterland, and was both a port and seaside
resort. On the morning of 3 February 1931, one of New Zealand’s greatest natural
disasters struck the city—an earthquake measuring 7.9 on the Richter scale,
which devastated the city and resulted in 258 deaths. The initial earthquake
devastated the masonry buildings of the central part of the city and the ensuing
fires, which could not be contained because of broken water mains, destroyed
most of those buildings that remained. Yet within 6 months the decision had
been made to rebuild the city on its original site and the Napier Reconstruction
Committee had been formed (Shaw & Hallett 1987: 6–7). However, rather than
simply reconstructing what had been lost, the decision was made to continue
the street-widening programme that had already begun prior to the earthquake,
to splay street corners and place services, including electricity and telephone
cables, underground. Verandas above shop fronts—a distinctive feature of
New Zealand cities—were no longer to be supported from below by posts but
instead were suspended from above. As a response to the failure of traditional
load-bearing masonry buildings of brick and plaster during the earthquake,
modern construction methods employing reinforced concrete were to be
adopted for all new buildings. A height limit of two storeys was also imposed
and projecting ornamental features were prohibited.
On their own, decisions about street layout, construction methods, building
heights and the reticulation of utilities would not have produced the unified
townscape that Napier exhibits today. Of critical importance was the recognition
that the earthquake provided an opportunity to design a new city in a unified
style, following the example of the Californian city of Santa Barbara, which
had been rebuilt in a consistent, Spanish Colonial Revival style following an
earthquake in 1925. The desirability of achieving architectural unity in the
rebuilt city was advocated by the Napier Daily Telegraph in an article entitled
‘Buildings of a Uniform Style’, published on 16 February 1931, less than 2 weeks
after the earthquake. Although the model of Santa Barbara’s Spanish-influenced
architecture was promoted, Napier’s architects employed a more diverse range
of styles, including Spanish Mission, Stripped Classical and what is now known
as Art Deco. Nevertheless, the contributions of a small group of like-minded
architects, working closely together over a concentrated period of little more
than 2 years, produced a townscape that achieved a high degree of unity. In
January 1933, the rebirth of the city was celebrated with a week-long carnival.
Today, Napier is internationally known for its extensive collection of early 1930s
buildings in Art Deco and related styles. The unity of its central Art Deco precinct
has been widely recognised and its success as a tourist destination is closely
associated with its architectural character.
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In 2006, Napier was included on the New Zealand Tentative List for consideration
for inscription on UNESCO’s World Heritage List. The UNESCO Convention
concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage was
adopted in 1972. Its purpose is to encourage ‘the identification, protection,
conservation, presentation and transmission to future generations of cultural and
natural heritage of outstanding universal value’ (UNESCO 2008: 12). Inscription
of Napier on the World Heritage List would provide recognition and protection
of the site, and place it within the prestigious company of international
World Heritage sites.
The purpose of this report is to assess Napier’s Art Deco precinct against the
criteria used to evaluate potential World Heritage sites, and to make comparisons
between Napier and other cities that exhibit similar or related characteristics,
in order to establish whether Napier possesses Outstanding Universal Value as
defined in Section 49 of the Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of
the World Heritage Convention (UNESCO 2008). Outstanding Universal Value is
defined as:
… cultural and/or natural significance which is so exceptional as to
transcend national boundaries and to be of common importance for
present and future generations of all humanity. As such, the permanent
protection of this heritage is of the highest importance to the international
community as a whole.
This report begins by examining what is meant by the term Art Deco and assessing
the status of Art Deco as an architectural movement within the wider context of
20th-century architectural Modernism. It then describes the Art Deco precinct
of Napier and examines evolving perceptions of this architecture from both
national and international perspectives. The authenticity and integrity of the site
are then examined to evaluate whether it meets these standards, both of which
are essential for World Heritage listing. Because World Heritage listing requires
that the value of sites must transcend those placed upon them by individual
nations, a comparative analysis of Art Deco Napier has been made to assess its
qualities alongside those of cities possessing similar or related characteristics.
Finally, Napier is assessed against the six criteria set out in the World Heritage
Convention to establish whether it meets the criterion of Outstanding Universal
Value necessary for inscription on UNESCO’s World Heritage List.
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2. Art Deco: some problems of
definition
Use of the term Art Deco to define the architectural character of Napier is
now so thoroughly embedded in thinking about the city that it has obscured
the stylistic diversity of the buildings contained within Napier’s so-called
Art Deco precinct. This problem of stylistic definition is not peculiar to Napier, as
the term is extensively used without qualification to mean very different things,
ranging from broad definitions that include almost all architecture dating from
the late 1920s and 1930s, to very precise definitions that are based on specific
stylistic traits.
The term Art Deco was given currency in 1968 by the English writer Bevis
Hillier, who used it to define the artistic movement that derived from the stylistic
tendencies that received their first widespread exposure at the 1925 L’Exposition
Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes in Paris (Hillier
rev. ed. 1985). Hillier was not the first person to use the term, however, as
he acknowledged. In 1966, it had appeared both in French (as ‘Art Déco’)
in the subtitle of an exhibition devoted to the modern style of 1925 and in
English (without an accent) in The Times. However, it was Hillier’s 1968 book,
Art Deco of the 20s and 30s, that led to the widespread adoption of the term.
This usage was reinforced in 1971 by the exhibition The World of Art Deco at
the Minneapolis Institute of Arts, and by the accompanying catalogue, written
by Hillier (Hillier 1971). The emphasis of both Hillier’s book and exhibition was
on the decorative arts, and discussion of architecture, where it occurred, was
secondary. However, Hillier emphasised the parallel between Art Deco and the
earlier movement, Art Nouveau, in which boundaries between architecture and
the decorative arts had also been blurred.
It is worth quoting Hillier’s working definition of Art Deco in full, as it forms the
basis for all subsequent discussions of the style:
… an assertively modern style, developing in the 1920s and reaching
its high point in the thirties; it drew inspiration from various sources,
including the more austere side of Art Nouveau, Cubism, the Russian ballet,
American Indian art and the Bauhaus; it was a classical style in that,
like neo-classicism but unlike Rococo or Art Nouveau, it ran to symmetry
rather than asymmetry, and to the rectilinear rather than the curvilinear;
it responded to the demands of the machine and of new materials such as
plastics, ferro-concrete and vita-glass; and its ultimate aim was to end the
old conflict between art and industry, the old snobbish distinction between
artist and artisan, partly by making artists adept at crafts, but still more
by adapting design to the requirements of mass-production.
			
(Hillier rev. ed. 1985: 13)
This definition does not, however, address the conflict that existed between
Art Deco and Modernism, which was visually encapsulated by Osbert Lancaster in
1938 in his witty comparative drawings of ‘Modernistic’ and ‘Functional’ interiors
(Lancaster 1953). Art Deco was, in essence, a modern style that incorporated

8

Lochhead—Art Deco Napier

applied decoration and was intended to appeal to a wide, popular audience.
In contrast, Modernism was exclusive and intellectual, and emphasised the
role of architecture in shaping society; as Watkin (1977) pointed out, it was
a development of the ethical design theories of the 19th century. Modernism
rejected any form of applied decoration and many Modernists claimed that it
was not a style at all but rather the direct product of a rational process of design
employing the materials of the modern age. Such claims have been disproved
by Banham (1960), who convincingly argued that Modernism, as it developed
in the 1920s and 1930s, was as much a style as the more mannered and
self-conscious formal language of Art Deco. Nevertheless, as a result of the highly
influential publications of the leading apologists of Modernism, in particular
the Art Historians Sigfried Giedion (1967) and Nikolaus Pevsner (1960), as well
as the more polemical writings of architects such as Le Corbusier (1927) and
Walter Gropius (1935), Modernism was established as the architectural orthodoxy
of the middle decades of the 20th century, dominating both the theory of
architecture and the discourse of architectural history up to the present day.
Nevertheless, since the 1960s the status of Modernism has been undermined
by the increasing pluralism of architectural theory and the expanded concept
of architectural history that has emerged. The publication of Hillier’s book in
1968 can thus be seen as part of the wider reaction against the dominance of
Modernism in histories of 20th-century architecture and design that occurred at
this time.
The slow acceptance of Art Deco as an architectural style can be demonstrated
by surveying successive editions of the widely-used Penguin Dictionary
of Architecture (Fleming et al. 1991). First published in 1966, the Penguin
Dictionary ignored the existence of Art Deco until its fourth edition in 1991—
significantly, the first edition to be published after the death of Nikolaus Pevsner,
the editor responsible for entries on 20th-century architecture. The Penguin
Dictionary defines Art Deco as ‘the fashionable Jazz Age style concurrent
with INTERNATIONAL MODERN in the 1920s and 1930s ... it is characterised
by unfunctional “modernism”—e.g. streamlining motifs in architecture’. This
definition would not, however, be acceptable to those American architectural
historians, most notably David Gebhard, who draw a distinction between the
Art Deco of the 1920s and the ‘streamline moderne’ of the 1930s. The former
style is characterised by a preference for zigzag motifs, the latter for its use
of sweeping curves, while the two styles are combined under the broader
concept of the Moderne, as distinct from the Modern of the International Style
(Gebhard & Winter 1985).
The recognition of Art Deco as a distinct style within architectural history
began in the 1970s, notably with the book Skyscraper style: Art Deco New York
(Robinson & Bletter 1975), which linked the forms associated with Art Deco
to the New York skyscrapers of the late 1920s and early 1930s. The increased
critical profile of Art Deco architecture that occurred during the 1970s and 1980s
was, at least in part, a product of the questioning of Modernism that also took
place at this time, coinciding with a recognition that the architecture of the first
half of the century was much more diverse than most histories that privileged
the role of Modernism had indicated. Profusely illustrated books on the Art Deco
architecture of cities such as Miami Beach (Tropical Deco; Cerwinske 1981) and
Los Angeles (L.A. Deco; Breeze 1991) directed public attention to buildings that
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had hitherto been regarded as being of little cultural significance. Patricia Bayer’s
(1992) monograph Art Deco Architecture: Design, Decoration and Detail from
the Twenties and Thirties emphasised the international spread of Art Deco, but
also expanded the definition of the style to include buildings that spanned a range
of stylistic idioms current during the period. Increasingly, Art Deco was defined
as architecture that was not part of the Modern Movement. A more rigorous
approach is found in Gebhard’s (1996) National Trust Guide to Art Deco in
America, a book that confined the style to the Zigzag and Streamline Moderne.
However, if Gebhard’s book represents a selective and critical approach, the
large-scale exhibition devoted to Art Deco at the Victoria and Albert Museum,
London (2003), one of a series of major exhibitions on the architectural and
design movements of the 20th century, broadened the definition to a point where
it was in danger of losing coherence; by covering the period from 1910 to 1939,
a much wider range of styles was introduced to the already broad definition
of Art Deco. In an essay on Art Deco architecture in the exhibition catalogue,
Tim Benton questioned the very existence of Art Deco as an architectural
style, suggesting that it was more appropriate to speak of buildings to which
Art Deco decoration was applied (Benton et al. 2003: 245). This definition again
serves to emphasise the difference between Art Deco and Modernism, which has
already been described as a difference between an architecture that embraced
applied decoration and one that rejected it.
Although the critical position of Art Deco is, in the first decade of the
21st century, more established than it has ever been, general histories of
20th-century architecture continue to give scant attention to Art Deco, and
when it is discussed it is defined in terms of the normative values of Modernism.
William J. Curtis (1996), writing in Modern Architecture Since 1900, described
Art Deco as
... a loose affiliation of exotic and highly decorative tendencies … quite
at odds with the fundamentalism and rigorous moral tenor of the new
architecture ... An armature of Beaux-Arts axial planning was cloaked
in modern materials and elaborately decorated and coloured wall
surfaces. The attitude behind such forms was far indeed from the ideals of
dematerialization, ‘honesty’, and puritanism which were inherent in the
smooth white planes and stark surfaces of the International Style.
			
(Curtis 1996: 290)
Such negative perceptions of Art Deco within the larger context of 20th-century
architecture are widespread, and although outstanding individual examples
of the style, such as the Chrysler Building in New York City, are held in high
regard, lesser examples tend to be regarded as conservative manifestations of the
modern spirit in design when compared with the progressive artistic and social
ambitions of the Modern Movement. While acceptance of Art Deco as a populist,
mass style is now widespread, and there is extensive academic recognition of Art
Deco as an artistic movement, it has neither the artistic nor intellectual prestige
of Modernism. Therefore, any claim for Outstanding Universal Value for Art Deco
Napier must contend with this underlying negative perception of the style.
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3. Description of the Napier Art
Deco precinct
The Art Deco precinct of Napier incorporates
approximately ten city blocks of the central
business district, centred on Tennyson and
Emerson Streets, and extending to Clive
Square to the west and Marine Parade to the
east (Fig. 1). This was the area of the city
that was almost completely destroyed in the
earthquake of 3 February 1931 and that was
reconstructed in the course of the years that
immediately followed. Within this area, the
Art Deco style is the dominant architectural
idiom, but buildings were constructed in a
range of styles current at the time, including
Spanish Colonial Revival, Prairie School,
Stripped Classical and Moderne. There are,
however, no examples of Modernism (as
defined within contemporary avant garde
European architectural discourse). Rather
than detracting from the impact of the Art
Deco buildings, these differing stylistic
vocabularies add interest and variety to the
streetscape, and do not seem incongruous
because the scale, materials and methods
of construction used throughout the area
are remarkably consistent. This variety also
reflects the fact that the term Art Deco
has been applied retrospectively to the
architecture of Napier (Fig. 2).
Figure 1. Art Deco Quarter, City of Napier, District Plan, 2000.

Figure 2. Hastings Street
looking northwest.
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The reconstruction of central Napier occurred within a remarkably brief period
of time, with a concentrated burst of activity between 1931 and 1933, followed
by the completion of larger scale civic buildings over the next 3–5 years, in
particular the Hawke’s Bay Museum and Art Gallery (1936) and the Municipal
Theatre (1937). A small number of buildings predating the earthquake survive
within the area, including the former Court House (1875), Public Trust Office
(1921) (Fig. 3), former Fire Station (1926) (Fig. 4) and former Diocesan Offices
(1929) (Fig. 5). These buildings add a further dimension of stylistic diversity
to the precinct, but are significant relics of the pre-earthquake period of the
city’s history, providing an important historical context for the buildings
erected immediately following the earthquake. Although dating from after the
Second World War, the Anglican Cathedral of St John the Evangelist (1955–65),
the largest and most prominent building in the area, is of particular significance
(Fig. 6). Just as the commercial buildings of Tennyson, Emerson and Hastings
Streets testify to the rapid economic revival of the city, and the Municipal Theatre
and Museum and Art Gallery to its cultural renewal, St John’s Cathedral symbolises
Figure 3. Former
Public Trust Office,
Tennyson Street, built 1921.

Figure 4. Former
Fire Station,
Tennyson Street, built 1926.
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Figure 5. Diocesan Hall and Offices, Diocese of Waiapu,
Cathedral Lane, built 1929.

Figure 6. St John’s Anglican Cathedral, Browning Street, built
1955–65.

the spiritual resilience of the population, replacing a temporary wooden
church that had been constructed immediately after the earthquake destroyed
New Zealand’s only 19th-century masonry Anglican cathedral. Consideration
should be given to the inclusion of St John’s Cathedral within the proposed
World Heritage site.
The architectural quality of the majority of Napier’s Art Deco buildings can at best
be described as routine, a feature that reflects the necessity to rebuild rapidly and
within the rigorous economic constraints resulting from loss of so much capital
but also from the depressed economic climate of the period. However, a number
of buildings stand out from this comparatively mundane background. These
include the Daily Telegraph Offices (1932) (Fig. 7), the Central Hotel (1931),
Criterion Hotel (1932) and Masonic Hotel (1932) (Fig. 8), the former Bank of
New Zealand (1932), and the AMP Building (1933) (Fig. 9). Although none of
these buildings is, by world standards, of particular architectural significance,
the cumulative effect of so many buildings in closely related styles within a
compact urban setting is striking.
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Figure 7. Daily Telegraph
Offices, Tennyson Street,
bult 1932.

Figure 8. Masonic Hotel,
Herschell Street, built 1932.

Figure 9. AMP Building,
Hastings and Browning
Streets, built 1933.
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Figure 10. Ross & Glendinning Building, Tennyson Street and
Cathedral Lane, built 1932.

While many of Napier’s new buildings
merely adopt the ready-made decorative
features of Art Deco, especially the
zigzag motif, others reveal the attempts
of local architects to adapt the Art
Deco preference for ‘primitive’ and
exotic decoration to the local context,
with both E.A. Williams in the Ross &
Glendinning building (1932) (Fig. 10),
and Crichton, McKay and Haughton in
the former Bank of New Zealand building
incorporating Mäori köwhaiwhai patterns
into the decoration of their buildings
(Figs 11 & 12). The presence in Napier

Figure 12. Former Bank of New Zealand Building,
detail of ceiling.

Figure 11. Former Bank of New Zealand Building, Hastings Street and Emerson
Street, built 1932.

of J.A. Louis Hay, an architect of considerable individuality and
distinction, also adds to the architectural interest of the city. Hay’s
admiration for the work of Frank Lloyd Wright and his Prairie School
contemporaries was unique in provincial New Zealand at this time
(although the American architect R.A. Lippincott, who was also familiar
with Wright’s work, was currently working in Auckland). Hay’s most
notable buildings include the former Fire Station (1926 and 1931),
AMP Building (1935), Museum and Art Gallery (1936), and his own
offices in Herschell Street (1932) (Fig. 13). These display an individual
response to the decorative vocabulary of Chicago School architects
such as Wright and Louis Sullivan that is unexpected in a place so
remote from the architectural innovations of the early 20th century.
Thus, while modest in its overall execution, Napier’s post-earthquake
architecture demonstrates considerable ambition in its aspirations.

Figure 13. J.A. Louis Hay Office Building,
Herschell Street, built 1932.
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4. Perceptions of Art Deco Napier
4.1

N ational p e rc e ptions
By 1933, Napier was ready to show off its new architecture to the rest of
New Zealand, and the Napier Carnival in January 1933 was a celebration of the
rebirth of the city. Within the space of 2 years, the city had transformed itself
from a Victorian and Edwardian town into a modern city of forward-looking
buildings, with widened streets and underground services. The retrospective,
historical styles of the British colonial world had been replaced by the up-to-date
architectural vocabulary of the contemporary United States of America.
By the end of the 1930s, however, the modernity of Napier’s new architecture
had already started to appear dated. The impact of European Modernism began
to make itself felt in New Zealand architecture from the middle of the decade
onwards (Lochhead 1984). The return to New Zealand of young architects such
as Paul Pascoe, who had worked in the London architectural office of Lubetkin
and Tecton (one of the leading British Modernist architectural practices), and the
arrival in New Zealand at the end of the 1930s of émigré European Modernists
such as Ernst Plischke, transformed attitudes towards Art Deco, making it seem
outmoded and frivolous. In a comparison that echoed Osbert Lancaster’s earlier
contrast of the ‘Modernistic’ and the ‘Functional’, Plischke (1947) juxtaposed
the rational austerity of International Modernism with the unthinking decorative
frenzies of Art Deco in his influential book Design and Living. Subjected to
ongoing critiques such as this, Art Deco declined in prestige as the status of
the Modern Movement increased in the post-war period. By the 1970s, Napier’s
Art Deco architecture had become little more than a curiosity, admired by an
eccentric few.
Spurred by changing international attitudes towards Art Deco, and prompted by a
recognition that redevelopment was threatening to destroy a unique 20th-century
townscape, research on the city’s architecture was carried out in the Napier
office of the Ministry of Works and Development, resulting in the publication
of Heather Ives’ (1982) book The Art Deco Architecture of Napier (Fig. 14).
This was the first attempt to assess the value of Napier’s Art Deco heritage. One
consequence of Ives’ research was the decision by the New Zealand Historic
Places Trust / Pouhere Taonga to register the Napier City Centre Historic Area
in 1983, a listing that was reviewed and reregistered under the revised Historic
Places Act (1993) in 1995. During the intervening period, the Trust registered
a large proportion of the individual buildings within the Historic Area as either
Category One or Category Two under the Historic Places Act. At a more popular
level, Peter Wells’ 1985 film, The Newest City on the Globe: Art Deco Napier,
was screened on national television in that year and directed further attention
to the Hawke’s Bay city’s distinctive character. The increased recognition of
the importance of Napier’s 20th-century architectural heritage also led to the
foundation of the Napier Art Deco Trust in 1985.

Figure 14. Cover of
Heather Ives The Art Deco
Architecture of Napier
(1982).
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Growing popular interest in Art Deco, the publication of Peter Shaw and
Peter Hallett’s well-illustrated monograph Art Deco Napier: Styles of the Thirties
(Shaw & Hallett 1987), the inauguration of the Art Deco Trust’s annual Art Deco
Weekend in 1989, and the incorporation of the Trust in 1992 all played an essential
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Figure 15. Flyer for Fifth
World Congress on
Art Deco: Art Deco on
the Edge, Napier,
14–18 February, 1999.

4.2

role in raising public awareness of the city’s distinctive architecture. The Napier
City Council’s Art Deco Inventory, prepared in 1991 and revised in 1995, 1997
and 2004 (Bilman & Gill 2004), documented
the extent of the city’s Art Deco heritage. By
1999, when Napier hosted the Fifth World
Congress on Art Deco, the city had become a
destination for both national and international
cultural tourism based around its Art Deco
architecture (Fig. 15). The national profile of
Napier’s Art Deco has been further enhanced
by the impressive series of local and national
awards that the Art Deco Trust has received,
beginning with its winning of the Cultural
Heritage Section of the New Zealand Tourism
Awards in 1993, and culminating with success
as winner of the Best Large Event for the
Fifth World Congress on Art Deco in the New
Zealand Events and Management Conference
Events Awards in 1999, and as New Zealand
winner of the British Airways Tourism for
Figure 16. Tourist brochure, Art
Tomorrow Awards in 2000 (Fig. 16).
Deco City, Napier, New Zealand.

I nt e rnational p e rc e ptions
The hosting of the Fifth World Congress on Art Deco in 1999 could be seen as
the culmination of Napier’s international recognition as a centre for Art Deco
architecture, with delegates travelling from around the world. However, this
process had begun much earlier in the decade, in 1992. Several of Napier’s
Art Deco buildings, including the Daily Telegraph office, featured in Bayer’s Art
Deco Architecture (1992). In addition, Bayer highlighted Napier’s concentration
of post-earthquake Art Deco buildings. The presence of Napier’s Art Deco buildings
in a book dominated by American, British and European architecture marked
an important step in the city’s emerging international profile. Nevertheless,
discussions of Napier in international publications, such as Hillier & Escritt’s
Art Deco Style (1997), have relied heavily on Shaw & Hallett’s Art Deco Napier
(1987) and have seldom added to existing knowledge or understanding. While
Napier featured in the catalogue of the major 2003 Art Deco exhibition at the
Victoria and Albert Museum in London (Benton et al. 2003), the discussion of the
New Zealand city came within a chapter devoted to Art Deco in Australia.
Napier’s remoteness from world cultural centres, and its comparative isolation
even within New Zealand, means that international tourists or scholars have
to make a special effort to visit the city. Therefore, almost inevitably, isolation
has been a serious factor limiting the profile that Art Deco Napier has achieved
internationally. This, combined with the equivocal attitude of many architects,
architectural historians and critics towards Art Deco, continues to present
obstacles to a wider acceptance of the significance of Napier’s Art Deco
architecture. Napier’s place is now firmly established in the specialised literature
on Art Deco, although its position remains peripheral to that of the major centres
and monuments of the style. However, Napier has not yet established a profile
in the mainstream, international literature on 20th-century architecture and it
seems unlikely to do so.
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5. Authenticity and integrity of the
site
5.1

A uth e nticity
The reconstruction of Napier in the years immediately following the 1931
earthquake created a cityscape of remarkable consistency, which still forms the
commercial heart of the modern-day city. The great majority of the buildings
constructed during the post-earthquake period still survive, along with a small
number of buildings that predate the earthquake. Thus, in terms of form and
design as well as materials and substance, a high degree of authenticity exists.
Although the specific uses of many buildings have changed, the Art Deco precinct
is still regarded by the people of Napier and by visitors as the city’s commercial
centre, although tourism has emerged as a significant use in the last two decades.
Because the earthquake occurred 79 years ago, there is a small but diminishing
number of people who remember both the earthquake and the reconstruction
of the city.
The earthquake, and the associated reconstruction form an important part of
the identity of the city and this is commemorated annually in February through
the events of the Art Deco Weekend, as well as on a daily basis through the
promotional and educational work of the Art Deco Trust, in particular their
walking tours of the Art Deco precinct. The displays of the Hawke’s Bay Art
Gallery and Museum devoted to the earthquake also document and illustrate the
experiences and recollections of Napier’s citizens at the time of the earthquake.
Napier City’s recognition of the importance of the site through the creation of
its Art Deco Inventory, and the New Zealand Historic Places Trust’s registration
of the Napier City Centre Historic Area and of 31 individual buildings within the
Historic Area as Category One or Category Two Historic Places further affirm the
authenticity of the site.

5.2

I nt e grity
Following the reconstruction period of the 1930s, there was little new building
in central Napier until the late 1950s and early 1960s. Further rebuilding in the
1970s and 1980s has added to the loss of 1930s heritage. The loss of important
individual buildings, including the former National and ANZ Banks, and the
insertion of new, multi-storey structures, such as the former Manchester Unity
Building in Emerson Street and the Tennyson Motor Inn on the corner of Tennyson
Street and Clive Square east, have compromised the period unity of the site and,
more importantly, disrupted the uniform scale of the precinct (Figs 17 & 18).
The fact that a number of new buildings occupy key corner sites is particularly
damaging. Smaller scale, post-war buildings such as the former Red Cross Hall
in Tennyson Street, an accomplished Modernist design, complement rather than
detract from the character of the area.
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Figure 17. View of Tennyson Street with the Tennyson Motor Inn
on the right, showing the intrusive impact of multi-storey buildings
on the townscape.

Figure 18. Vero Building on Tennyson with adjacent single-storey
buildings dating from 1931 to 1932 on the right.

The survival of unbroken sequences of 1930s facades
(at least above street level), particularly in Hastings
Street, Market Street, and sections of Tennyson
and Emerson Streets, are of particular importance
in maintaining the architectural character of the
precinct. Sympathetic infill buildings that recognise
the importance of consistency of scale and materials,
along with more self-conscious attempts to evoke
period style, are found in small numbers within the
precinct but contribute to an overall consistency of
architectural character (Fig. 19). These structures
do not compromise the integrity of the areas, as
their more recent date is readily discernible.
While a significant number of original shop fronts
have survived, including many that incorporate
a distinctive Art Deco use of geometric patterns
in leaded glass, shop fit outs dating from recent
decades have seriously eroded the experience of
the precinct at street level. The cumulative impact
of the standardised signage and shop fronts of
chain stores, franchises and other commercial
premises in many parts of the precinct substantially
compromises its original character. This problem
has recently been addressed through the Signage
Guidelines prepared by the Napier City Council,
Figure 19. Amcal Pharmacy; an example of sympathetically scaled
although it will take time for this policy to have
infill on Emerson Street.
an impact on streetscape values (Napier City
Council Planning Department 2009). Conservation of original shop fronts
and reconstruction of lost shop fronts (albeit using aluminium frames rather
than the original timber) has helped to ameliorate the loss of original fabric
at street level, but the proliferation of modern fittings and signage in what
is, by its very nature, primarily a commercial area, remains problematic
(Fig. 20). Consistency of architectural character is mainly achieved above the
veranda line.
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Figure 20. Detail of reconstructed Art Deco shop window on
Emerson Street.

Figure 21. Parking areas on the north side of Dickens Street.

For all the coherence of the Art Deco precinct,
the integrity of the area is also compromised
by the number of significant buildings that
have been isolated on its periphery and thereby
excluded. This is particularly problematic on
Dickens Street, which remains built up and includes
a number of important 1930s buildings on its south
side, but has been severely eroded in a wasteland
of car parks on the north side of the street. Thus,
what should be a transitional, buffer zone to the Art
Deco precinct is, instead, an unappealing backyard
(Fig. 21).
Much attention has been directed towards
creating
desirable
pedestrian
environments
within the precinct, especially as a result of the
pedestrianisation of Market Street and the
conversion of Emerson Street into a one-way,
slow street. However, heavy traffic volumes on
Tennyson Street, Hastings Street and along Marine
Parade degrade the experience of the precinct.
A proliferation of street furniture and planting,
especially in Emerson Street, and the erection of
an incongruous and ineffectual canopy adjacent to
the former Bank of New Zealand at the intersection
of Emerson and Hastings Streets further erode the
integrity of the area.
It was inevitable that the commercial centre of a
small, provincial city such as Napier would not
remain static over an almost 80-year period, meaning
that the loss of several key 1930s buildings, the
construction of new buildings that are out of scale
and also different in style and materials, as well as
more minor, incremental changes to many buildings,
have cumulatively diminished the integrity of the
site. In qualitative terms, the integrity of the site is
high but certainly not exceptional.

Figure 22.
built 1933.
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It is important to recognise that Napier’s Art Deco
architecture is not restricted to the designated Art
Former Imperial Tobacco Company Building, Ahuriri,
Deco precinct, but extends beyond it on the fringes
of the central business district, to the port of Ahuriri,
where one of the most notable buildings of the era, Louis Hay’s former National
Tobacco Company (1933), is to be found, as well as to the suburb of Marewa, an area
that was elevated during the earthquake and opened for residential development
in 1933 (Fig. 22). Beyond Napier itself, there are significant examples of Art Deco
and related styles in the Hawke’s Bay hinterland, as well as an extensive group of
post-earthquake buildings in Hastings. All this architecture gives added context
and meaning to the most concentrated focus of development in Napier itself.
Of particular commemorative significance is the grave site of those killed in the
earthquake, designed by Louis Hay on an elevated site overlooking the city and
surrounding area.
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6. Comparative analysis
6.1

I ntroduction
When determining what the unique or, at least, special qualities of Napier’s Art
Deco precinct are, it is useful to make comparisons with other cities possessing
similar concentrations of buildings from a comparable period. Because
World Heritage, by definition, transcends the value attached to heritage at a
purely national level, it is essential to assess a site such as Napier against
comparable international examples. In selecting comparative sites to assist in
defining the significance of Art Deco Napier, I have focused on three principal
themes. These are, in order of importance:
1. Unified urban environments constructed in the third and fourth decades of
the 20th century that possess significant numbers of buildings in the Art Deco,
Moderne, Spanish Colonial Revival or related styles.
2. Urban environments that possess groups of Art Deco buildings of outstanding
architectural quality.
3. Unified urban environments, irrespective of the period in which they were
constructed, that resulted from reconstruction following a catastrophic
earthquake.
In the past, Napier has been compared with other cities possessing unified
townscapes. The most often quoted comparison is that made by Sir Neil Cossons,
former head of English Heritage, who stated in 1985 that ‘Napier represents the
most complete and significant group of Art Deco buildings in the world, and
is comparable with Bath as an example of a planned townscape in a coherent
style. Napier is, without doubt, unique’ (DOC 2006: 17). I have not chosen to
follow Sir Neil’s lead because I do not feel the comparison with Bath is helpful in
defining the distinctive characteristics of Napier. Bath, like other planned cities
of the 18th century, developed over a much more extended period of time and its
character is defined by a series of large-scale architectural ensembles constructed
from local stone of uniform colour that have a scenographic quality that is quite
different from the mosaic-like effect created by Napier’s much smaller, individual
Art Deco buildings. In addition, Bath and other architecturally unified cities such
as St Petersburg and the New Town of Edinburgh were designed and built at a time
when Classical architecture was universally accepted within European culture
as the only appropriate style for building on this scale. Napier, in contrast, was
rebuilt during a period when fundamental issues of architectural style were being
re-examined and a wide range of stylistic options were available to architects.
Although Napier is quintessentially a 20th-century city, comparisons have not
been restricted to the last century, since a deeper understanding of the nature
of Napier emerges when the choices made by peoples in the past are juxtaposed
with the approach adopted in this New Zealand city.
In the case of both the United Kingdom and Australia, comparisons have been
drawn at a national level, rather than focusing on specific towns or cities. While
neither of these countries had a significant influence on the development of
Art Deco Napier, close relations existed between New Zealand and both the
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United Kingdom and Australia. Therefore, some discussion of the adoption of
Art Deco in these countries seemed warranted to clarify the position of Napier
among cities within the then British Empire.

6.2

S anta B arbara , U S A
As a Pacific Rim city that suffered a major earthquake in 1925, Santa Barbara,
California, provides the closest parallel to the new Napier that was built following
the earthquake of 1931. Comparisons between Napier and Santa Barbara were
made as early as February 1931 and have continued to be made since that time.
The Santa Barbara earthquake, at 6.3 on the Richter scale, was less severe than
that suffered by Napier, damage to the city was less extensive and loss of life,
at 13, was much smaller.
Prior to the earthquake, the Spanish Colonial Revival style had been widely
adopted in Santa Barbara and the neighbouring suburb of Montecito, and there
was a widespread acceptance of this as an appropriate regional style as a result of
the educational work of the Better Homes Committee and the Plans and Planting
branch of the Community Arts Association. The 1925 earthquake provided the
opportunity to extend this stylistic unity to the central city, and State Street was
rebuilt with strict supervision from the Architectural Review Board set up by
the Santa Barbara City Council. This pioneering exercise in architectural design
control and the resulting urban landscape of buildings that are unified in scale,
style and materials remains unique in the USA. The continued vigilance of the
Architectural Review Board has ensured that the unified architectural character
of the city has not been eroded (Staats 1990: v).
Santa Barbara’s architectural character is usually defined as Spanish Colonial
Revival or Mediterranean. This stems from the presence in the city of buildings
dating from the Spanish colonial presence in California, in particular the
Santa Barbara Mission, founded in 1786. The revival of this style was a means
of expressing local identity, as it makes a direct connection with the city’s
early history. By emphasising a sense of continuity with the earliest buildings
constructed in the area by Europeans, the new buildings in the Spanish
Colonial Revival style were perceived as belonging to an authentic Californian
architectural idiom.
Although central Santa Barbara is
remarkably uniform in style, several
public buildings stand out, particularly
the Public Library (1916–17), the County
Court House (1925–29) (Fig. 23), and the
Fox Arlington Theatre (1929–31). The
scale and wealth of detail lavished on
these buildings exceeds anything found in
Napier, reflecting the different economic
circumstances pertaining in the two cities
at the time of reconstruction.

Figure 23. Santa Barbara County Courthouse, Santa Barbara, CA, built 1925–29.
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The post-1925 rebuilding of Santa
Barbara provided a model for Napier, not

only in terms of the decision to adopt a planning approach that emphasised
architectural unity, but also in the identification of Spanish Colonial Revival
as one of the contemporary architectural idioms to be employed. There is,
however, a fundamental difference between the use of Spanish Colonial Revival
in Santa Barbara, where it emphasised historical continuity and regional identity,
and in Napier, where it was an imported style that had no connection with
the early history or architectural character of the place. Expressions of local
identity in Napier’s architecture, such as they are, derive mainly from the use of
Mäori decorative patterns on both the exterior and interior of some of the city’s
Art Deco buildings.
In summary, Santa Barbara has an architecturally unified urban centre that has
been maintained by strict design and appearance controls since 1925. It was, like
Napier, reconstructed following an earthquake, but the choice of architectural
style is closely related to the history of the place rather than one adopted from
elsewhere. Application of a unifying style is more consistent than in Napier and
the city possesses buildings that are more architecturally ambitious than those
found in Napier. Furthermore, Santa Barbara provided an important model for
the rebuilding of Napier, a factor that lessens the individual significance of the
New Zealand city.

6.3

M iami B e ach , U S A
The South Beach section of Miami Beach, Florida, is one of the best-known and
probably the largest concentration of Art Deco architecture in the world. The
Miami Beach Historic District was added to the United States National Register
of Historic Places in 1979 and comprises 960 buildings in an area of 5750 acres.
The area includes buildings from the early 20th century, but is marked by a
concentration of Art Deco and Streamline Moderne hotels, apartments and houses,
concentrated in the areas of Ocean Boulevard and Collins Street. Although there
are examples of Art Deco in Miami Beach dating from the 1920s and early 1930s,
the boom in construction occurred from 1934 to 1941 to accommodate the surge
of winter visitors who flocked to Florida during this period.
Comparisons between Napier and Miami Beach have frequently been made in the
past. However, there are significant differences between the two cities. Miami is
primarily a resort in which the provision of services for visitors was paramount,
whereas Napier is essentially a working town with a full range of building types and
functions. The slightly later date of Miami Beach’s Art Deco buildings combined
with the greater affluence of the United States in comparison with New Zealand
in the period from 1931 to 1933 accounts for the more exuberant forms and
greater architectural sophistication of Miami’s Art Deco architecture. Miami’s
buildings are both larger in scale and possess more opulent decoration than
those of Napier. Miami has many buildings of three storeys or more, including a
group of ‘sky-scraper’ hotels, the Ritz Plaza, Delano and National, all located in
Collins Street. As a consequence of the 1931 earthquake, as well as the depressed
state of the economy, buildings of more than two storeys are rare in Napier.
When compared with Miami, Napier’s Art Deco precinct can be summarised as
considerably more modest, confined to a more restricted area and built within a
narrower time frame.
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6.4

S an F rancisco , U S A
Like Napier and Santa Barbara, San Francisco is also a Pacific Rim city that has
experienced a devastating earthquake, although this occurred earlier in 1906.
San Francisco and the San Francisco Bay area contain outstanding examples of
Art Deco architecture dating from the 1920s. These include large office towers,
such as Miller and Pflueger’s Pacific Telephone Company Building (1926), and
the same firm’s Paramount Theatre in Oakland (1931). The city also contains
important and extensive groupings of smaller scale commercial and residential
architecture in the Art Deco style. Concentrations of Art Deco buildings can be
found in the mainly residential Pacific Heights area and in the predominantly
commercial area south of Market Street.
Probably the most significant area for comparison with Napier is the concentration
of buildings in the Marina district, an area of reclaimed land that was redeveloped
following the 1915 Pan-Pacific International Exhibition. The area of Chestnut
Street between Divisadero and Filmore Streets possesses concentrated groupings
of single- and double-storey commercial buildings, while the streets running at
right angles to Chestnut Street, clustered around Filmore and Webster Streets,
have large numbers of Art Deco apartments (Crowe c. 1995). Although this
was not the product of a major natural disaster, as was the case with Napier,
the redevelopment of the Marina district of San Francisco from around 1930
to the end of the decade provides a close parallel with what occurred in the
New Zealand city.
San Francisco’s Marina district provides an important comparison with Napier in
terms of scale of development, although it was constructed over a longer time
span. It differs in that it includes a high proportion of residential buildings, in
contrast with Napier’s predominantly commercial architecture. However, it is a
district within a large, cosmopolitan city rather than an individual urban centre
in its own right, making a direct comparison with Napier more problematic.

6.5

A smara , Eritr e a
The Eritrean city of Asmara has been compared to Napier, as a city largely built
during the 1930s. Constructed as a colonial city during the period of Italian rule
in East Africa, Asmara was a planned city of mainly Rationalist, Stripped Classical
and Futurist-inspired buildings. Following the termination of Italian colonial rule
in 1941, the region stagnated. Only after Eritrea gained independence in 1993
was the architectural and urban significance of Asmara recognised. The city is
notable for its wide streets lined with buildings that are strikingly consistent
in style and architectural quality. Particularly impressive is the Fiat Service
Station, designed by Giuseppe Pettazzi in 1938, with its Futurist central tower
and daringly cantilevered canopies. The influence of contemporary Italian
design philosophies, which combined a simplified classicism with the sleek
lines of modernism, is everywhere apparent. Apart from the use of minimalist
classical details, the 1930s buildings of Asmara are virtually without decoration
(Denison et al. 2003).
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While Napier and Asmara share consistently designed modernist streetscapes,
Napier has no buildings of architectural sophistication or structural daring to
compare with those found in Asmara. This factor reflects Asmara’s status as an
assertive statement of Italy’s colonial presence in northeast Africa in comparison
with Napier’s position as a reconstructed provincial city in Depression-era
New Zealand. The two cities represent contrasting rather than comparable
approaches to contemporary architectural design philosophies. The construction
of Asmara was carried out over a longer time span than that of Napier, although
the two cities are comparable in the consistency and concentration of their
1930s architecture.

6.6

N e w Y ork C ity , U S A
In the period before the Wall Street crash of 1929,
New York City, and especially mid-town Manhattan,
was probably the most influential location for the
development of Art Deco architecture in the world.
The Chanin building (1927–29) helped to define
the new style and William van Allen’s Chrysler
Building (1930), which was, for a short period, the
tallest building in the world, gave it unprecedented
visibility (Fig. 24). The Rockefeller Center (1931–
40), an innovative exercise in large-scale, corporate
urbanism, gave it cultural respectability. Gebhard
(1996: 41) argued that ‘New York became the
undisputed center for the “smart” Art Deco style.
The Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building
and the Rockefeller Center complex were the style
setters of their time and even today our view of the
Art Deco conjures up these and other New York
monuments of the time’.

Figure 24.

New York’s canonical Art Deco buildings are,
however, embedded within an urban matrix of many
different architectural styles. This contrast of styles
is epitomised by the juxtaposition of the Beaux Arts
New York Public Library (1911) and the adjacent
Art Deco tower at 500 Fifth Avenue, a building that
is, in turn, contemporaneous with the Empire State
Building (1930–31). Buildings such as the Chrysler
and Empire State epitomise the wealth and
Chrysler Building, New York City, NY, built 1930.
competitive spirit of American corporate capitalism,
while their smaller contemporaries exemplify the optimism and frenetic
exuberance of the ‘Jazz age’.
In terms of size, architectural innovation and sophistication, decorative
richness and invention, New York’s Art Deco architecture makes Napier’s
contemporaneous buildings seem insignificant in comparison. Art Deco buildings
were constructed in New York City throughout the 1920s and 1930s, unlike
Napier, where building was concentrated in the few years immediately following
1931. These very contrasts, however, serve to accentuate the homogeneity of
Art Deco Napier in comparison with New York City.
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6.7

L os A ng e l e s , U S A
According to Gebhard & Winter (1985: 21), ‘next to New York City, Los Angeles
exhibits, even today, more examples of the Art Deco (Zigzag) Moderne than
any other part of the country’. Outstanding buildings such as Bullocks-Wilshire
Department Store (1928) and the Pan Pacific Auditorium (1935–38) are among
the best-known examples of the style internationally, but the city also boasts
a large number of other high-quality buildings that helped to define the style.
However, redevelopment has resulted in the loss of some significant examples,
including the outstanding Richfield Building (1928–29). Surviving buildings are
primarily found as individual structures within the mosaic of the city rather than
within areas of concentrated development such as exist in Miami Beach and
Napier.
Los Angeles’ Art Deco architecture was the product of the city’s rapid growth
during the 1920s, and although it suffered from economic stagnation in the 1930s,
the economic stimulus provided by the entertainment industry, especially film,
ensured that there was continuing construction during the 1930s, particularly of
cinemas. However, the Art Deco architecture of Los Angeles formed only part of
a diverse architectural culture that evolved as part of the normal dynamics of the
city’s urban development. While, in many ways, Art Deco and the Moderne came
to epitomise the Los Angeles of the 1920s and 1930s, the city was too large and
too various to be characterised by these styles alone.
As is to be expected in one of the largest cities of the USA, the scale of buildings,
opulence of materials and richness of decoration that characterises the Art Deco
and Moderne architecture of Los Angeles far exceeds anything to be found in
Napier. Chronologically, Los Angeles boasts examples that are significantly
earlier than those found in Napier, while construction of Moderne designs
extended into the early 1940s, well after the period by which central Napier’s
reconstruction had come to an end. Unlike Napier or Miami Beach, Los Angeles’
Art Deco architecture is scattered across the city, rather than being concentrated
in a single precinct. Comparison with Los Angeles, like that with New York City,
emphasises the compactness, small scale and consistent character of Napier’s
Art Deco architecture.

26

Lochhead—Art Deco Napier

6.8

H avana , C uba
Between the turn of the 20th century and 1929, the Cuban capital of Havana
doubled in population from around 250 000 to over 500 000 inhabitants. The
city’s growth was fuelled by increasing sugar prices, the result of increased
consumption stimulated by the First World War. The Art Deco style arrived
in Havana in 1927 with José Antonio Mendigütia’s design for the Francisco
Argüelles house in the suburb of Miramar. By 1930, large office buildings,
such as the Edificio Bacardi in Centro Habana, had established the legitimacy
of the new style as a reaction against historicism and the Spanish Renaissance
style, although leading architects such as Morales y Compañía and Govantes y
Cabarrocas designed buildings simultaneously in Art Deco and historical styles
(Alonso et al. 2007).
Although Havana possesses outstanding examples of the Art Deco style, these
are dispersed across the urban fabric rather than concentrated in a single area,
as a result of systematic rebuilding of a particular locale or the construction of
new sections of the city. In this regard, Havana’s Art Deco has more in common
with that of New York City and Los Angeles than with Napier. Thus, while Napier
does not possess buildings that can rival the scale, lavish use of materials and
rich decoration to be found in Havana, the Cuban city cannot rival the consistent
but more modest scale nor the concentration of examples that resulted from the
reconstruction of central Napier.

6.9

N oto , S icily
The reconstruction of the Sicilian city of Noto following the earthquake of
1693 provides an instructive contrast to the events that unfolded in Napier in
1931. Unlike Napier, Noto was rebuilt on a new site on the coastal plain below
the former medieval hilltop town of Noto Antico. The specific reasons for this
decision are not recorded. The rebuilt Noto Nuovo presented a marked contrast
to the organic form of the former city, with the new city having been planned
according to the ideal urban planning concepts of the Baroque period. A grid plan
with strong axes and dominant central and secondary piazzas were key features
of the new town, and in this pre-modern architectural era there seems to have
been no debate over the appropriate architectural style to be used; Noto was
rebuilt using the accepted architectural language of the time, the late Baroque.
The result was a city of unusually consistent style and form that remains more or
less intact to the present day (Tobriner 1982).
Noto’s significance as a point of comparison with Napier lies not only in its
difference—a post-earthquake reconstruction on a new rather than the original
site—but also in its similarities across a time span of over 200 years. In both cities,
the decision was made to embrace a new vision of urban form and architectural
style rather than recreate the city in its former image, and there is a comparable
unity of appearance. Understandably, because of the differences in date of the
two cities, the architectural styles of Noto and Napier are entirely different. In
human terms, however, Noto illustrates a shared characteristic with Napier—the
desire to create a better urban environment in the wake of a natural disaster.
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6.10

A rt D e co in th e U nit e d K ingdom and
A ustralia
Prior to the 1930s, New Zealand drew its primary architectural influences from
the United Kingdom. Although American architectural influences had had an
impact on New Zealand architecture since the 19th century, the reconstruction
of Napier was the first occasion when American architectural ideas were adopted
on such a large scale, producing an urban environment that was consciously
more American than British in its origins. For this reason, it is important to
examine Art Deco architecture in the United Kingdom to assess whether any
meaningful comparisons can be made with Napier.
Similarly, New Zealand had close architectural relations with Australia during
the 19th century, but following Federation in Australia, these links diminished.
Because Australia is New Zealand’s nearest neighbour, it is worth assessing
Art Deco in Australia to determine the extent to which developments there can
be compared with Napier.

6.10.1

United Kingdom
The relatively slow acceptance of Art Deco in British architecture in the 1930s
is of significance for New Zealand, insofar as the ready acceptance of the new
decorative vocabulary that occurred in Napier following the 1931 earthquake
represents a marked shift in this country’s acceptance of the USA as the trend
setter for cultural, and especially architectural, influences. Widely seen as
the most progressive, technologically sophisticated and up-to-date society in
the world, the USA began to eclipse the UK as a source of architectural and
design ideas during the 1930s (McEwan 2001). Examples of Art Deco in British
architecture are limited to relatively few, prominent examples, the best known
of which is Wallis, Gilbert and Partners’ Hoover factory, London (1931–32). The
limited penetration of Art Deco in Britain is reflected in the complete absence
of any discussion of Art Deco architecture in the landmark 1979 Arts Council
exhibition at the Hayward Gallery, Thirties: British art and design before the
war (Arts Council of Great Britain 1979), although a number of buildings that
would now be considered to be Art Deco in style were included.
The most significant British examples of Art Deco are often interiors, frequently
cited examples being Owen Williams’ foyer of the Daily Express Building (1932)
and Oliver Bernard’s foyer of the Strand Palace Hotel (1930–31), now in the
collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum (Benton et al. 2003). A concentration
of 1930s buildings can be found on the south coast of England in the vicinity
of Brighton, but Art Deco buildings by no means dominate, and many of the
most notable buildings of the period, such as Embassy Court in Brighton (1934)
and the De La Warr Pavilion in Bexhill-on-Sea (1935), are Modernist rather than
Art Deco, although they are sometimes included within a very broad definition
of Art Deco. Most of the buildings in this area post date those to be found in
Napier.
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British Art Deco is distinguished from Napier’s Art Deco by its differences
rather than its similarities. British examples are primarily isolated structures that
are larger in scale with more elaborate decorative programmes than are to be
found in Napier. This contrast is highlighted by comparing the modesty of the
Napier Daily Telegraph building with the sleek sophistication of London’s Daily
Express building. Whereas the Daily Telegraph stands out among its smaller scale
Art Deco neighbours in Napier, the Daily Express is an isolated example of
Art Deco in the City of London. Comparisons with British Art Deco confirm the
fact that Napier’s architecture drew its inspiration from American rather than
British sources. No British city possesses an area of focused 1930s architecture
that can be directly compared with Napier.

6.10.2

Australia
As Lumby has pointed out, Art Deco had its greatest impact on Australian
architecture in the later part of the 1930s, as building activity recovered following
the worst effects of the Depression in the early part of the decade (van Daele
& Lumby 1997). Early manifestations of the style can be found from the late
1920s, the building most often cited being the ANZAC Memorial (1929–34) in
Hyde Park South, Sydney, which was designed by the architect C. Bruce Dellit in
conjunction with the sculptor Rayner Hoff (van Daele & Lumby 1997; Ferson &
Nilsson 2001) (Fig. 25).
Australia possesses a number of high-quality Art Deco buildings, such as Emil
Sodersten’s CML Building (1936) in Sydney (again with sculpture by Hoff), and it
has been suggested that the Sydney Harbour Bridge
is also an expression of Art Deco, both on account
of the sculptural modelling of its piers and through
its role as a symbol of the ‘triumph and optimism of
modern technology’ between the wars (van Daele &
Lumby 1997: 154). Also of outstanding significance
is the Capitol Theatre, Melbourne (1924), designed
by the architect Walter Burley Griffin. Although
the building has been significantly modified and
the description of it as Art Deco is contentious,
its cubistic and crystalline decorative programme
certainly has much in common with the spirit of
Art Deco.
Nevertheless, as Menz has acknowledged,
‘architectural essays in Art Deco in Australia were
limited to individual buildings, notably cinemas,
office buildings, department stores and hotels,
where it was important to project an image of
modernity’ (Menz in Benton et al. 2003: 416).

Figure 25. ANZAC Memorial, Hyde Park South, Sydney, built
1929–34.
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Although there are individual Art Deco buildings of
significance in Australia, there is no concentrated
urban area of buildings in Art Deco or related styles
to compare with the Art Deco precinct of Napier.
However, none of Napier’s individual buildings can
compare in scale, architectural sophistication or
richness of materials employed with those found in
Australia.
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6.11

S ummary of comparativ e e valuation
A comparative evaluation of Napier’s Art Deco precinct indicates that a range of
visually unified urban environments can be found internationally that are either
slightly earlier than or of a similar date to Napier. Santa Barbara presents an
extensive, highly consistent townscape in a different architectural style, but one
particularly suited to its history and location. Miami Beach contains a much larger
precinct of Art Deco buildings that are both larger and more richly decorated than
those of Napier, although, on the whole, of a slightly later date. San Francisco also
possesses, in its Marina district, an extended area of Art Deco buildings, although
that area has a higher proportion of residential buildings when compared with
the predominantly commercial nature of the Napier precinct. The city of Asmara,
although slightly later in its development than Napier, has buildings that are
more overtly Rationalist and Modernist in style, and the overall architectural
aspirations of the city are more ambitious.
In comparison with cities such as New York City, Los Angeles or Havana, which
contain Art Deco buildings that helped to define the style or are regarded
as canonical examples of Art Deco architecture, Napier is architecturally
undistinguished. What those cities do not possess is the localised concentration
of Art Deco buildings that can be found in Napier.
As a city destroyed by earthquake and rapidly reconstructed on an improved plan
in the architectural idiom of the time, Napier is not unique, as the example of
Noto demonstrates. Unlike Noto, which was reconstructed on a new site with a
radically different plan, Napier was rebuilt on its original site with a modified and
improved plan. In this regard, Napier can be considered as a less radical response
to destruction by earthquake than that seen at Noto.
When compared with the United Kingdom, the traditional source of New Zealand’s
architectural influences, Napier illustrates a more thorough response to Art Deco
than can be found in that country. The decision of Napier’s architects to embrace
American sources and ideas marks a significant shift in New Zealand architectural
history. The response by New Zealand’s nearest neighbour, Australia, to Art Deco
is marked by a concentration of large scale, often monumental structures, rather
than the modest structures to be found in Napier.
In adopting Art Deco, Napier was following a lead already established in major
metropolitan centres in the USA and elsewhere, but in the context of the
spread of Art Deco, Napier’s buildings belong to the early phase of the style’s
international dissemination. Napier’s remoteness from centres of architectural
innovation emphasises the precociousness of this response. By rejecting the
dominant British architectural culture that had shaped the city destroyed by
the earthquake, Napier’s architects were also expressing their independence
from the past. By celebrating newness and Americanness, Napier was, implicitly,
celebrating its New Zealandness. By adapting indigenous Mäori motifs to fit the
decorative vocabulary of Art Deco, Napier’s architects further emphasised the
relevance of the new style.
As a city reconstructed on its original site following a major earthquake employing
a consistent, forward-looking architectural language, Napier is a significant
example of 20th-century urban reconstruction. Its utilisation of Art Deco, while
never aspiring to outstanding architectural quality, nevertheless attained a level
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of modest consistency, with a number of buildings, such as the Daily Telegraph
and the AMP buildings, rising to a higher level of achievement. Built at a time of
severe economic hardship and in the wake of massive destruction and loss of life,
Napier’s Art Deco architecture symbolises the resilience, courage and faith in the
future of the city’s inhabitants, alongside the values more usually associated with
Art Deco: stylishness, decorativeness, exoticness, technological sophistication
and consumerism.
International comparisons indicate that, although there are many examples of
more significant Art Deco buildings to be found in the world, and there are
unified townscapes of a similar period, none possess the same combination of
attributes as Napier.

7. World Heritage values of the site
The reconstruction of Napier following the 1931 earthquake was more than simply
an achievement of architectural design and construction logistics. It represented
a triumph of human courage and resilience in the face of severe adversity, a
desire to look towards the future with optimism and the belief that a better
world could be created from the ruins of the old. It also represented a significant
shift in the world view of the city’s citizens, away from a dependence on British
culture and towards the modernity and exuberance of American design.
Within just over a month from the date of the earthquake, Napier’s first temporary
building had been opened, and by the end of July 1931 a reconstruction committee
had been formed to address issues of building design and town planning. The
initial hope that Napier could achieve the kind of stylistic consistency that
Santa Barbara had attained following the earthquake of 1925 was frustrated by
the financial constraints imposed by the depressed economy. However, the
resulting mix of contemporary styles, now subsumed under the term Art Deco,
produced streetscapes in which the distinctiveness of individual buildings was
subservient to an overall unity that resulted from the use of reinforced concrete
construction, the imposition of height limits, standardised veranda heights,
a proscription on overhanging decorative elements and a commitment to
contemporary architectural imagery.
As a provincial town in a country remote from centres of artistic innovation,
it is hardly surprising that Napier was not rebuilt in the emerging Modernist
style, even though the ruined city presented the kind of tabula rasa that
Modern Movement architects sought. Napier’s reconstruction was driven,
however, as much by pragmatic goals of what was possible in the time and with
the resources available, as by a desire to create a forward-looking, aesthetically
pleasing, modern city. In such an environment, the utopian principles that
underpinned the ideology of architectural Modernism would have found little
place, even if the architects of Napier had been aware of them.
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The human significance of Napier is summed up by the phrase written on the
New Napier Arch on Marine Parade, built following the earthquake to the design
of the Napier Borough Council Architect, J.T. Watson. The attic storey of this
triumphal arch bears the inscription, ‘Courage is the thing: all goes if courage
goes’ (Fig. 26). This phrase sustained the city’s citizens during Napier’s darkest
hours. Paradoxically, in a city that was celebrating its newness, the designer of
the arch turned to the timeless language of classicism, although in a simplified
and abstracted form. The arch itself celebrates triumph over adversity as well
as the enduring nature of human courage and perseverance. Over and above its
architectural, aesthetic and urban values, the rebuilding of Napier is an enduring
expression of these fundamental human values.

Figure 26. New Napier
Arch and Colonnade, Marine
Parade.

7.1

R e l e vant W orld H e ritag e C rit e ria for
O utstanding U niv e rsal V alu e
Section 49 of the Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World
Heritage Convention (UNESCO 2008) defines Outstanding Universal Value as
cultural and/or natural significance which is so exceptional as to transcend
national boundaries and to be of common importance for present and future
generations of all humanity. As such, the permanent protection of this heritage
is of the highest importance to the international community as a whole. This
is a stringent and demanding test, and sites must meet at least one of five more
specific criteria as set out in section 77. Criterion vi carries the caveat that this
criterion will usually be applied in conjunction with one or other of the previous
five criteria. In addition, sites must meet the standards of authenticity (sections
79–86) and integrity (sections 87–89) already discussed in section 5 above.

32

Lochhead—Art Deco Napier

i

To represent a masterpiece of human creative genius.
The Art Deco architecture of Napier is modest in its aspirations and was
constructed rapidly under severe cost constraints. Although some buildings,
such as the former Daily Telegraph and Bank of New Zealand buildings,
stand out from the background of Napier’s townscape, neither singly nor
collectively can the city’s buildings be regarded as works of creative genius
and therefore criterion i is not applicable.

ii to exhibit an important interchange of human values, over a span
of time or within a cultural area of the world, on developments in
architecture or technology, monumental arts, town planning or
landscape design.
Napier illustrates the very rapid adoption of a new architectural style in
the period immediately following the 1931 earthquake. While Napier’s
architecture of the preceding decade was marked by a number of buildings
that looked towards future developments, in particular those designed by
Louis Hay, such as the Napier Fire Station, other pre-earthquake buildings
had more conservative designs. The monumental classicism of the
Public Trust building, the stripped classical design of the Napier Post
Office, and the Gothic Revival idiom of the Anglican Diocesan Office and
Synod Hall were all backward looking in style.
Following the earthquake, Napier architects looked resolutely forward by
adopting contemporary styles. Even the Spanish Colonial Revival style, which
could be considered backward looking when utilised in California, had the
effect of representing contemporary California when utilised in New Zealand.
The exclusive use of reinforced concrete for building construction, although
by no means innovative from a technological point of view, was progressive
in the sense that the entire commercial district of Napier was rebuilt in what
was still considered a ‘new’ material. By widening streets, faceting the corners
of buildings to emphasise intersections and placing services underground,
Napier also adopted progressive planning ideas, although these were
essentially refinements to the existing urban form rather than a complete
reworking of it.
The elevation of land along Marine Parade allowed the city to redefine its
relationship with the sea, with the creation of a promenade, soundshell
and other amenities, transforming Napier into a modern seaside resort. The
rebuilding of Napier thus went well beyond addressing the utilitarian needs
of the local population. It created an aesthetically unified urban environment
of up-to-date design that referenced indigenous artistic traditions by drawing
inspiration from Mäori art, and it included buildings and amenities essential to
human fulfilment, including a theatre for the performing arts, a museum for
the preservation of memory, the Marine Parade promenade for recreational
opportunities, and churches, including St John’s Anglican Cathedral, to meet
spiritual needs.
The unified, modern form of Napier, assimilated from contemporary sources
in North America, represents an important interchange of human values
in the area of architecture … [and] town planning, but it is difficult to
argue that this is so exceptional as to transcend national boundaries as
required by Section 49, since this kind of interchange is continually occurring
as architectural influences and ideas are transmitted around the world.
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Furthermore, as primarily a decorative approach to architecture, the Art Deco
style did not, in itself, represent a well-defined body of ideas or values in the
way that the contemporaneous Modern Movement did.
What is unusual in Napier’s case is the rapidity and the completeness of the
city’s reconstruction following a cataclysmic disaster. However, a similar
reconstruction took place in Santa Barbara in the previous decade, suggesting
that such a response in itself was not unusual. Technologically, the buildings
constructed in Napier after 1931 utilised known building techniques and their
small scale did not pose design challenges.
iii to bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural
tradition or to a civilization which is living or which has
disappeared.
This criterion is not relevant to Art Deco Napier.
iv to be an outstanding example of a type of a building, architectural or
technological ensemble or landscape which illustrates (a) significant
stage(s) in human history.
The reconstruction of the entire urban centre of Napier, which commenced
in 1931 and was mainly completed within 2 years, created an extended and
unified urban environment of buildings in an up-to-date modern idiom, although
opinions will differ on how progressive the modern character of Art Deco
Napier actually was. Because of the limited amount of construction occurring
at this time as a result of world-wide economic depression, Napier is highly
unusual, if not unique, as an expression of one aspect of the architecture of
its time. The modernity of Napier is reflected primarily in the use of modern
materials and the extensive use of applied decoration in Art Deco and related
styles. In contemporary terms, this represented a conservative architectural
approach towards creating a modern style, by changing the vocabulary of
decoration rather than creating an architectural language that symbolised the
machine age by avoiding decoration altogether, as advocated by contemporary
European modernist architects. Nevertheless, as an example of an integrated
townscape in the Art Deco style, Napier is significant, but because of the
modesty of the buildings themselves it is difficult to argue that it meets the
over-arching criterion of being outstanding as required by criterion iv.
v to be an outstanding example of a traditional human settlement, land
use, or sea-use which is representative of a culture (or cultures)
or human interaction with the environment especially when it has
become vulnerable under the impact of irreversible change.
This criterion is not relevant to Art Deco Napier.
vi to be directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions,
with ideas, or with beliefs, with artistic and literary works of
outstanding universal significance. (The Committee considers that
this criterion should preferably be used in conjunction with other
criteria.)
Napier is associated with two events of major significance, one national,
although with international reverberations, and the second international.
First, at a national level, the Napier earthquake was a human disaster of major
significance and was reported around the world. It formed a watershed in
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national attitudes towards building construction and resulted in a fundamental
re-examination of building standards and codes. (A similar process had
occurred in the United States following the 1925 California earthquake.)
As a result, new legislation defined standards for building construction to
ensure that an earthquake in New Zealand would never again cause such
extensive loss of life, although the effects of economic depression hampered
the implementation of these codes.
This rethinking of building standards coincided with the emergence of new
techniques for analysing the structures of buildings, paving the way for a new,
scientific approach to seismic engineering and a process of ongoing revision of
earthquake-resistant building codes. New Zealand has subsequently become a
world leader in this field of research and engineering. The Napier earthquake
can potentially be seen as the catalyst for the development of these ideas,
but further specialist investigation is required to determine whether this
can be regarded as having outstanding universal significance. In my view,
this dimension of the Napier earthquake is clearly of more than national
significance. If it can be demonstrated by experts in the field of seismic
engineering that the Napier earthquake was a seminal event in stimulating the
development of modern seismic engineering, this could be one of Napier’s
strongest claims to World Heritage status.
Second, the rebuilding of Napier in a contemporary style during the early
1930s, at a time when construction was restricted to isolated buildings in
most cities around the world, resulted in an unparalleled concentration of
architecture representative of the Depression era. Although the modest scale
and low-relief decoration of Napier’s buildings was a direct response to the
dangers created by falling masonry during the earthquake, its dynamism,
abstraction and use of colour celebrated modernity and faith in the future.
The extent to which this architecture can be correlated with the progressive
political, social and cultural ideas of the time is, however, less certain. The
small-scale and unassuming character of Napier’s Art Deco buildings are a
product of both the time of their construction and the character of the town
itself, a provincial centre within a small, remote and still sparsely populated
country. The formative ideas that shaped the architecture of Napier were,
however, derived from elsewhere, making it difficult to argue that the
particular expression of these ideas found in Napier is of outstanding human
significance.
Unlike the contemporaneous Modern Movement, Art Deco was not
underpinned by a broadly based design philosophy and was only defined
retrospectively as a distinct style. There is little evidence to suggest that the
Art Deco style aimed at being anything more than a visually pleasing expression
of contemporary culture. As a populist, commercial and short-lived style, Art
Deco was conceptually unsophisticated and had little long-term impact on
architecture in comparison with the profound changes brought about by
20th-century Modernism. These limitations suggest that neither Art Deco as
an artistic movement, nor the particular local manifestation of the style to be
found in Napier, can be regarded as of outstanding universal significance
in terms of criterion vi.
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7.2

C onclusion
Taking into account the specific requirements of criteria i–vi for assessing
Outstanding Universal Value, alongside the criteria for authenticity and integrity
set out in Sections 79–89 of the Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of
the World Heritage Convention, Art Deco Napier does not, in my view, sufficiently
meet the high test of being so exceptional as to transcend national boundaries
and to be of common importance for present and future generations of all
humanity, as defined in Section 49. Further research, particularly with regard to
the issue of seismic engineering, may reveal intangible heritage values of the site
that have not been recognised so far.
Although Art Deco has achieved widespread popular recognition as a style
in both architecture and the decorative arts, this has not been matched by a
corresponding recognition that it has had a more fundamental impact on the
art and architecture of the 20th century. This makes it difficult to claim that
Art Deco itself is of outstanding universal value. Napier’s Art Deco precinct
has a strong claim to international significance as a unified townscape of early
1930s buildings, but the very modesty of its buildings presents an impediment
to World Heritage consideration. Neither collectively nor individually can any of
Napier’s buildings be considered of sufficient architectural distinction to have
outstanding universal value. Napier’s architects were followers of architectural
ideas generated elsewhere and, with the exception of the introduction of Mäori
motifs into the vocabulary of Art Deco design, did not contribute anything original
to the development of the style. A more persuasive argument for World Heritage
status might have been mounted if the entire site had remained unmodified
since the 1930s, but incremental changes, including the construction of
multi-storey buildings that are out of scale with the original townscape, have
eroded its integrity.
Evolving international perceptions of Art Deco may, in the future, create an
environment that is more receptive to consideration of Napier’s Art Deco precinct
as part of a serial site that incorporates buildings from the wider Hawke’s Bay
area as well as other buildings within Napier itself. Every effort should therefore
be made to ensure that the architectural and townscape heritage values of
Napier and its surrounding region are protected, maintained and enhanced. This
should be done, furthermore, because the city’s Art Deco heritage is of great
importance at both a local and national level. There can be no better reason for
protecting Napier’s Art Deco heritage than the fact that it is, first and foremost,
of outstanding value to all New Zealanders.
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Is Napier’s Art Deco precinct of Outstanding Universal Value?
In 2006, Napier was included on the New Zealand Tentative List
of cultural and natural sites for consideration for World Heritage
Status. This report assesses Napier’s Art Deco precinct against
the criteria used to evaluate potential World Heritage sites, and
compares the city with international sites that possess similar or
related heritage values. It is concluded that Napier’s heritage value
does not meet the stringent requirement of World Heritage sites.
However, Napier’s Art Deco heritage is of outstanding value to all
New Zealanders, and should be protected for this reason.
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